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Introduction
Albania, a small nation nestled in the heart of the Balkans, remains for many a land
shrouded in mystery and misconception. While its stunning landscapes and rich
cultural heritage are slowly gaining international recognition, its recent past continues
to cast a long shadow, largely unexplored and poorly understood. For nearly half a
century, from the end of World War II until the early 1990s, Albania existed as an
anomaly on the global stage: a self-proclaimed socialist state that pursued an extreme
form of Stalinism, deliberately isolating itself from the rest of the world. This book, 
Albania's Enclosed Past: Life Under the Hoxha Dictatorship, delves into this
extraordinary period, pulling back the curtain on a nation defined by its radical pursuit
of self-reliance, its fervent atheism, and the omnipresent paranoia of its leader, Enver
Hoxha.

The narrative of Albania under Hoxha is one of profound ideological conviction pushed
to its most extreme limits. In an era dominated by the Cold War's titanic struggles
between East and West, Albania carved out its own unique and often bewildering path.
Rejecting both Soviet revisionism and Western decadence, the regime embarked on
an ambitious, yet ultimately devastating, project to build a truly communist society in
isolation. This meant not only severing ties with former allies but also instilling a
pervasive culture of suspicion and secrecy within its own borders. The policies enacted
during these decades, from the forced collectivization of agriculture to the systematic
persecution of religious belief, transformed every aspect of Albanian life, creating a
society unlike any other in Europe.

What was it truly like to live within the confines of this hermetically sealed nation? This
book seeks to answer that question by exploring the intricate mechanisms through
which the Hoxha dictatorship exerted control over its populace. We will examine the
pervasive influence of propaganda and censorship, the rigorous indoctrination of the
youth, and the chilling effectiveness of the Sigurimi, Albania's formidable secret police.
By delving into the everyday realities of this period – the internal passports, the
restricted movements, the constant surveillance – we aim to paint a vivid picture of a
society where fear and unwavering loyalty were inextricably intertwined, and where
the outside world was often presented as an existential threat.

Crucially, Albania's Enclosed Past also investigates the ideological underpinnings of
this extreme isolation. The regime’s unwavering commitment to self-reliance, or 
vetëvendosje, was not merely an economic policy but a foundational principle that
shaped national identity and foreign relations. This fierce independence led to
extraordinary feats of engineering, such as the infamous bunkerization program,
transforming the landscape into a fortress against perceived invasion. Yet, this same
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isolation also led to economic stagnation, widespread shortages, and a profound sense
of disconnection from global progress, leaving a lasting legacy of challenges for the
post-communist era.

By meticulously examining these facets of life under the Hoxha dictatorship, this book
offers more than just a historical account; it provides a vital case study in the
consequences of unchecked ideological power and extreme isolation. It is a story of
resilience and suffering, of fervent belief and crushing repression. Ultimately, Albania's
Enclosed Past seeks to illuminate a hidden chapter of European history, offering
valuable insights into the complexities of totalitarian rule and the enduring impact of a
past that continues to resonate in contemporary Albania. For anyone seeking to
understand the enduring power of ideology and the human cost of extreme political
experiments, Albania's unique journey offers a compelling and essential narrative.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Roots of Isolation: Albania's Post-
War Landscape
To comprehend the extreme isolation of Albania under Enver Hoxha, we must first cast
our gaze backward, tracing the intricate threads of its history that wove a tapestry of
vulnerability and fierce independence. Albania, a nation roughly the size of Maryland,
has long been a crossroads of empires and cultures, its strategic position in the
Balkans a double-edged sword that brought both external influence and continuous
struggle for self-determination. For nearly five centuries, from 1385 to 1912, Albania
was under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, a period that profoundly shaped its social,
religious, and political landscape. During this extensive period, a significant portion of
the population converted to Islam, a process influenced by Ottoman policies and a
desire to escape persecution and heavy taxes imposed on Christians. This conversion,
while often a pragmatic choice, created deep religious divisions within Albanian
society that would persist for centuries.

The decline of the Ottoman Empire in the late 19th and early 20th centuries ignited a
fervent sense of nationalism across the Balkans, and Albania was no exception.
Despite being the last Balkan nation to declare independence, due in part to its large
Muslim population and internal divisions, Albanian intellectuals and leaders actively
campaigned for statehood. The League of Prizren, founded in 1878, played a crucial
role in promoting the idea of an Albanian nation-state and even standardized the
modern Albanian alphabet, revitalizing a language that had endured centuries of
foreign rule.

On November 28, 1912, amidst the chaos of the First Balkan War, Albania declared its
independence from the Ottoman Empire in Vlorë. This declaration, however, did not
immediately secure the nation's future. The Great Powers, in drawing Albania's
borders in 1913, often disregarded ethnic demographics, ceding significant Albanian-
populated territories to neighboring Serbia and Greece. This arbitrary redrawing of the
map sowed seeds of irredentism and unresolved territorial disputes that would plague
the region for decades.

The newly independent Albania was a fragile entity, struggling with a debilitating lack
of economic and social development after centuries of Ottoman rule. Its early years
were characterized by political instability, with numerous governments rising and
falling in quick succession. Following World War I, Albania's very existence as an
independent nation was again threatened, with plans by European powers to divide it
among its neighbors. It was only through the diplomatic intervention of U.S. President
Woodrow Wilson that Albania's territorial integrity was ultimately confirmed at the
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Paris Peace Conference in 1919.

Between the two World Wars, Albania cycled through various forms of government,
including a short-lived republic and a monarchy under King Zog I. Zog’s rule, from
1928 to 1939, was marked by increasing authoritarianism and a growing reliance on
Italy for economic and political support. He dissolved parliament and declared himself
king, governing with a heavy hand, disarming the populace, and repressing political
opposition. This dependence ultimately proved to be a prelude to direct foreign
occupation.

World War II arrived on Albania's doorstep even before the official start of the global
conflict. On April 7, 1939, Fascist Italy, led by Benito Mussolini, invaded and quickly
occupied Albania. King Zog fled, and Albania became an Italian protectorate,
effectively a puppet state. Mussolini saw Albania as a strategic foothold in the Balkans,
a springboard for further expansion into Greece and a challenge to British influence in
North Africa. During the Italian occupation, efforts were made to encourage Albanian
irredentism in Kosovo and Chameria, integrating these Albanian-populated regions
into a "Greater Albania" under Italian control.

Italian rule, however, was not unopposed. Resistance movements, largely communist-
led, began to emerge. When Italy surrendered to the Allies in September 1943, Nazi
Germany swiftly stepped in, occupying Albania to prevent an Allied landing. The
Germans established a client state, but their control was also met with fierce
resistance. The Albanian National Liberation Movement (LANÇ), a communist-led
organization formed in 1942 and headed by Enver Hoxha, grew significantly in
strength during this period. They engaged in guerrilla warfare, sabotaging Axis supply
lines and rallying popular support.

The resistance struggle in Albania was not a monolithic effort. Besides the communist-
led LANÇ, other factions, such as the nationalist Balli Kombëtar and the pro-Zog
Legality Movement, also existed. However, the communists, with their strong links to
Yugoslav partisans, ultimately emerged as the dominant force. By late 1944, the LANÇ
had successfully pushed out the German forces, liberating Tirana on November 17,
1944, and the entire country by November 29, 1944. Albania holds the distinction of
being the only European country to liberate itself from Nazi occupation without direct
assistance from Allied ground troops.

The end of World War II found Albania in a state of profound devastation, both
physically and economically. The country, already one of Europe's poorest, had
suffered immense destruction. However, the war had also irrevocably altered its
political landscape. The communist-dominated National Liberation Movement had
solidified its control, and its leader, Enver Hoxha, quickly ascended to power.

On January 11, 1946, the People's Republic of Albania was officially proclaimed. The
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newly elected People's Assembly, initially comprising both communists and non-
communists, soon saw the systematic purging and execution of all non-communist
members, establishing a communist monopoly on power by the end of 1946. The new
regime moved swiftly to consolidate its position, targeting the middle class, landed
aristocracy, and tribal chieftains. Hundreds were executed, and thousands more were
sent to labor camps.

The post-war government wasted no time in implementing radical economic changes.
They nationalized all forests and pasturelands, confiscated German and Italian assets,
revoked foreign economic concessions, and brought all transportation under state
control. A "war-profits tax" was levied against the more prosperous segments of the
population, and the property of political opponents in exile was confiscated. These
measures, while presented as necessary for reconstruction and the building of a
socialist society, were also crucial in dismantling any potential centers of opposition
and establishing the state's absolute authority.

Albania’s immediate post-war period was thus defined by both the lingering scars of
conflict and the swift, brutal establishment of a communist regime. The political
vacuum left by the Axis withdrawal, coupled with the organizational strength and
ruthlessness of the communist partisans, allowed Enver Hoxha and his loyalists to
seize control decisively. This period, characterized by political purges and economic
restructuring, laid the groundwork for the extreme isolation that would come to define
Albania for the next four decades. The roots of this isolation were deeply embedded in
a history of foreign domination, a fierce desire for national sovereignty, and the
particular circumstances of a post-war landscape where a determined communist
party was able to assert unchallenged authority.
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