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Abstract

This article delves into the figure of the Sworn Virgin, or Burrnesha, within Albanian culture, examining its
role as both a survival strategy and a form of resistance against patriarchal norms. The practice, where
certain women choose to live as men to gain male privileges and responsibilities, is deeply embedded in the
patriarchal structures of Albanian society. The novels Virgjéresha by Roland Gjoza and Hana by Elvira
Dones are central to this study because they present the Sworn Virgin as a complex symbol of freedom,
identity, and social struggle. The analysis aims to illuminate how these literary depictions represent the
tensions between traditional gender norms and the quest for personal independence, offering a contrast to
the cultural tradition's view of these figures. Through exploring these literary and cultural motifs, the article
demonstrates how Albanian literature both reflects and shapes evolving perceptions of gender and social
structures in a society undergoing transformation.

Keywords: Sworn Virgin, burrnesha, gender identity and social role, patriarchy, symbolism of freedom and
resistance, cultural and literary influence

1. Introduction

The practice of the Sworn Virgin, also known as Burrnesha, is a unique and complex tradition that
has existed for centuries in Albania, particularly in the mountainous regions of the north. This
tradition allows women to assume the social identity of men by pledging perpetual virginity and
taking on the responsibilities and privileges typically reserved for men. The origins of this practice are
closely tied to the patriarchal structures of the tribal organization of Albanian society and are
codified in the Kanun of Leké Dukagjini, a legal and moral code that has governed social life in these
regions (Kanun i Leké Dukagjinit, 1933).

As studies have shown, the Kanun, a legal system inherited from the medieval era, also defined
gender roles in society, excluding women from many aspects of public life, including inheritance and
property ownership. In this context, some women chose or were compelled to become Sworn Virgins
to assume the role of a man and protect the family from the division of property or from blood feud
conflicts. It is evident that this practice is rooted in the socio-economic needs of the harsh tribal
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society, “where ensuring the continuity of family and property was essential for survival” (Grémaux,
1989: 143-172; Murray, 1997: 59-75).

The practice of the Sworn Virgin evolved over the centuries, becoming an important mechanism
for women who sought to avoid forced marriages or who desired to gain independence in a society
where their opportunities were limited. By becoming respected figures within their families and
communities, these women assumed a significant role in the social structure of their time. While
these figures were often viewed with respect, they also faced significant challenges "due to the harsh
patriarchal norms that permeated Albanian society" (Young, 1998: 59-75).

The influence of Franciscan missionaries in the 17th century also played a crucial role in
reinforcing this practice by promoting virginity as a religious value and later as a social standard that
ensured respect and freedom within the narrow confines of a male-dominated society. This
intertwining of religious norms with existing social structures contributed to the consolidation of the
role of the Sworn Virgin "as a cultural institution within Albanian society" (Elsie, 2010: 73-81).

Overall, the tradition of the Sworn Virgin represents a complex interplay of gender identity and
survival strategies in a challenging environment. It has challenged, and continues to challenge,
traditional gender norms by offering an alternative path for women seeking greater freedom beyond
the narrow confines of their traditional role. In a society where honor and family were closely
intertwined, the Sworn Virgin became “a symbol of resistance and adaptation to the patriarchal
norms of the time” (Doja, 1995: 650-666).

Beyond the socio-cultural perspective, this article aims to delve further into the cultural and
literary significance of the phenomenon of the Sworn Virgins or burrnesha in Albanian society. It
seeks to explore how literature reflects and constructs the narratives of these figures, the changes in
their perception over time, and the role they play in the modern world. Such an examination includes
these key questions: How have Albanian authors portrayed the Sworn Virgins? What does this
portrayal tell us about society's attitudes toward gender and identity? How does this tradition
continue and transform in contemporary Albanian society? By examining these questions, the article
will shed light on a tradition that offers deep insights into the flexibility of gender roles and the
resilience of cultural practices amidst social and political changes.

2. Methodology

In conducting this study, we followed a multidisciplinary and comparative approach to explore the
representation of sworn virgins and women in the socio-cultural contexts expressed in literary works.
The comparative approach aims to identify different and common motifs in the portrayal of these
figures across different time periods. The methodology combines cultural analysis with literary
criticism, examining on one hand how these figures are constructed and on the other hand how they
are perceived by readers and Albanian society at different times.

In selecting literary texts for analysis, we applied criteria of cultural significance and the
presence of female characters aligned with the concept of “sworn virgins”. These include the novels
Hana (2007) by Elvira Dones and Virgjéresha (2002) by Roland Gjoza, as works that, in our judgment,
address the phenomenon from a broader socio-cultural perspective, while also including motifs from
folk tales of different geographical regions. Additionally, cultural artifacts such as documentaries,
photographs, and media portrayals that depict or reference sworn virgins and women were examined
to analyze the evolution of these portrayals over time.

The methodology involves the analysis of narrative structure, character development, and
thematic elements related to the portrayal of sworn virgin figures. The use of both quantitative and
qualitative methods aims to deeply interpret the text and cultural artifacts, revealing thematic
variations across different cultures and time periods. This methodological approach is supported by
feminist theory and cultural semiotics, providing tools for decoding the symbols and signs embedded
in texts and cultural artifacts.
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3. Literature Review

To support and guide this analysis, a thorough review of key works in theoretical and anthropological
literature has been conducted:

Edith Durham's High Albania (1909) and Some Tribal Origins, Laws, and Customs of the Balkans
(1928), which provide an anthropological view of Albanian social structures and the role of sworn
virgins.

The Kanun of Leké Dukagjini by Shtjefén Gjegovi, offering a framework for understanding
traditional Albanian social norms.

Judith Butler’'s Gender Trouble and Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex, which challenge
traditional gender roles and provide a feminist theoretical foundation.

Roland Barthes’ Mythologies and Yuri Lotman’s The Semiotics of Culture, which offer tools for
decoding cultural symbols and narratives.

4. Historical and Cultural Context

The practice of Sworn Virgins in Albania is deeply rooted in the patriarchal structures and gender
norms of the tribal societies in the Balkans. In the past centuries, especially in the mountainous
regions of Northern Albania, the boundaries between gender roles and social structures were clearly
defined, leaving women with little room to exercise independence within these confines.

The origin of this tradition is linked both to the complex influences of religious beliefs and to
the organization of social structures. Albania, as part of the Balkans, “was a place where the
intertwining of Eastern Orthodox, Catholic, and Muslim beliefs created a unique environment for the
formation of social norms and gender prejudices” (Doja, 2008: 55-63). In this context, gender
boundaries were often “defined and maintained through religious and social institutions, becoming
essential for the survival and preservation of social identity” (Grémaux, 1989: 163).

Regarding the organization of social structure, a key influence on the development of this
practice was the Kanun of Leké Dukagjini, a legal codification that governed social life in Northern
Albania. The Kanun, dating back to the medieval era, strictly outlined gender roles, “excluding
women from inheritance and property rights” (Kanun of Leké Dukagjini, 1933: 1228). In this narrow
patriarchal context, some women chose to become Sworn Virgins, “taking a vow of perpetual virginity
to preserve the honor and wealth of the family and to assume the role of a man in society” (Young,
1998: 59-75).

Over the centuries, Sworn Virgins were not only perceived as figures challenging traditional
gender roles but also as protectors of the family's honor and dignity. In a society where family honor
was a fundamental value, women who chose to take this vow were not simply making a personal
choice but were responding to a greater need “to preserve social structures and maintain the family's
honor in the absence of a male figure” (Schmitt, 2007: 85-87; Elsie, 2001: 145).

Furthermore, as we mentioned earlier, this phenomenon also had deep religious influences,
particularly those spread by Franciscan missionaries during Ottoman rule, which helped to
strengthen this practice. The Franciscan missionaries, who arrived in Northern Albania in the 17th
century, promoted a strict form of virginity, closely linking it with purity and religious devotion.
Their success in spreading this idea was reflected “in the increase in the number of women who chose
to live as Sworn Virgins”, a phenomenon that also served “to avoid forced marriages and to maintain
a form of independence within society” (Bartl, 1968: 73-75; Hodgson, 1974: 202-204).

However, this was not a practice limited only to Albanian Catholics, but it is also found among
Albanian Muslims and Serbian Orthodox in the Balkan region, as the canon laws that prioritized men
in inheritance and ownership, one of the main reasons why some women chose to become Sworn
Virgins, are more social than religious reasons. Adopting this status “was often the only respectable
option for a woman who refused to marry or sought to avoid blood feuds between families” (Kaser,
1992: 56-60; Whitaker, 1981:115-117).
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In the second half of the 20th century, Albania experienced profound political, economic, and
social changes that significantly affected the position of women, especially in urban areas where
modernization began to transform their roles. Nevertheless, traditional practices, such as that of the
Sworn Virgins, continued to exist as a form of protection of freedom and personal autonomy,
particularly in rural areas where the influence of tradition remained strong in relation to state legal
practices. The communist regime, which sought to create a new society with gender equality as an
important principle, did not succeed in completely eliminating these traditional practices, creating a
dualism between modernity and tradition. This dualism is critical for understanding “how these
cultural practices have survived and transformed in the context of social and political changes” (Tirta,
2004: 95-97; Rrapaj, 2013: 128-130).

The socio-political system in Albania from 1945 to 1990 attempted to eliminate traditions
considered backward or archaic, including the Kanun and practices related to it, such as the Sworn
Virgin. However, these efforts often met with “strong resistance from local communities”, who
continued “to preserve their traditional norms and customs as part of their cultural identity” (Prifti,
1978: 210-212). This is evidenced by the fact that in some isolated areas of Northern Albania, the
practice of Sworn Virgins has survived and continues to be honored as part of the cultural heritage.
These women are often valued for their courage and determination, and their practice is seen “as a
symbol of cultural resilience in the face of rapid social and political changes” (Kaser, 2008: 173-175).

After the fall of the communist regime in the early 1990s, Albania entered a difficult transition
period, during which social norms and traditional structures were put to the test. Rapid
modernization, urbanization, and mass emigration influenced how Albanian society viewed the role
of women and old traditions such as the Sworn Virgins. In many cases, “this practice began to
disappear or transform to adapt to new social conditions” (Pajo, 2008: 45-47). This situation means
that today, discussions about the Sworn Virgins reflect a complex interplay between the past and the
present, where traditional heritage coexists with modern values. For many scholars and women's
rights activists, this practice presents an important case study for understanding how gender norms
can be resilient but also influenced by significant social and political changes.

All studies in this field demonstrate that the practice of Sworn Virgins is deeply interconnected
not only with the social structures but also with the cultural structures of Albanian society,
particularly in the mountainous regions of the north. In these communities, social and cultural
norms, passed down through generations, have played a key role in defining gender roles and shaping
the behavior and status of individuals within society.

One of the most important aspects of Albanian culture is the primary place given to family
honor and dignity. In a society traditionally organized in a tribal format, honor has been considered
the most valuable asset of a family, and the Sworn Virgins have been those “who have preserved the
integrity of traditional structures” (Demiraj, 1993: 220-223). This value of honor has been a driving
force influencing women's decisions to become Sworn Virgins. By taking this vow, they ensured that
the family's honor was protected, “especially in cases where there was no male heir to continue the
family line” (Whitaker, 1981: n5-u7). According to Hasluck, the Sworn Virgins represented “a
transgression of these norms by adopting male roles to preserve the family's honor and heritage”
(Hasluck, 1954: 100-102).

This social organization has led to a strong division of gender roles, where men and women
have had different and clearly defined responsibilities. The Kanun of Leké Dukagjini, as one of the
most well-known codes of Albanian customary law, reinforced these divisions by excluding women
from many aspects of public and social life. In this context, the Sworn Virgins offered women “a way
to overcome these limitations by taking on the role of a man and gaining a special status within the
community, creating a cultural phenomenon” (Elsie, 2001: 143-145). For this reason, in many Albanian
communities, they were considered as guardians of traditions and as examples of cultural resilience
and strength. In this sense, they were symbolic figures who kept alive the cultural values and identity
of the community. Moreover, the influence of Franciscan missionaries, who promoted virginity as a
high religious and cultural value, “helped strengthen this practice by closely linking personal identity
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with the cultural values of the community” (Bartl, 1968: 73-75).

One of the first anthropologists to document this phenomenon was Johann Georg von Hahn,
who, during his travels in Albania in the 19th century, noted the Sworn Virgins “as a unique aspect of
Albanian culture, linking the role of women with the protection of the family's social and economic
structures” (Hahn, 1854: 238-240). Edith Durham, another well-known Albanologist, observed that “in
Albanian societies, women who chose to become Sworn Virgins gained a respected status that
granted them rights equal to men in family and social matters” (Durham, 1909: 183-185). It is clear
that the practice of the Sworn Virgin was not merely a personal choice for women but a powerful
response to the limitations imposed by the patriarchal structures of Albanian society. By adopting a
male identity, these women often gained respected authority within their communities, “serving as
custodians of traditions and social norms that were essential to the stability of tribal life” (Nopcsa,
1912: 75-77).

Despite the significant social and political changes that have occurred in Albania during the
20th and 21st centuries, the practice of Sworn Virgins has remained a persistent part of the culture in
some isolated regions. This is evidenced by the fact that the last remaining Sworn Virgins today have
not renounced their status, despite the socio-cultural changes. This persistence demonstrates a
strong resistance to external changes and a commitment to traditions passed down through
generations. Anton Luli, in his ethnographic studies, emphasizes that although the phenomenon of
Sworn Virgins is fading, “it still holds an important place in some mountain communities, where
traditional roles and respect for the past remain strong” (Luli, 2003: 64-66). This practice is essential
for understanding how women in the Balkans adapted to patriarchal constraints. Despite the
transformations and adaptations it has undergone, even in the early 2ist century, the practice of
Sworn Virgins reflects “a complex interplay between respect for the past and the need to live in
accordance with the values and norms of an evolving society” (Pajo, 2008: 45-47).

Anthropological studies, such as the case of Dilores, “who chose to become a burrnesha (sworn
virgin) at a young age to protect her family, illustrate the complexity of this phenomenon” (Young,
2001: 75-77). On the other hand, Anila, known as Rrok, exemplifies a sworn virgin who “abandoned
this role to pursue a new life after leaving her village and marrying a Montenegrin” (Young, Twigg,
2009: 127). These cases highlight that while some women continue to uphold this practice to protect
their families, others choose different paths to adapt to modern realities. Gjystina Grishaj, the last
known sworn virgin, discussed her challenges and reasons for her decision in an interview with the
BBC: "My family has lived in this valley for over a century, where men have always ruled. The only
way to survive was to become a man... I will be the last person. There will be no more sworn virgins. I
see myself as a man, and I don’t regret my decision, but the end of the sworn virgins will be the
beginning of a new era" (BBC, 2023). These accounts demonstrate a great diversity in the experiences
and choices of Sworn Virgins, illustrating both the persistence of traditional roles and the challenges
this practice faces in today's context.

5. Transformation and Representation of the Sworn Virgin in Albanian Literature and
Culture (Comparative Approach)

The transformation of a woman into a Sworn Virgin in Albanian society involves a complex interplay
of ethnological, social, and cultural factors. This phenomenon is not merely the application of the
Kanun but “a symbol of sacrifice connected to patriarchal pressures and the need to protect family
honor” (Young, 2001; Schmitt, 2007). This transformation turns the woman from a passive object into
an active subject, challenging and reinforcing gender norms.

The selection of the novels by Dones and Gjozaj is intentional and serves the purpose of a
comparative analysis to assess the changes in the perception of this phenomenon within and outside
the Albanian context. According to anthropological studies, the motif of the virgin or warrior maiden
in Albanian oral literature has been mythologized, turning them into key figures representing women
in a patriarchal social system. Although the Kanun provides a clear legal structure, “oral literature
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and folk songs often adapt and modify these norms to reflect the realities of women's lives in
different historical and cultural contexts” (Dushi, 2023: 610). In Albanian folklore, the Sworn Virgin is
often depicted as a heroine who defends honor and family, challenging gender norms and becoming
a cultural icon representing the power of transformation and the flexibility of gender roles within a
society built on strict patriarchal codes. This figure embodies a complex blend of ethnological and
social elements, where her sacrifice reflects both the protection of family honor and a defiant act that
reshapes how gender is understood and practiced in Albanian society. She is not merely a preserver of
traditional roles but an active agent in transforming them. The family is often intertwined with the
concept of the homeland in Albanian folklore, and thus the Sworn Virgin is portrayed as a heroine
defending both familial honor and national values. In folk songs and epic poetry, these female figures
frequently assume the role of warriors, a temporary position taken to fulfill a promise to protect
honor. The challenge to gender norms in the name of a higher ideal is culturally accepted and
promoted, emphasizing courage and determination—qualities central to the Albanian code of honor.
In contemporary terms, they exemplify Judith Butler's concept of "performativity," where “gender
identity is not static but can be altered and reinforced through action and ritual” (Butler, 1990: 25-34).

The epic "Omeri i Ri" in the Albanian cycle of Kreshniks is “an example of blending traditional
motifs with modern interpretations of gender roles” (Palaj & Kurti, 1937: X-XVI). In this epic, a girl
transforms into "Omeri i Ri" to defend her family's honor against Bajlozi, challenging gender norms
by taking on the role of a warrior. She triumphs over the enemy, reinforcing her position as a
protector of honor and traditional values. The line “Sikur djalé n’ftyré me t'u duke (Appearing as if a
boy)” illustrates this transformation and the overcoming of gender boundaries. After completing her
mission, she returns to her role as a woman, demonstrating the complexity of gender roles in
Albanian culture, where courage and responsibility to the family transcend conventional norms. This
act of transformation from girl to man is a manifestation of the “liminal phase”, as described by
Victor Turner- a transitional period where the individual leaves behind their previous identity and
assumes a new role to protect the community (Turner, 1967: 93-111). It is the patriarchal “habitus” that
drives Sworn Virgins to adopt male roles in situations where family honor is at stake (Bourdieu, 1977:
72-95). Scholars as Robert Elsie and Shaban Demiraj also view this figure as a defender of traditional
values and Albanian national identity. Demiraj emphasizes that these women “represent a heroic
ideal based on sacrifice for the protection of the family, reflecting a blend of beauty and bravery”
(Demiraj, 1993: 220-223).

While in folklore, as studied by various Albanologists and anthropologists, the Sworn Virgin is
sometimes mythologized or analyzed as a phenomenon emphasizing gender roles in society, in
literature, this figure takes on new dimensions. Numerous authors have drawn upon the
phenomenon of the Sworn Virgin to create characters in their works. For example, in 1954, Josip Rela,
a renowned writer from the Arbanasi community of Zadar, Croatia, crafted the character of Nita in
his drama Nita based on the Sworn Virgin. In 1959, Rexhai Surroi wrote the novel Besniku, inspired by
actual Albanian family histories, while Andrea Scanjeti wrote the three-act play Nora in 1961, based
on the Albanian virgin Nora of Kelmendi. In 2009, Petraq Risto published the novel A Woman with
the Order of the Wolf. However, these works do not delve deeply into the social, psychological, and
cultural analysis of the phenomenon. In contrast, the novels Virgjéresha by Roland Gjoza and Hana
by Elvira Dones, which will be discussed in detail, fully explore the breadth of this phenomenon.
What is worth emphasizing is that while in traditional epic and oral literature, the Sworn Virgin was
often seen as a heroic and unchanging figure operating within traditional structures, in modern
literature, there is a greater focus on internal psychological, identity, and social conflicts, especially in
the novels of Risto, Gjoza, and Dones.

Elvira Dones, in her novel Hana, presents the figure of the Sworn Virgin within the context of
modern life, exploring the psychological complexities of a woman who has chosen to live as a man to
avoid social pressures and protect her family. Hana's conflict between her past identity and her desire
to return to her original identity represents a strong tension that emerges in a world where
traditional and modern norms clash. In this work, Dones emphasizes that gender identity is not a
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static category but a dynamic concept shaped and reshaped by social and cultural conditions. Hana
appears not only as the main character of the novel but also as a narrative identity. As Ricoeur argues,
identity is an evolving process, formed by the narratives individuals create about themselves and
those created by others (Ricceur, 1992: 140-145). This concept is essential for understanding the
experience of Hana and similar characters, who face deep tensions between their personal identity
and the social narratives imposed upon them.

In contrast to Dones, Roland Gjoza, in his novel Virgjéresha, explores a more introspective
approach to the figure of the Sworn Virgin, portraying her as a character who faces the challenges of a
society in transition. Gjoza focuses on the internal tensions of a Sworn Virgin striving to maintain her
identity at a time when the traditional norms and values that forced her to take the vow are being
challenged by social and cultural changes. By confronting Marta (the Sworn Virgin) with all the
institutions that compelled her transformation, Gjoza attempts to demystify these institutions,
revealing the personal and social drama of the burrneshé.

Before analyzing the novels at the focus of this study, it is important to emphasize the
fundamental difference in how the figure of the Sworn Virgin is treated in traditional versus
contemporary texts. A comparison of literary works from different cultural periods clearly shows that
while in traditional literature, the Sworn Virgin was a symbol of sacrifice and honor (e.g., the figure of
the "New Omer," though not practicing the actual customs of Sworn Virgins), in modern literature,
she emerges as a complex figure. Externally, she lives and acts as a man according to the Kanun, but
internally, she grapples with psychological conflicts and new challenges posed not only by her
biological identity as a woman but also by social and cultural shifts regarding gender identity and the
role of women in society.

The figure of the Sworn Virgin, with all the traits of this traditional Albanian custom, is found in
the four-act play Nita (1954) by the Arbéresh writer from Zadar, Josip Rela. The story is set in a typical
17th-century Arbéresh environment, where Nita, the heroine, is declared a man- a sworn virgin- by
the Council of Elders after vowing to wait for her beloved Zef forever. However, after Zef's return,
Nita wishes to revert to her female identity, but the Council refuses, and “the play ends tragically with
her suicide” (Rela, 1968:173).

The theme of Sworn Virgins continues to intrigue Albanian writers. In 1959, Rexhai Surroi
published the novel Besniku, inspired by real stories of Albanian women who were forced to live as
men. The story realistically depicts the psychology of an Albanian villager who, after having only
daughters, declares his last child a son to secure a male heir. The secret is kept until the "son" reveals
the truth during military service. After the death of her parents, Besniku, now Besa, marries her close
friend (Surroi, 1959).

Another portrayal of the Sworn Virgin theme is found in the three-act play Nora (1961) by the
Shkodran playwright Andrea Skanjeti. Set in the early 17th century in the Kelmendi region, constantly
threatened by Ottoman invasions, the play features Nora, a female warrior who “dresses as a man and
kills the enemy to save her people” (Skanjeti, 1979).

Albanian author Elvira Dones, who has lived in the West for many years, addresses the life of a
Sworn Virgin in her novel "Hana" (2007). Hana, or Mark, though a product of the traditional
patriarchal custom of Malésia, faces another transformation as she navigates the transition of late
2oth-century Albanian society. In America, Hana is encouraged by her friends to reclaim her gender
identity and finally falls in love with a man in her fifties, allowing her true gender to flourish.

The theme of the Albanian Sworn Virgin also appears in Petraq Risto's recent novel Njé
grua me Urdhrin e Ujkut (A Woman with the Order of the Wolf, 2009). In this modern composition,
the traditional figure of the Sworn Virgin is woven into contemporary circumstances, involving love,
betrayal, jealousy, revenge, and even mystery. The revival of this deeply traditional figure as a subject
in modern literature demonstrates its enduring authenticity and exotic appeal, continuing to
captivate the imagination of writers.

But let's focus specifically on the two novels selected for discussion in this paper to see how
literature influences the understanding and perception of this cultural phenomenon both within and
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beyond Albanian borders. First, we will examine Elvira Dones' novel Hana and then Gjoza's work
Virgjéresha. The selection is intentional, as we believe that the differing nature of these works, both
in the way they have constructed their Sworn Virgins and in their treatment of the Albanian socio-
cultural context, as well as the structural organization of the events narrated, provides valuable
insight.

6. Hana: A Sworn Virgin in Search of Identity

Hana is the title of Elvira Dones' novel, which was first published in Italy in 2007 by Feltrinelli, under
the original title Vergine giurata. Dones is known for addressing themes related to the female figure
in her works, and in this case, Hana, the main character, is presented as a girl from the mountainous
region of Shkodra. However, Hana is not just a literary creation; after submitting the novel for
publication, the author Elvira Dones revealed that during a visit to the mountains of Tropoja, she
personally met a Sworn Virgin- a burrneshé- who shared details of her life and dreams. As mentioned
earlier, there are three main reasons why girls took the vow to become Sworn Virgins: 1) avoiding an
unwanted marriage; 2) managing family property in cases where they were orphaned or the family
had no adult males; 3) filial love. What drives Hana to take the vow? The first two factors are unlikely,
because in communist Albania (Hana takes the vow in 1986), issues related to blood feuds, property,
or forced marriages were officially prohibited. The answer to her choice can be found in Hana's own
words: “Her act had honored Gjergj Doda. ... It had been just an act of love, that was all...” (Hana,
2012: 210). It is clear that, unlike Marta in Gjoza's novel, or Nita, Nora, and Bozhurja, Hana's reason
for taking the vow is filial love, the same reason that, in our view, motivates Besniku in Surroi's novel
to keep the family secret that assigned him the role of the son they never had.

In this way, Dones' Sworn Virgin helps us gain a broader understanding of the figure of the
Sworn Virgins, while also highlighting another aspect of Albanian culture and tradition- family and
familial relationships, in which Hana believes and for which she decides to sacrifice her feminine
identity. This aspect is touched upon very little, if at all, by foreign anthropologists, as their works
either exhibit a “fascination” with the unusual customs of the Balkan highlands or focus on gender-
based studies. But Hana stands out differently from how Sworn Virgins are presented in
anthropological studies. Unlike her “sisters” Nita, Nora, Bozhurja, or even Marta, she is an educated
girl, information not provided for the first two due to the time periods in which the events are set,
and in the cases of Bozhurja and Marta, because of the authors' choice to blur the temporal
boundaries in which the events unfold. At the time Hana decides to become a Sworn Virgin, she is a
student at the University of Tirana, has been living away from the mountains for almost a year, and is
thus removed from the influence and weight of the highlands. She studies literature, enjoys reading,
occasionally writes poetry, feels admired by boys, experiences the powerful emotions of love for the
first time (even though she cannot fulfill it), is educated freely by her uncle, and is raised with love
and dedication by Gjergji and Katrina. All this information places Hana in conditions that are
diametrically different from those of the Sworn Virgins studied in the field, who have been identified
in deeply isolated areas.

But what does Hana represent? Dones seems to use her character not only to explore issues of
identity for the Sworn Virgins, who are forced by their remote mountain environment to drastically,
though not fundamentally, transform their lives, but also to address significant cultural issues upon
which Albanian society and family are built- “not just as a duty bound by blood ties” (Doja, 1998: 63-
75), but as a cultural matter. Edward Burnett Tylor defines culture as “a complex whole which
includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired
by man as a member of society” (Tylor, E. B., 1871: 1). As a member of Albanian society, specifically the
traditional society of the Albanian highlands, Hana has learned that honor is the most valued asset
for a highlander. At the same time, she has also learned the ways to live honorably in that society. On
the other hand, as a highlander but above all as an educated girl who appreciates poetry, she
understands the value of freedom, particularly the freedom to choose.
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Through her choice to become a Sworn Virgin, Hana reflects several of these elements: morals,
law and customs, but she also uses these same elements to forge a new and personal path within the
boundaries of these traditions. In a society like Albania's, where honor is considered the highest
value, Hana’s actions highlight a complex interplay between personal and collective values. She
demonstrates how individuals can preserve traditional values such as honor and respect while
simultaneously exploring and embracing new ways of living that reflect changes in social and cultural
dynamics. This is why Mark (Hana) lives out the role of a Sworn Virgin in a restrained manner,
though not always peacefully. Culture, acquired through learning rather than nature, now guides her
life. She/He understands that among the mountains and the highlanders, there is no turning back:
“In these parts, you can’t be a man one day and a tiger or a giraffe the next” (Hana, 2012: 169). Despite
the social changes that affected Albania after the 1990s, even as the highlander himself has changed,
Hana is aware that she has the freedom to return to her female identity. Unlike Nita (Rela, 1954), who
is executed by the council of elders for attempting to break her vow in the name of love, Hana,
though in an environment far from where she lived as Mark, manages to have a happy ending
(although this conclusion of the novel has not been well-received by some literary critics).

In our view, Elvira Dones' novel attempts to bring to the reader’s attention a new approach to
the figure of the burrneshé (Sworn Virgin), who, like in folklore, demonstrates strength of character-
not by standing armed against an enemy, but by remaining faithful to the principles upon which she
was raised as a girl, principles that even men no longer adhere to: “Once, things were different.
Highlanders were hospitable, but closed off. They would open the door to their home, but not to
their world... now poverty has forced them to quickly learn new tricks because pride alone cannot
sustain you” (Hana 2012: 153).

We wouldn't be wrong to assert that Dones' novel, beyond its simplicity in addressing the
theme, confronts a phenomenon like femicide, which, unfortunately, is still a sensitive issue in the
Albanian environment today. It aims to influence the Albanian reader regarding the role of women in
society and family, presenting women as the most worthy protectors of both. For Claude Lévi-Strauss,
“the family is a public act of exchanges between groups, through which alliances are formed and
society is built” (Lévi-Strauss, 1984: 178). Albanian society at the time in which the events are set (and
even today) still suffers from cultural structures where social and familial spaces are defined based on
gender, yet where Sworn Virgins demonstrate a certain flexibility within the patriarchal order.

But while Hana, by exploiting the flexible space of the Albanian patriarchal order in the identity
and gender of the Sworn Virgins, emphasizes the irreplaceable value of women in building society
and preserving the family (Hana acts in the name of familial ties just as her cousin Lila does), it also
highlights the negative effects of this flexibility. Andrew Shryock describes the Sworn Virgins as:
“Guns and breeches notwithstanding, the essential character of the ‘Albanian virgin’ was her
asexuality, her unwillingness to marry, and her defense of the domestic realm (Shryock, 1997: 79). In
the latter quality she was culturally “male”; in the former qualities she was “non-female”. Meanwhile,
Hana/Mark describes herself as follows:

Tell me about those years, Hana... How was it... How is it?

Death cannot be described, Blerta. I can't put it into words. Find me a corpse that has managed to
describe its own death, and I'll take my hat off to it.

You've remained so dramatic.

If I were dramatic, it would be fine, but I'm just ridiculous. I feel so ridiculous.

This is the effect that fourteen years as Mark have had on Hana. Fourteen years of loneliness
have made her think deeply, understand, and heal the wounds of her soul and unfulfilled femininity,
allowing her to rediscover the latter in a different cultural context, where knowledge, beliefs, art,
morals, law, customs, and every other behavior acquired by humans as members of a society differ
from those she knew when, on November 6, 1986, Hana “descended the stairs and faced Gjergj,
dressed as a man...”; she repeats to herself: “Now you’re a man. You're a man. You're a man! Don’t
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look at real men anymore.”; she reads the pride for herself in Gjergj's eyes, pride that prevents him
from succumbing to death; and above all, she hears society say: “Gjergj, brre, now you have a man,
and the tower's honor will not be extinguished,” or “fire a shot to celebrate the event”.

In conclusion, we can affirm that Dones' novel emphasizes the value of living a life in freedom
and that free societies are those that add value to human life. “It’s beautiful to know that you will not
die” is the sentence with which the novel ends, and it has an ambivalent meaning. On the one hand,
unlike what would happen in the cultural context of the Albanian highlands, where breaking the vow
would be equivalent to death (moral or physical)- recalling Nita in Josip Rela’s play or Marta’s fear
that if her fellow villagers learn she has a son, they would execute her- now she will not die. On the
other hand, her spirit will no longer be that of the dead who cannot speak for themselves, because
her body now communicates; she has chosen her sexuality.

Through Hana, Dones addresses not only the issues of the identity of Sworn Virgins and their
forced transformation by the mountain environment but also broader cultural issues that shape
Albanian society and family- emphasizing that these structures are not static, but are alive and
changeable, constructed and reconstructed by the actions and choices of individuals.

7. Challenging Gender Norms in Roland Gjoza's Novel Virgjéresha

Roland Gjoza's 2002 novel Virgjéresha presents a bold new perspective for Albanian readers on the
figure of the Sworn Virgin, moving away from the romantic idealization of female sacrifice and
suffering to focus instead on a challenge to traditional norms of gender, marriage, and power. In this
work, the attention is also on the Sworn Virgin Marta Kinxhaj-Martin, but unlike Dones, who dates
her events to lend the story a more realistic tone, Gjoza sets his events and characters against a
backdrop that intertwines myth with the harsh reality of northern Albania. Gjoza uses fiction as a
tool to challenge and reinterpret the representation of the Sworn Virgin in Albanian literature, with
Marta depicted as a figure who transcends the traditional heroine-hero role, symbolizing change and
defiance against accepted social norms. The character of Marta Kinxhaj in Gjoza's novel defies the
traditional model of the Sworn Virgin by openly challenging the accepted norms of the Kanun and
breaking social taboos, a theme also evident in Petraq Risto's novel Njé grua me urdhrin e ujkut.
Marta, the last remaining daughter of the Kinxhaj family after the massacre of "27 rifles"—which
means 27 men—following two years of bloodshed with the Grizhaj family, and the humiliation of her
father Uka for failing to avenge the blood, is commanded by him on his deathbed to become a Sworn
Virgin:

What did he say about me?

What you couldn’t do, because you listened to the voice, the youngest daughter, Marta, will do. She will
have seven hearts, seven crosses, seven solitudes. Her revenge will be saturnalian.”

Fine, but I am a girl. The priest and the woman do not take blood."

You will become a Sworn Virgin. (Gjoza, 2002: 7)

In Gjoza’s work, the events and characters are constructed “not on historical bases,” but through
ethno-symbolic elements that “complicate the distinction between reality and fiction,” with the goal
of “encouraging the reader toward deeper interpretations” (Eco, 1994: 17) and simultaneously
prompting the Albanian reader to reflect on the role of women in society. The author’s artistic
choices undermine the construction of Marta’s character based on the archetypal representation,
described by Jung as a “psychic structure containing images derived from the collective unconscious,”
to create a new representation that challenges traditional gender and social norms (Jung, 1968: 54).
Her character thus becomes a symbol of change and defiance of societal expectations, bringing about
a re-conceptualization of the figure of the Sworn Virgin in the context of contemporary literature, as
a result of the author’s postmodern approach. In this way, Gjoza creates a continuous tension for the
reader, not only between the known and the unknown but also by attempting to influence them to

285



E-ISSN 2240-0524 Journal of Educational and Social Research Vol14 No 5
ISSN 2239-978X www.richtmann.org September 2024

read the past in the light of socio-cultural changes. This claim is supported by the fact that Gjoza's
novel Virgjéresha is characterized by the use of subjective elements that challenge the boundaries of
gender and sexual identity as well as social norms. The actions of the characters in the novel include
taboos and socially forbidden acts such as incest, murder, cannibalism, or homosexual relations,
illustrating a break from the traditional norms of the customary code and a new approach to the
themes of gender, sexuality, and identity.

By challenging the traditional image of the Sworn Virgin, Marta challenges the boundaries
between the known and the unknown, disrupting the usual order and questioning established
divisions between life and death, between culture and nature. She engages in sexual relations with
the priest Don Faustino (with whom she has an illegitimate child, Neroni) and with other men- Lleshi
e Zi, Kir Konti, Qorri i Sulés- whom she then kills, removes their male organs, cooks, and eats them
(Gjoza, 2002: 25, 34, 54). In this way, Marta’s actions depart from the collective image of women
derived from Albanian folklore and culture, aligning more closely with that of the femme fatale.
These actions of the Sworn Virgin character represent a novelty in Albanian literature- it is the year
2002- and create narrative tension by “challenging existing boundaries, laws, and social conventions”
as well as challenging the reader to “redefine the meaning of morality and social gender norms”
(Kristeva, 1982:15).

In his novel, Gjoza explores in detail the theme of gender and sexual identity through the
character of Marta, who, upon being forced to assume the role of Martin, decides not only to take
revenge on those who shamed her family but also to directly challenge the social norms that
traditionally exclude women from social participation. Marta thus rejects the condition of being a
woman who is treated as “The Other”, without a distinct identity in relation to men- a concept that
Simone de Beauvoir describes in response to the question "What is a woman?" as a being without an
independent essence compared to man, who is considered the subject or the Absolute (de Beauvoir,
1949: xix). It is precisely Simone de Beauvoir’s idea that “the social construction of gender identity
hinders women's autonomy, but this does not mean that she should be seen only as a product of
oppressive circumstances,” that helps us understand Marta’s resistance to the social norms that
restrict her desires and personal autonomy.

In her dual role as both woman and man, Marta not only follows her instincts but also avenges
those who have decimated and dishonored her clan, emerging as a symbol of the fight against the
customary codes that marginalize the role of women. Her violent acts, including murder and
cannibalism, are more than just the “customary duty” of a Sworn Virgin’s revenge- they are
manifestations of resistance against the immorality of men and an effort to find a space where she
can exist freely. These challenges in confronting her gender identity and struggle for personal
autonomy reflect her internal battle to break free from the strict gender and societal norms. This is
further demonstrated by the fact that she fails in her duty; she cannot avenge the blood of the
Kinxhaj clan because she falls in love with the last descendant of the Grizhaj family, Mark Milan,
whom, according to custom, she should have killed. This love makes Marta aware of the limitations
and brutal customs that prevent her from living freely as a woman, liberated from her unconscious
instincts. “When you love, your mind doesn't dwell on the instinct of the earth with worms, but on
the sanctity of the sky with angels” (Gjoza, 2002: 122).

In her final attempt to break these limitations, Marta openly challenges the patriarchal norms
imposed on her, bursting into rebellion against the gender role that society expected of her, declaring
to everyone that she is Marta Kinxhaj, rejecting the labels and expectations imposed by patriarchal
norms as authoritative structures that oppress her: “They were killed by Martin and the virgin. I am
Marta Kinxhaj. You made me have three names...” (Gjoza, 2002: 128).

Unlike Dones' Hana, who lives gender roles separately depending on the years she is Hana or
Mark, in Gjoza's novel, Marta's identity as a Sworn Virgin is always dual, as both Marta and Martin
simultaneously. Marta's dual identity as both female and male leads to confusion and varied reactions
from others, ranging from admiration to fear and persecution, which ultimately results in her death.
This duality symbolizes the challenge to gender identity within rigid social boundaries. Her internal
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struggle to reconcile these conflicting identities is evident in her inner dialogue, such as when she
declares, “One heart and one cross. This is the first trial. Remove Marta from your mind, you are
Martin, Martin, Martin” (Gjoza, 2002: 24). As she struggles with her conflicting emotions, Marta prays
for help, highlighting her internal tension between societal expectations and her personal desires:
“What's tearing my head apart- she muttered, dissatisfied and troubled by that erotic scene that
wouldn't leave her mind... do you understand that I can't bear it anymore?.. Oh God, help me, save
me!” (Gjoza, 2002: 22). This dialogue emphasizes her state of transition, where her identity and sense
of order are disrupted, and she battles between societal roles and the need for personal expression,
challenging established gender norms (Kristeva, 1982: 17).

In this context, Barthes observes that "Myth is a type of speech chosen by history: it cannot
possibly evolve from the 'nature’ of things" (Barthes, 1972: 110), emphasizing that myths and symbolic
figures, such as the Sworn Virgin, often serve to legitimize social norms and impose a particular
understanding of reality.

Unlike Dones' character Mark, who lives his gender roles separately as Hana or Mark, Marta in
Gjoza's novel embodies a dual identity as both Marta and Martin. Her primary goal as Martin is to
avenge her family by destroying the enemy, while as a woman, she experiences internal conflicts,
including sexual desires and motherhood, which she must suppress due to customary codes.
Stylistically, her internal struggle and the idea of sacrifice and transformation are expressed through
cultural and symbolic codes, enriching the narrative's meaning. The phallic and uterine symbol of the
snake is frequently used to illustrate Marta's inner conflicts, representing both passion and
transformation. The snake in Gjoza's prose ties cultural codes with mythological and biblical
symbolism, reflecting the complexity of her desires and identity in a challenging cultural context
(Eliade, 2019: 69; Murison, 1905: 1-9).

In "Virgjéresha," Gjoza challenges social norms and taboos, particularly those related to gender
and power, through explicit scenes that address hidden sexual issues protected by laws and taboos,
revealing the tension between sacred and dangerous aspects of sexuality (Freud, 2006: 56-60). As
Marta wrestles with her conflicting emotions, she seduces Qorri i Sulés and, after satisfying her
desires, kills him and consumes his body parts (Gjoza, 2002: 54). In a patriarchal society like
Albania's, sexual feelings are often repressed, leading to neuroses and fatal dreams. Freud's concept of
Eros, the life instinct, contrasts with Thanatos, the death instinct, reflecting Marta's internal struggle
as her love for Mark Milani, her enemy whom she must kill, conflicts with her deep emotions. Gjoza
uses Marta's story to challenge sexual and moral taboos, encouraging readers to reflect on their
impact on society. Michel Foucault discusses how recent eras have increasingly discussed and
controlled sexuality through organized discourse, an idea reflected in Virgjéresha as a critique of
societal norms surrounding morality and behavior, especially regarding repressed sexual issues
(Foucault, 2008: 48-49).

Gjoza also uses the historical figure of Nero to symbolize the breaking of moral and social rules,
highlighting tensions between human nature and societal structures. The narrative critiques the
hypocrisy and abuse of power within institutions, such as the Church, exemplified by Cardinal Don
Faustino's exploitation of power. By exploring these themes, Gjoza raises deep questions about the
role of education, the effects of social norms on morality and identity, and the complex interplay
between gender, power, and society, using language and style that provoke strong emotional
reactions and encourage critical reflection on social structures. From what has been discussed above,
we can see that the phenomenon of Albanian Sworn Virgins, with its very ancient origins (some
scholars trace its roots to the period of Matriarchy and compare it to the Amazons of ancient Greece,
while others link it to the cult of Virgo is documented in the Kanun of Leké Dukagjini and continues
to inspire ongoing studies and literary treatments. The presence of this phenomenon in studies and
literature- whether for the purpose of presentation, critique, expression of regret, or affirmation of
Albanian culture with all its virtues and flaws-makes this traditional Albanian custom both
documentable and, indeed, artistic.
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8. Conclusions

The key findings of this study reveal that the tradition of the Sworn Virgin, deeply embedded in the
patriarchal structures of Albanian society, has a significant impact on both literature and social
structures. Through the analysis of the novels Virgjéresha by Roland Gjoza and Hana by Elvira Dones,
it was found that the figure of the Sworn Virgin is portrayed as a complex symbol that challenges
traditional gender norms and reflects the tensions between societal expectations and individual
freedom.

In literature, the Sworn Virgin is depicted not only as a guardian of family honor but also as a
figure who grapples with deep psychological conflicts and identity challenges. These modern
portrayals show that, while this phenomenon is closely tied to traditional contexts, it remains
relevant in addressing gender dynamics and debates on identity and personal autonomy.

The broader implications of these findings suggest that, as Albanian society modernizes, the
legacy of the Sworn Virgin continues to shape discussions around women's roles and gender identity.
This tradition challenges and complicates conventional gender divisions, demonstrating that gender
norms are not fixed but can be transformed and reinterpreted through different historical and
cultural contexts. Thus, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of gender dynamics, offering
valuable insights for discussions on gender equality and human rights in various social settings.

9. Discussion

The tradition of the Sworn Virgin in Albanian culture is a powerful example of how gender roles and
societal expectations are navigated within patriarchal structures. Through the analysis of Virgjéresha
by Roland Gjoza and Hana by Elvira Dones, it becomes clear that the Sworn Virgin is not only a
historical figure but a symbol of resistance and struggle for personal autonomy in modern literature.
These novels reveal the psychological conflicts and societal pressures faced by women who adopt this
role, challenging the romanticized view of the Sworn Virgin. The tradition continues to influence
contemporary discussions on gender, illustrating that gender roles are not fixed but can be
transformed through cultural and social change.

Opverall, the Sworn Virgin tradition highlights the ongoing relevance of cultural practices in
shaping gender identity and social norms, showing that literature plays a crucial role in reflecting and
challenging these dynamics.
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