Migration and globalization

A Case study on Albania and Migration

Regarding the migration, Albania has become the country with the highest migration outflow in Europe, when measured in terms of the ratio of migrants to overall population.The major waves of Albanian migration have taken place round important historical and political events in the country. One of the earliest periods of emigration in the collective historic memory of the Albanians is situated in the second half of the fifteenth century, after Gjergj Kastrioti’s death (our national hero known as Skanderbeg) and the fall of his stronghold at Krujë to the Ottomans.
Many Catholics, including close relatives of Kastrioti and others who had participated in the resistance against the Ottoman Turks, fled the country; they settled mainly in Italy, but also in Greece and along the Dalmatian coast. From generation to generation, the descendants of these Albanian émigrés, or the Arbëresh as they are known, have been able to preserve the Albanian language and traditions through five centuries.
Many Albanian-Italians were later to emigrate to the USA at the beginning of the twentieth century, where they would form part of the larger Albanian diaspora there.

Generally speaking, Albanian emigration has had three key phases in modern times: an early outflow of emigrants before 1944, a more recent diaspora of those who left 1945-1990, and a significant outflow following the 1990 breakdown of the communist leadership that had been in place since 1944. 
 
Before 1944, the US and some Latin American states were the main destination countries. There are only scarce data to measure the flow of Albanian migration before the 1990s. Most of the people who left the country before 1944 did so because of economic push factors, and the Albanian governments during that time were mostly indifferent to these flows. 
 Meanwhile, in the second phase, a sort of political migration took place. Most migrants from Albania in this period left because of political factors. These included disagreements with the country's communist regime and the political pressure they expected to be placed on them. The Albanian government heavily discouraged this migration by establishing political and legal barriers to migration and labeling it a crime.

                    Yet another phase follows, that of post-1990 migration. This can be broken down into the 1991-1992 stream, which was wholly uncontrolled, when approximately 300,000 Albanians left the country; the 1992-1996 stream, when a similar number migrated, most illegally, despite the temporary improvement of the economy and better border controls; and the 1996-1997 stream, immediately after the collapse of various pyramid schemes, which wiped out the savings of hundred of thousands of people. In the national unrest that followed, a combination of unemployment, poverty, and economic hardships led to the migration of around 70,000 people within a few months. Finally, since 1998, a gradual improvement in economic, political, and social conditions and favorable immigration policies in two key receiving countries, Greece and Italy, have increased legal migration and reduced illegal flows. While, since December 2010 with the liberalisation of the visas, the Albanians can move freely, without visas    to European Union countries. 

By the present day, approximately 25 percent of the total population, or over 35 percent of the labor force, has emigrated. The country has approximately 900,000 emigrants, now residing mainly in Greece (600,000), Italy (200,000), and most of the remainder in other Western European countries, the US, and Canada. Albania's migration flow has, since the early 1990s, been five times higher than the average migration flow in developing countries.
Although there are some intercultural practices, the  approaches formed by globalization and migration are still lacking in Albania, primarily due to economic conditions and other immediate concerns.  Museums are still focused on the creation of national/local identities and on heritage preservation aimed at increased tourism. However, our museum as the most important museum in Albania has undertaken several initiatives to treat these topics. I will mention some of them.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
The National History Museum has dedicated a permanent special place and has organized several temporary exhibitions on the history and the culture of the Albanian diaspora in Italy (the Arberesh) and (the Arvanitas) in Greece with the aim to make known their history and culture, to see how this culture has preserved and conservate the Albanian cultural values but overall how it has been a bridge of communication and  relationships between Albanian culture and the Italian culture. 

A  map displays The Arbëresh settlements. They live in 49 towns and villages, 200,000 to 300,000 Arbëresh are thought to be living in South Italy and Sicily.

The Museum has organized temporary exhibitions too, and through various activities were shown how the Albanians of Italy have not only tried to keep alive their own language, their traditions, their original culture, but through the popular customs, the dances, the religious rituals have also exalted that relationship of belonging with their ancient motherland.  Such tie with the Albanians, has always been indissoluble, moreover the Arbëreshë have culturally contributed (deeply) to the independence of Albania.  Furthermore, we pointed in the fact that  some of them have been eminent elements of the political panorama of “Risorgimental” Italy, (as Francesco Crispi, who described himself as an " Albanian in his blood and his heart ",) and that they have often bravely fought for the national unity of Italy.  Students and pupils recited parts of the poetry and the novelistic production of the Albanians of Italy. 
The Arbëresh language is of particular interest to students of the modern Albanian language as it represents the sounds, grammar, and vocabulary of pre-Ottoman Albania in the 15th century. And that’s why some conferences on this theme have been organized in the Museum.

But of course we still have much to do. We actually have projects in cooperation with cultural associations and institutions in Italy in order to dedicate a wider space to this period and to this culture in a special pavilion about the  Albanian Diaspora through the History. 

The works of the Arbëreshë (and of all the other Albanian emigrants) represent a cultural patrimony that we should carefully safeguard because they are the testimony of the vitality of the Albanian people, a people that is still little known. But, we want to show also, that besides the conservation of their language and their culture, they are well integrated in the society and the culture of the country where they live. There are many Albanian  successful actors, painters, musicians, singers, athletes, football players, entrepreneurs  who, being carriers of Albanian culture have become part of cultural life in the countries where they live.
We want to show through their testimonies how they have accepted the values and the rules of the host community; how they maintain their diversity without feeling marginalized.

Albanian migrants suffer from what appears at first sight to be a paradox: they are under-researched yet over-represented in the media – especially in Italy and Greece, but increasingly now in other parts of Europe as well, where the criminalizing discourse of Albanians has become dominant. On closer inspection, this paradox disappears: their being under researched and over-mediates is part of the same coin. There would be fewer and less stigmatizing stereotypes if objective research evidence about Albanian migration was more widely available. And the museums could help on this.

Despite the recent changes, Albania's 3.1 million population is still basically homogenous: approximately 98 percent are Albanians and two percent are ethnic or ethno-linguistic non-Albanian groups. The minority population consists of Greeks, 1.17%, who are the main non-Albanian ethnic group, others 0.23% (Vlachs, Roma, Serbs, Montenegrins, Macedonians, Balkan Egyptians, and Bulgarians).

We are aware that we have a lot to do about the ethnic minorities within Albania, above all the Roma who are now, in the post-communist era, the most vulnerable segment of the population.

On April, in the National History Museum are annually organized Roma activities. This year they were realized in cooperation with the Ministry of Culture and relevant associations. So, we put on ethnographic exhibitions about Roma culture. Events were organized with Roma Music and Dance from children and adults, but individual stories of Roma’s were exposed too. We put on an exhibition with paintings of Roma children and we organized a roundtable for the recognition of Roma cultural heritage which was attended by ethnologists, scholars and other personalities of Albanian culture. 
 
We invited the Roma’s representatives to participate in the process of the creation of the exhibition rather than simply presenting final, fixed results by our experts and curators. This increased flexibility and dialogue.
 
Within the Framework of a Joint Programme, “Culture and Heritage for Social and Economic Development "implemented jointly by UNESCO and UNDP, it will be open soon the Pavilion of Ethnographic Culture in our museum where it will be reflected also the culture of the Greek minority, Vlach , Roma, etc. as part of Albanian culture as they are in fact part of Albanian society.
An interesting activity of our Museum that shows how difficult borders can be crossed is the project 1+1: Life & Love - One exhibition, 11 museums opened on March 11, 2011. This project brought together 11 museums from 6 countries in the Western Balkans including Albania, Bosnia and Hercegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro FYRo Macedonia and Serbia. Behind the project stands the Swedish organization Cultural Heritage without Borders with financing from the Swedish International Development and Cooperation Agency. 

The aim of the network was to contribute to strengthen the role of museums as democratic and creative meeting places. Each participating museum opened their own exhibition under the shared title ‘1+1: Life & Love’. This was a unique event and showed how it is possible to work together and creatively across borders.
All of us we opened at the same time. Bosnians, Kosovo-Albanians, Montenegrins, Croats, Serbs and Macedonians – all having lost close ones in the war. How does one meet the other, the former enemy, after the post wartime rhetoric of victims and heroes. The Museums made it possible. 
The simultaneous exhibition was the result of many meetings and discussions. 

The design of the shared catalogue, each museum linked to the others and the visitors at each exhibition sensed that at the same time, the same story was being told all over the Balkans. The very first step toward real reconciliation can be trying to say something together, even if you cannot really talk about it. The history of the Balkans does not start with the bloody civil war almost 20 years ago – and it does not end with it either.

The exhibitions were a first step to openly show that it is possible to work together by exchanging knowledge, experience and museums are an important part in a reconciliation process.
  
