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Women's Emancipation and Strategy 
of Development in Albania 
Hafizullah Emadi 

Albania's considerable success in improving the status of wonmen is 
due to a policy perspective which incorporates goals of wom1en's 
emancipation in the broader objectives of progressive 
development. 

With her father's old rie. . . she wanted to 
kili her past, to gain freedom, and to open 
the way to a new life-Mera of Oroshi. 

THE post-second world war period was 
considered one of rapid industrial 
development in the countries of the west. 
One of the main features of such a 
development was that it provided an op- 
portunity for women to work outside the 
home. Developments in this period both 
within the society and the state ap- 
paratuses provided a context for middle 
class women to question their traditional 
roles as housewives. In the 195Os, with 
massive socio-economic development and 
employment of women in various in- 
dustrial and social institutions, women 
gradually became aware of the fact that 
society denied them equal status to men. 
They began to protest societal inequality. 
Although their struggle for equality was 
crowned with some degree of success in 
the 1960s and 1970s, it did not end the 
oppression of women. 

The situation of women in most under- 
developed countries is deplorable. They 
are deprived of their basic rights and suf- 
fer from both societal injustices and male 
oppression. Their suffering ranges from 
physical abuse to immolation. Although 
governments of these countries claim to 
support the cause of women's liberation 
and have involved a limited number of 
women in the decision-mak ing apparatus, 
no significant changes or improvement 
have occurred regarding the elimination 
of women's oppression. Compared to 
women in most underdeveloped countries, 
women in Albanta have a slightly higher 
standard of living as well as better work 
opportunities and some civil rights. They 
outnumber men in some branches of 
scientific and technical pro fessions. The 
purpose of this article is to analyse the 
process of progressive emancipation of 
women in a country that was once labelled 
the most backward country in Europe and 
which possessed the ?dded obstacle of 
strict religious tradition. 

Albania is a small country with a total 
area of 28,750 sq km and a population of 

31,47,352.1 During the reign of king 
Ahmed Zogu in 1924-1939, Albania was 
one of the most backward and im- 
poverished countries in Europe. Semi- 
feudal relations of production dominated 
other modes of production. The state of 
agriculture has been characterised as 
follows: 

the land was worked with primitive methods 
and tools. There were no modem mechanised 
means, chemical fertirisers or selected seeds; 
irrigation was extremely limited, and there 
was a great shortage of specialists. As a 
result, the yields of agricultural crops and 
livestock raising and of the entire agricultural 
production were low.2 
Economic backwardness was 

manifested in the country's social and 
cultural life as well. Tribal rivalry, religious 
confrontations, family feuds and vendet- 
tas prevailed throughout the country. 
Women were suppressed and kept in ig- 
norance and in total confinement. The 
overwhelming majority of Albanian 
women were illiterate. According to 
Albanian sources 

not only did they play no role at all outside 
their house, but even there they were denied 
the most elementary rights. As girls, they 
were considered a heavy burden on the 
shoulders of their parents and brothers, as 
women they were placed in a position of 
complete inferiority to their husbands, people 
viewed women a little better than a dog and 
a little worse than a horse.3 
Albanian parents displayed a sexual 

preference for boys because of several fac- 
tors: (a) property relations and property 
lineages were constructed on the basis of 
patriarchal frameworks that recognised 
man as sole inheritor of property and; 
(b) religious laws and traditions, as a 
manifestation of such property relations, 
sanctified the superiority of man over 
woman in religious domain in society. 
Boys were given preferential treatment 
over girls in matters of clothing, educa- 
tion, work, etc. 

Women and girls were not allowed to 
work in the milieu of men or to appear 
uncovered in public. A woman's only pur- 
pose in life was the bearing and rearing 
of children. Girls at the age of ten were 
often married to men of forty or fifty 
years old. A husband was entitled to beat 

his wife and to chain her if she did not 
obey him or contradicted him on any 
occasion. Religious law and traditions 
which had been observed by an over- 
whelming majority (70 per cent Muslim, 
20 per cent Orthodox and 10 per cent 
Roman Catholic) of the pre-socialist 
Albanian people systematically reinforced 
the oppression of women and permitted 
men to have exclusive rights of domination 
over them. Islamic laws permitted men to 
marry up to four wives. Polygamy was a 
common practice, particularly among 
wealthy men and feudal landowners. 

King Zogu pursued socio-economic 
development strategies which did not pro- 
vide a panacea to the abject misery of the 
population, but on the contrary generated 
periodic revolts among the peasantry and 
other oppressed social strata in Albania. 
King Zogu was deposed of Albanian 
throne and a nationalist government was 
established in 1939. During the second 
world war, Albania was occupied first by 
the Italian invaders and late-following 
Italy's defeat in September 1943-by the 
German occupation forces. 

II 

One of the primary objectives of the 
Communist Party of Albania, founded in 
1941, was to liberate the country. The 
party mobilised and organised peasants, 
workers and the nationalist forces for the 
war of national liberation and led a suc- 
cessful partisan war against the occupa- 
tion forces. It succeeded in liberating the 
country from both the foreign aggressors 
and domestic opposition forces, including 
the monarchists. Albania was the only 
country in eastern Europe that liberated 
itself from the occupation forces without 
any outside help or military assistance. 
According to Enver Hoxha, "the Albanian 
people have hacked their way through 
history, sword in hand". Shortly after the 
second world war, a military mission from 
the Soviet Union was invited to Albania. 

The Communist Party of Albania, 
which seized power in November 1944 and 
declared Albania a socialist country, 
strove not only to transform Albania from 
an agriculturally backward society to an 
agriculturally modern and industrialised 
society, but also to liberate Albanian 
women from societal oppression and male 
domination. Immediately after its 
establishment, the party condemned 
social laws condoning the oppression of 
women and declared the party's position 
as one promoting sexual equality. This 
policy earned the overwhelming support 
of many women and caused a great 
number of them to join the party and the 
ranks of its partisan fighters. Women par- 
tisans engaged in vari-ous activities rang- 
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ing from direct participation in the armed 
struggle, supplying the partisans with food 
and clothing, and organising anti-fascist 
protest demonstrations in towns and cities 
throughout the country. 

Women's participation in the war of 
national liberation (1941-1944) increased 
in substantial numbers. According to 
available data, there were approximately 
6,000 women who joined the rank of the 
70,000 Albanian Party members in the 
early 1940s. Many women members, for 
example, partisans Margarita 'Ttulani, 
Qeriba Derri, Bule Naipi, Zonja Curre, 
Fato Berberi, Liri Gero and Aneta Vreto 
and others, were martyrs for the cause of 
the national liberation war in Albania 
during the second world war.4 

The Communist Party maintained that 
national independence cannot be obtain- 
ed without broader participation of 
Albanian women in the struggle. To 
mobilise women, the party carried out 
political, organisational and educational 
work among women both in cities and in 
the countryside and formed the Anti- 
Fascist Women's Union of Albania 
(AWUA) to unify the struggle of Albanian 
women against the occupation forces. The 

TABLE 1: PARTY MEMBERSHIP, 1948-1%7 

Year Number 

1948 45,382 
1952 44,418 
1%1 53,659 
1%7 101,500 

Source: Compiled from Hoxha's report to 
respective Party Congresses. 

TABLE 2: LABOUR FORCE IN STATE SECTOR, 
1970-1983 

(In thousand) 

Enterprise 1970 1980 1983 

Industry 128 225 253 
Construction 58 74 81 
Agriculture 76 137 152 
Transportations 16 27 33 
Trade 42 48 54 
Education 32 49 53 
Health Services 17 33 34 
Other Branches 24 30 38 
Total 393 623 698 

Source: Quarterly Economic Review, Country 
Profile, The Economist Intelligence 
Unit (EIU), London, 1987-1988, p 30. 

AWUA expanded its network of 'political 
and organisational activities among 
women in liberated areas throughout the 
country. On November 4, 1944, the 
AWUA held its first congress in the 
liberated area of Berat, and appealed to 
an ever-increasing participation of 
Albanian women iu the national libera- 
tion war. The AWUA elected a non- 
Communist, Ollga Plumbi as president, 
and Liri Gega, a party member, as 
secretary general of the organisation. The 
AWUA held its second congress in July 
1946, at which a decision was made to 
change the name of the organisation to 
the Union of Albanian Women (UAW). 
The UAW chose Nexhmije Hoxha presi- 
dent of the organisation until the fourth 
UAW congress in October 1955. Nexhmije 
was replaced by Vito Kapo as head of the 
organisation. In the early 1970s, members 
of the organisation were estimated to be 
approximately 3,00,000.5 

,The UAW continued its political and 
ideological work among women and laun- 
ched campaigns to eliminate illiteracy 
throughout the country. As a result, ap- 
proximately 26,188 women and girls learn- 
ed how to read and write in 1947; 27,183 
in 1948; 72,000 in 1950 and 1,75,000 in 
1955.6 In addition, the UAW also tried to 
project its image of Albanian woman 
abroad by establishing and maintaining 
close relations with women's organisations 
throughout the world and commemorating 
International Women's Day on 8 March 
every year. 

In order to transform and modernise 
the country, the Communist Party of 
Albania (later known as the Party of 
Labour of Albania [PLA] encouraged 
Albanian women to participate in 
agricultural and industrial development 
projects. Enver Hoxha, general secretary 
of the PLA, maintained that 

if the woman lags behind and is not at the 
forefront of the struggle for the construction 
of the bases of socialism, the country can- 
niot advance, the economy cannot prosper, 
and life cannot become more beautiful. The 
woman is a factor of first-rate importance 
in the development and advancement of the 
country.' 
Hoxha continuously struggled to com- 

bat male chauvinistic tendencies of some 
of the PLA members *vho opposed in- 

TABLE 3: EDUCATIONAl ESTABLISHNMENIVANI) WOMFN TEACHERS, 1980-1984 

Year Number of Teaching Staff in Primary Schools Teaching Staff in High Schools 
Schools Total Female Per Cent F Total Female Per Cent F 

1980 1,559 25,980 13,060 50.3 5,392 1,903 35.3 
1981 1,577 26,100 13,100 50.2 5,630 2,100 37.3 
1982 1,617 26,440 13,520 51.1 5,000 1,850 37.0 
1983 1,621 27,100 13,748 50.7 5,500 2,050 37.3 
1984 1,631 27,387 14,017 51.2 6,957 2,652 38.1 

Sou,rer UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1986, Belgium, 1986, p 111-92. 

creasing female participation in both the 
party and the state apparatus. During a 
speech to the party conference, Hoxha 
addressed the issue and maintained that 
although socialist relations of production 
had been established and the oppressive 
classes no longer exist, there is a need for 
a revolution in the arena of people's 
attitude and mentality because there are 
people, even communists and party of- 
ficials, who still have prejudiced attitudes 
towards women and believe in bourgeois 
notions of man's alleged spiritual and 
physical superiority over women. These 
prejudices, Hoxha argued, 

are lying hidden in the skulls of communists, 
prejudices that have been weakened, but. that 
still exist, that it is the man's job to run the 
state's affairs and that it should, therefore, 
be men who lead the party. We must combat 
and eradicate these notions. . . Women must 
really feel they are members of their own 
party, that they are leaders through the party, 
that they take an active part in working out 
their own party's decisions, and that they 
carry them out and watch over them through 
their active revolutionary contribution to life, 
to production and to the management of 
concerns.8 
The PLA leadership waged a consistent 

ideological struggle to combat misogyny 
and the treatment of women as sex ob- 
jects. During a speech, Hoxha told party 
members that 

you must consider women as your compa- 
nions in life and at work. Behave as comrades 
and brothers with them, and see to it that 
your relations with them are friendly, open, 
sincere, and honourable. Encourage young 
women to take part in discussions at 
meetings, and to criticise you when you are 
wrong. Do not be angry with them when they 
cirticise you.9 

The PIA's policy of women's emancipa- 
tion was supported by women throughout 
the country and motivated women even 
more to join the party. Table I shows the 
number of party members during the 
1948-1967 period. 

In 1967 female members of the party 
were estimated to be 8,280, or 12.4 per 
cent of the party's membership and their 
numbers grew in subsequent years. 
Women constituted 30 per cent of the 
party's membership in the early 1980s.'0 
Women occupied leading positions in the 
party's hierarchy. Lenka Cuko served as 
a member of the party's politburo, Vito 
Kap, Nexhmije Hoxha, and Fiqret Shehu 
were members of the Central Committee 
of the party and Lumturi Rexha served as 
the first secretary of Central Committee 
of the Labour Youth Union of Albania. 

In addition to this, women also held 
important positions in the state apparatus 
and other civilian establishments. There 
were two women ministers. Themie 
Thomai served as minister o f agriculture. 
She made her way to the top position 
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working as a labourer in the fields, work- 
brigade and head of an agricultural co- 
operative. Tefta Cami replaced Thoma 
Deliana as minister of education and 
culture There were only three female 
deputies in the people's assembly in'1948 
and their numbers increased in subsequent 
years to the extent that in 1970 there were 
72 female deputies out of a total of 
740 deputies to the Albania's peoples 
assembly." In the mid-1980s, women 
comprised 30 per cent of the deputies to 
the peoples assembly, 30 per cent of the 
members of the Supreme Court, and 30.6 
per cent of those elected to party forums 
and 40.7 per cent of the members of the 
Peoples Councils.'2 

To enspre increased participation of 
women in production and other economic 
development projects, the state established 
daiy-care centres, kindergartens, bakeries, 
and other public facilities in every village. 
This enabled women to devote more time 
to socio-economic activities. The number 
of health institutions increased from 537 
in 1960 to 3,488 in 1980 and kindergartens 
fr6m 62 to 2,174 within the same period. 
In 1980, there were 662 maternity wards 
and homes, 2,820 outpatient clinics, 2,941 
and 2,684 consultation rooms for mothers 
and children respectively.'3 

The party also initiated a cultural 
revolution aimed at breaking the old social 
practices which opposed women's libera- 
tion and their work outside houses. At the 
instruction of the party, intellectuals and 
the rank and file of the party went to the 
countryside to educate and inculcate a 
new social consciousness to working 
people. Party members taught women to 
rebel against old traditions and encourag- 
ed them to fight arranged-marriage and 
match-making practices. Conservatives 
backed by religious establishments were 
dismayed by the party's line on women's 
liberation and engaged in overt and covert 
campaigns against the government's 
policy of social transformation. 

The opposition by conservatives to 
women's liberation sparked anger among 
radical students and educated women 
throughout the country. Students at the 
Naim Frasheri High school in Durres 
launched a massive campaign for closing 
down religious institutions in February 
1967.1' Subsequent to this, the state 
declared Albania an atheist nation. Article 
37 of the-Albanian Constitution states 
that "the state recognises no religion 
whatever and supports atheist propagan- 
da for the purpose of inculcating the 
scientific materialist world outlook in 
people"' 5 

The state encouraged population 
growth by providing a special allowance 
for each child within the family. The main 
reason for this has been described by the 

PLA as follows: 
if we allow any further decline in the rates 
of increase of the population, then sooner 
or later, we should have to accept the aging 
population of our country, a phenomenon 
which has become a threatening problem 
today in all capitalist countries. 6 

Although family ties were traditionally 
strong in Albania, the state paid special 
attention to promoting and consolidating 
parent-child relationships. Article 48 of 
the Constitution states that 

a mother is entitled to paid leave prior to and 
after childbirth. The state opens maternity 
homes and creches and kindergartens for the 
children. The children are duty bound to care 
for parents who are disabled and lack the 
necessary means of livelihood.17 

The party's struggle for socio-economic 
transformation and women's liberation 
led to a greater involvement of Albanian 
women in various socio-economic pro- 
jects. For example, there were only 605 
female employees (less than 10 per cent 
of all industrial workers) in 1948, while 
in the late 1950s, female workers con- 
stituted 20 per cent of all industrial 
workers. In 1983, there were 6,98,000 
women workers out of 1,626,315 labour 
force.'8 Table 2 shows the number of 
female workers in various development 
projects in 1970-1983. Article 30 of 
Albania's constitution stipulates equal pay 
for equal work. Citizens of the country 
are not subject to any kind of taxes 
(Article 31). Article 41 of the Constitution 
grants women equal rights with men in 
pay, holidays, social security, education, 

employment as well in the family. The 
state provides people necessary medical 
services and treatment free of charges 
(Article 47). 

Modernisation and industrial develop- 
menrts required women to raise their 
technological and managerial skills. In 
order to achieve this, the state provided 
free education to women. In 1975, there 
were 2,68,896 girls enrolled in various 
educational institutions and 2,928 women 
at the university in Tirana.'9 In 1984, the 
number of primary schools was estimated 
to be 1,631 and that of students 5,40,332. 
There were 2,56,767 female (48 per cent 
of student population) in primary 
schools.20 Table 3 shows the number of 
schools and female teachers in 1980-1984. 
In the 40 years following the second world 
war, the educational gap between"men and 
women was narrowed to the extent that 
girls make up 45.3 per cent of primary 

T1AB' 6: FEMALE FACULTY MEMBERS, 
1975-1984 

Teaching Staff 
Year Total Female Per Cent 

of Female 

1975 10,001 1,282 12;8 
1980 12,572 1,599 12.7 
1981 9,387 1,520 16.2 
1982 9,414 1,567 16.6 
1983 9,644 1,656 17.2 
1984 9,945 1,737 17.5 

Source: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1986, 
Belgium, 1986, p 111-258. 

TABlE 4: STUIDFNTS ENROLMENT IN PRIMARY AND HIGH SCHOOLS, 1980-1984 

Year Students in Primary Schools Students in High Schools 
Total Female Per Cent F Total Female Per Cent F 

1980 1,63,866 73,288 44.7 1,27,423 50,200 39.4 
1981 1,50,700 67,540 44.8 1,29,037 51,751 40.1 
1982 1,48,285 - - 1,34,621 55,626 41.3 
1983 1,56,248 - - 1,42,159 59,442 41.8 
1984 1,59,440 72,264 45.3 1,51,934 64,647 42.5 

Source: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1986, Belgium, 1986, p 111-174-258. 

TABLE 5: NUMBER OF STUDENTS IN UNIVERSITIES, 1980-1984 

Field of Study 1980 1984 
Total Female Per Cent Total Female Per Cent 

F F 

Education, teachers training 1,530 808 52.8 3,090 1,577 51.0 
Humanities, religion 1,041 591 56.8 1,010 590 58.4 
Fine Arts 301 103 34.2 500 165 33.0 
Law 311 119 38.3 423 194 45.9 
Social and behavioural 

sciences 2,225 1,572 70.7 3,034 2,072 68.3 
Natural sciences 636 348 54.7 1,100 627 57.0 
Medicine 810 457 56.4 997 473 47.4 
Engineering 2,725 861 31.6 4,728 1,382 29.2 
Agriculture, fishery, forestry, etc 4,581 2,227 48.6 5,913 2,350 39.7 
Others not specified 408 115 33.1 490 150 30.6 
Total 14,568 7,221 21,285 9,580 - 

Sourre: UNESCO, Statistical Yearbook 1986, Belgium, 1986, p 111-304. 
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schools and 42.5 per cent of high schools. 
Table 4 shows the number of female 
students in primary and high schools. 

Students enrolment in universities also 
increased. Out of 14,568 students there 
were 7,221 female students in 1980 and 
9,580 out of 21,285 in 1984. Women out- 
number men in areas such as social and 
behavioural as well as natural sciences. 
TAble 5 shows the number of university 
students in various fields of study during 
1980-1984. Female teachers constituted 
51.2 per cent of teaching personnel in 
primary schools, 38.1 per cent of high 
schools and 17.5 per cent of faculty 
members in universities. Table 6 shows the 
number of female faculty members in 
universities in 1975-1984. 

The government also provided educa- 
tional programmes to people throughout 
the country through radio and television. 
A great number of women were engaged 
in literary and artistic activities. Prior to 
world war 11 there were no women writers. 
Today women publish an average of 12 
publications covering all literary genres 
from children's literature to poetry, novels, 
and other creative works. There are 54 
women members in the Writers' and 
Artists' League. Women constitute nearly 
half of the number of artists in The 
Peoples' Theatre, The Opera and Ballet 
Theatre and the Folk Song and Dance 
Ensemble. Women are managers, directors 
and producers in various cultural, educa- 
tional and broadcasting institutions. 

The direct involvement of Albanian 
women in the armed struggle along with 
the Albanian partisans against occupation 
forces not only contributed significantly 
to the liberation of Albania but also 
awakened their social consciousness to the 
extent that they realised their desire to 
fight for their rights in the face of social 
oppression and male domination. Accor- 
ding to an Albanian writer, an Albanian 
woman, "with her father's old rifle... she 
wanted to kill her past, to gain freedom, 
and to open the way to a new life'.2' The 
armed struggle tempered Albanian 
women, taught them self-esteem, political 
consciousness, professional and organisa- 
tional skills and helped them to be 
independent and develop initiatives. 

The state policy of providing employ- 
ment for women in various development 
projects reduced the material bases of 
inequality between men and women. 
Work outside their homes enabled women 
to be independent of their husbands in 
financial matters. In addition, the ex- 
propriation of private ownership of the 
land and its subsequent collectivisation on 
the one hand, and the proclamation of 
Albania as a religion-free society on the 
other, led to the elimination of blood 
feuds (the material bases of quarrels and 

fights) among the peasantry and other 
social strata as well as religio-ethnic feuds, 
tribal vendettas, and the oppression of 
women by men. 
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