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The Problem of Hoxha: Communist Heritage and the Demands of the Dead 

If heritage represents an inheritance from the past, then commemoration involves a response to the 

demands of the dead. 

Joost Fontein, The Politics of the Dead: Living Heritage, Bones and Commemoration in Zimbabwe 

I want to think about the deportation system 1949-1955 through this lens of heritage and 

commemoration as a response to the demands of the dead.  Why heritage, and why a response 

to the demands of the dead?   

First, heritage: The International Council of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) 

defines cultural heritage as “an expression of the ways of living developed by a community and 

passed on from generation to generation, including customs, practices, places, objects, artistic 

expressions and values” (ICOMOS, 2002).  When we consider cultural heritage as “the ways 

of living developed by a community and passed on from generation to generation,” then we see 

that a half century of state terror in Albania did in fact create a culture – a culture of spying, 

imprisonment, torture, execution, forced labor, led by the paranoid egomaniacal fantasies of 

Enver Hoxha and enforced by his inner circle. 

So I want to start here:  the specific traumas that people lived under communism 

were each part of a larger cultural fabric, every stitch of which was sewn with state terror.  The 

people sent to the Gulags, the families living under the oppression of a bad biography, those 

expropriated, tortured and executed – these are the visible victims of state terror.  But these 

specific violences could only occur by virtue of the brutal repression of dissent and the violent 

murder of all potential opposition carried out by the architects of state terror and agents of the 

state.  This brutal repression in turn terrorized the rest of the population into becoming either 

complicit supporters of the regime or passively compliant in the hopes of protecting 

themselves.   

For the two generations born into this structure of state terror, then, and for the 

generation born into transition, this is the cultural heritage that we have to confront: the “ways 

of living developed by a community” terrorized into complying with the arbitrary orders of a 

criminal state include: 

a chronic, pervisive fear; 

secrecy, distrust – secrecy and distrust, of course, because spying and lying are the states 

modus operandi; 



and an entire range of denials (from obvious lies, such as the state denying its crimes, 

to the daily habits people developed to survive state violence, to whit: not wanting to know 

what was really happening in the gulags, shunning neighbors with bad biographies, and the 

double consciousness that shows the people in power what they want to see while denying the 

truth of one’s own experience.  

To fully grasp why Albania has not yet been able to confront the crimes of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, we have to understand this legacy of state violence as a cultural 

heritage of communism.  When we understand this, we can see that every attempt to document 

the crimes of communism runs into this problem: almost every person we might name as a 

“perpetrator” now was, under the socialist constitution and the penal code of 1952, following 

the laws of the country and the orders of their superiors.  The judge who signed an execution 

order, the interrogator that conducted torture, the shooters in an execution squad –they were, 

literally, doing their job.   

Twenty-seven years after communism officially ended, the criminal nature of 

the communist dictatorship still has not been formally acknowledged by any government, and 

it is precisely this failure to acknowledge and take responsibility for state crime then that 

allows state crime to continue, now, unchecked.   THIS, then, is why we have to address 

heritage in order to deal with the crimes of communism: because we now have four 

generations of Albanians that have been born into a culture shaped by state terror, and “the 

ways of living” developed by a people living in this culture have been and are continuing to be 

passed on from generation to generation.  In order to face the past that continues to haunt the 

country and reckon with the all-encompassing crimes of the dictatorship of the proletariat, we 

must face, finally, the architecture of state terror, and its primary architect, Enver Hoxha. 

This brings us to: why a response to the demands of the dead?  

When I posted the announcement for this conference to my FB page, I received 

this message: 

“My mom is 93 years old, is in Tirana, sharp memory, was persecuted the entire life, 

her dad was executed and she doesn't know yet where [his bones are]. After his execution my 

grandma was left alone, with no shelters, with none, 5 kids, the youngest 2. I still do not have 

answers to why and how humans can be that way”.24  

A criminal state perverts the fabric of social relation – that is why and how 

humans could be that way.  But we can be otherwise.  It is the very ground of our human 

24 M.B. FB message 25 October. 



relations that, above and beyond all, the dictatorship of the proletariat profaned, and our study 

of the communist past must be in the service of reestablishing ourselves as human beings in an 

ethical relation to each other.  

Because we have not yet done this work, patterns of denial – a fundamental 

aspect of the structure of state terror – remain, not just a legacy of the communist regime, but a 

continuing feature of the state today.25 This is very, very dangerous.  Half of the country is 

under 30 years old, and many people think – mistakenly – that this new generation is not 

interested in the communist past and that, in fact, communism has nothing to do with them.  

Indeed, many in political power seem to be waiting for the last survivor of the gulag system to 

die off, and then they think they will be free of the “problem” of communism.   

They are wrong. 

In fact, communism defines the transition generation.  The unarticulated 

histories—in Paul Connerton’s terms, the incorporated histories, or, in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms, 

the habitus – of the lives their parents lived under communism have been passed down to 

them.26  At the same time, their tiny islands of family memories do not have an anchor in an 

integrated historical-cultural narrative.  At both the individual and collective levels, silence, 

repression, distortion and denial fragment and polarize people, severing the connecting thread 

between past and present.27 

The dead demand an historical accounting.   

For the dead to rest in peace, for the living to make their peace with the past, for 

our young people to heal the wounds passed on to them, generation after generation for nearly 

a century, now – we must deal, finally, with the structure of state violence and the nature of the 

criminal state.    

Jennifer Balint, in Genocide, State Crime, and the Law: In the Name of the State, 

defines state crime as state policy that uses the institutions of the state to carry out mass harm 

against its populations.  “This includes the police, the army, and the legal system" (26).  State 

25 For a detailed discussion of this denial as built into the fabric of the state, see Lori Amy’s  “Re-Membering in 

Transition: The Trans-National Stakes of Violence and Denial in Post-Communist Albania.”  In History of 

Communism in Europe, Vol. I, Politics of Memory in Post-Communist Europe, 205 - 222.  Bucharest: Zeta Books, 

2010.  
26 For a detailed discussion of Incorporated memory, see Paul Connerton’s How Societies Remember London: 

Cambridge University Press, 1989; for a detailed discussion of the habitus, see Pierre Bourdieu's The Language of 

Symbolic Power.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press,1999. 
27 See Hirsch, Marianne. The Generation of Post Memory: Writing and Visual Culture after the  Holocaust.  

New York: Columbia University Press, 2012. 



crime uses law both to legitimate its crimes and to provide a framework for carrying out state 

crimes (34).   

Hoxha put the structures of state terror in place immediately after the second world war 

- within a very short time, the architecture of state terror was incontestably established, and the 

rest of the social fabric – the bonds of family, friendship, and community – were profaned. A 

cursory look at the Socialist constitution and changes to the penal code shows how Hoxha’s 

architecture perfected its criminal structure.  Other papers in this volume will go into more 

detail about this, and we are fortunate to have legal scholars represented here as well, so I’ll 

provide just a few details for framing purposes: 

On 22 May 1952, Minister of Justice Bilbil Klosi presented the new penal code, “based 

on the principles of class warfare and ‘revolutionary justice’;  

article 6 of the code allowed for children as young as 12 years old to be incarcerated for 

“damage to state property and economic sabotage”;  

article 16 prescribes punishments for these crimes as "death, imprisonment, and 

internment at 'corrective labour camps.”28  

This list goes on and on. 

Under Article 90, people could be sentenced to interment or prison labor camps for up 

to five years for “producing industrial goods of bad quality, not in sufficient quantity, or in 

violation of the designated standard”;  

Under Article 201, people who left work early or tried to quit could be sentenced to 

corrective labor or prison; 

Under Article 203, people who refused to go where the state sent them to work could 

be sentenced, instead, to prison or corrective labor;  

Under Article 204, people who refused “voluntary labour” in the state production and 

construction plans could be sentenced to up to two years of corrective labor. 

That was the penal code of 1952.  But how did the country get to the point of 

ratifying the socialist constitution and prescribing prison sentences for twelve year old children 

for economic sabotage?  This trajectory was set with the first Show Trial in Albania, the 

“Albanian Treason Trial” of 1945 – staged in the National Theatre.  And here we get to the 

heart of heritage as an “inheritance from the past” and commemoration as “a response to the 

28 Data taken from United Nations Report or the Ad Hoc Committee on Forced Labour, Supplement No. 13 in the 

Official Records of the Sixteenths Session of the Economic and Social Council and No. 36 in the Studies and 

Reports (New Series) of the International Labour Office, Geneva, 1953.   



demands of the dead”29. As an inheritance from the past, the Treason Trial staged in the National 

Theatre is, in Robert Elsie’s words, “one of the most spectacular events in the early period of 

communism in Albania, and it marked the beginning of an unprecedented reign of terror that 

lasted for years.  Countless people found themselves in prison and internment or before the 

firing squad” (15). 

The 1945 Treason Trial, staged in the National Theatre, was the inaugurating 

event instantiating the criminal state developed by Enver Hoxha.  While it inaugurated the 

criminal state, the trial itself was a continuation of purges the Partisans had been carrying out 

during the second world war.  As many scholars have noted, the allied powers financed the 

primary political groups inside of occupied Albania to conduct sabotage operations against the 

Italian and, later, German military forces.30  The literature of the period is rife with laments 

against the Albanians’ insurrection efforts, which were largely ineffective, in large measure 

because the political groups used money and weapons to fight each other.  For Albania, WW II 

was less about the axis – ally fight than it was an internal war for political control of the country 

– so much so that some scholars refer to WW II as Albania’s civil war (Elsie 2015; Fevziu

2017; Lucas 2015).  The Partisans were especially effective at wiping out their opposition, in 

particular the Balle Kombetar, the anti-communist nationalist resistance, and Legaliteti, the 

royalists loyal to the Albanian King, Zog, who fled Albania on the heels of the Italian 

occupation.   By the time the Second World War ended, the Partisans had purged a large portion 

of their political opposition.  When they marched into Tirana on 28 November 1944, their 

primary aim was to finish their work purging all political opposition and consolidate power 

(Elsie 2015; Fevziu 2017).  

With King Zog in exile, the 1945 Treason trial was tantamount to a military 

tribunal through which the Partisans violently purged any remaining potential opposition and 

finished the civil war they had been waging. Memoirs of those who lived through the purges 

speak about Partisans coming down out of the mountains, throwing families out of their homes 

and taking the homes over for themselves.  Lazër Radi, one of the accused and one of those 

convicted in the Treason Trial, described the situation in Tirana in the Autumn of 1944 in his 

memoirs: ‘I spent November 18 – 23 sitting at my window and observing the activities of the 

partisans who were arresting people in the various buildings of the Lana apartment apartment 

29 (Fontein https://www.theasa.org/publications/asaonline/articles/asaonline_0102.shtml).   
30Elsie, Robert.  Albania in a Nutshell: A Brief History and Chronology of Events, Albanian Studies Volume VII, 

Amazon Digital Services, 2015; Fevziu, Blendi, Enver Hoxha: The Iron Fist of Albania, London: I.B. Tauris & 

Co. Ltd., 2017; Lucas, Peter.  The OSS in World War II: Albania Covert Operations and Collaboration with 

Communist Partisans, Jefferson: McFarland, 2015. 



complex.  Everyone knew that the buildings were inhabited primarily by public figures and 

government officials. ... One by one, the inhabitants of these buildings were arrested by the 

partisans ... sending families into the streets so that the partisans could take over the luxury 

apartments’ (Elsie 8 - 9). 

The scene of the crime of communism begins in the National Theatre, with the 

1945 Treason trial and the “reign of terror” that it inaugurated.  17 of the 60 people tried were 

sentenced to death as war criminals and enemies of the people: “the executions were carried 

out immediately, on 14 April 1945, in a ditch at Kodra e Priftit in Tirana” (Elsie 15).  

Subsequently, the communist show trials became a standard feature of life under the 

dictatorship and were a primary vehicle for expropriating property: “All sentences of death, or 

of five or more years of imprisonment, carried with them forfeiture of the entire property of the 

accused.  Thus, a large number of widows, wives and children were expelled from their homes 

and driven penniless to the streets” (Elsie, 27).  Indeed, the gulag system was developed in-

tandem with state expropriation and political purges; expropriated families and the wives and 

children of those imprisoned and executed were sent to internment camps, while thousands of 

others were sent to hard labour in prison camps.  

100% expropriation, in tandem with the formation of the gulag system – and an 

entire country built by the slave labor of prisoners and forced labor (called “voluntary”) – this 

is the inheritance from communism, and we are still living these violences today.  For example: 

Roughly 20% of the population in Albania was subject to extreme repressive measures 

under the regime, and 80% of those executed by the regime have not been – and are not likely 

to be – recovered for burial (Krasniqi, 2012).  Thousands of ordinary citizens are still looking 

for loved ones who were executed and whose bodies were buried in secret.  The mass grave 

that was found behid Dajti Mountain offers one such example: three ordinary men with garden 

shovels and information they had about where a family member might be buried started digging 

... and uncovered the bodies of 19 people executed and buried in secret, the state’s tactic to 

prevent families from finding the bodies of those the state murdered31.  

Property restitution is utterly failed, leaving property tied up in court with no forseeable 

end in sight.  Property crimes are the norm, where the crimes of communist expropriation repeat 

themselves today in a vicious cycle of powerful developers and corrupt government officials 

threatening, bribing, and ordering illegal changes to property title – a big business in a country 

where, after fifty years of communist dictatorship, expropriated families are still fighting to 

31 http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/investigation-son-s-search-for-father-uncovers-albanian-mass-grave. 



have property returned, and colluding mafia developers and corrupt government officials are 

fighting even harder to take over contested land and build high rises.  Lawyers, judges, powerful 

developers, administrators in the Property Office – these are all common-place instances of 

state institutions and officials carrying on the criminal structure of state expropriation, this time 

to steal property for illegal development.   

Property crimes in the Hipoteka, illegal development, the failures of restitution 

that have helped to make Albania’s judiciary – the institution with final say over property 

disputes – amongst the most corrupt in the region – all of this was set in motion with the The 

1945 Show Trial and the bloody reign of terror that consolidated Enver Hoxha’s power.   

And what about the gulags?  When we begin to research the extent of death in 

the gulag system instituted in tandem with the Treason Trial, it becomes obvious that the official 

figures vastly under-represent the numbers of people killed by state violence.  For example, 

data taken from the 1955 UN Security Council report on Forced Labor in Albania describes this 

situation: “At the 'Death Camp' in the village of Vloçisht ... some of the inmates who were too 

sick to work were actually buried alive at the canal” (11 – 13). 

Mrs. Gjyshte Ndoci was pregnant when she was arrested after her husband deserted 

from the army.  She and her 3 children – Zef, age 9, Dede, age 6, and Lule, age 5 – were taken 

to the Tepelene concentration camp.  3 months later, she gave birth to a boy who died 3 days 

after he was born.  The inmates were forced to march from Tepelene to another camp in 

Gjirokaster.  “On the way, her son Dede died and she herself had to dig the grave and bury him 

by the wayside, while the police accompanying her insulted her.  Four days after she arrived 

at the new camp her oldest son, Zef, died, also from malnutrition and disease” (17). 

Mustafa Hoxha, an Imam who escaped from Albania, describes conditions so bad that 

inmates were forced to eat “grass and dead animals.  This resulted in the spreading of an 

epidemic . . . with seven or eight deaths daily, mostly of children.  When the camp was moved 

to Tepelene the situation became even worse” (16).  Hoxha further reports that camp officials 

decided to move the graveyard. … The inmates, both men and women, were forced to dig up 

the graves of those most recently buried and rebury them at the new place.  This operation gave 

rise to a new epidemic, and the death rate at the camp increased” (16).  In his twenty months in 

internment, Hoxha reports over 1,200 deaths in the camps in which he was imprisoned. 

1,200 deaths in twenty months?  Children born and dying within days, the sick 

buried alive in the rivers they were draining, mothers digging graves for children on forced 

marches from camp to camp!?  This data challenges the much lower official figures, forcing us 



to ask: how are the official numbers of deaths in prison calculated?  With what records and data, 

by what method?  Discrepancies such as these demand that we read against the grain – to really 

understand what happened, we have to juxtapose archive material, oral history, newspaper 

accounts, testimony from survivors of camps – we have to bring all of these documents together, 

cross-reference and look for gaps, inconsistencies, raise questions.   Reading against the grain 

can also help us to analyze how things happened – the gaps and contradictions in the records 

are themselves evidence of the fragmentation, distortion, lying, and denial that are the 

mechanisms of state terror. 

This data also shows us: every centimeter of Albanian ground testifies to a 

violence that has yet to be mourned.  And this is the crucial response to the demands of the dead 

– we owe them, and ourselves, the mourning that denial, repression, distortion – often outright

lying and manipulation – have blocked.  If we fail to achieve justice for those wronged, to fully 

understand the nature of what happened – if we fail to mourn for the collective suffering of the 

nation, we enter into a period of what Joseph Etkind calls post-catastrophe.  In the post-

catastrophic world, “the past haunts the citizenry, divides the society, and limits political 

choice” (Etkind 2013, 42).   

Indeed, the post-catastrophe in Albania is so severe that many refuse to acknowledge 

that, in fact, the dictatorship of the proletariat WAS catastrophic.  This refusal takes many 

forms: Enverist nostalgia, apologists for the regime (look what good things were accomplished), 

state white-washing of the crimes of communism, communist power players in office today, 

history books that have not been written.   

THIS is our situation in Albania.  Both the specters of the un-recovered dead and 

the omnipresent problems facing families imprisoned or interned under the regime continue to 

haunt political, social, and cultural life in Albania today.  In every domain, the past haunts the 

present and WILL REMAIN as the unburied dead until we reckon with the past.  And how do 

we do this?  Etkind defines three primary energies driving people in the post-catastrophic 

situation:  

a cognitive striving to learn about the catastrophe;  

an emotional desire to mourn for its victims; 

and an active drive to find justice and take revenge on perpetrators.  

Albania has passed the moment when it might have been possible to find large-

scale justice.  Dealing with the past, then, is especially important for fulfilling the needs to learn 

about the catastrophe (the cognitive desire) and to mourn for its victims (the emotional desire).  

So what do we mean by mourning?  Mourning brings the past into the present so as to 



acknowledge pain and grief and the presence of violence; by acknowledging it, we create “a 

home for the mutilated and violated self of the other” (Das 2007, 47–48).  Most crucially, this 

work of mourning allows us to reconnect and re-embody an intergenerational memorial fabric 

that has been severed by catastrophe. In the case of traumatic rupture, when an entire nation has 

had its memory distorted through intentionally deployed propaganda campaigns, when 

atrocities are hidden or denied, when show trials publicly display the power of the state and 

turn every notion of truth and justice into farce and absurdity, when people survive by virtue of 

silencing and censoring themselves, by pretending to agree with the forces of power so as not 

to become victims of that power – under these circumstances, the continuity between individual 

experience and memory and the social mediation through which collective memory may 

stabilize a story of self and nation is destroyed.  It is precisely through mourning that the 

grandchildren in the postcatastrophic world must reestablish the lines of transmission between 

individual and collective experience (Etkind 245).    

And this is where our work with communist heritage becomes very 

important.  Heritage work as social repair must engage these complex dimensions of trauma, 

loss, mourning, complicity, denial, repression, and distortion.  This mourning work requires 

what Heidi Bauer-Clapp calls  restorative commemoration – commemoration that “involves 

individual and community-wide engagement with material, social, or political dimensions of 

past violence, ideally with concomitant consideration of what that violence meant in the past 

and continues to mean in the present” (3).   

It is this point  -- what violence meant in the past and continues to mean in the 

present – that closes the circle on why dealing, finally, with the crimes of the dictatorship of the 

proletariat requires grounding ourselves in heritage as a response to the demands of the dead: 

the restorative commemoration of violent heritage acknowledges the debt of the living to 

the sacrifices of the dead – this is a kind of atonement, a consecration of the social relations 

profaned by the dictatorship of the proletariat.  Through memory work as mourning, we 

have the hope of reconciliation, healing and the resolution of suffering” (Rowlands qtd. 

Fontein 1999:142) 

Now let me make this argument concrete: 2018 can be characterized as the year 

of the stand-off over the national theatre.  The government wants to demolish the National 

Theatre – the scene of the crime establishing the communist government in Albania and 

inaugurating the gulag system -- and give the land in the historic center to a private developer 



to build high rises32.  This plan is set to proceed with a “Special Law” – forced through 

Parliament with the government’s majority – a law that has been vetoed, twice, by the President 

– citiing multiple counts of illegality33.

The 1945 Show Trial testifies to the inaugurating crime of communism, and the 

state’s attempt to obliterate the scene of the crime repeats, exactly, the structure of state crime 

in which the laws of the state are used to legitimate and carry out its crimes.  To destroy the 

theatre is to doom us to living in the unmourned – and, with the destruction of the theatre, 

unmournable – repetition of the criminal state.  This is what Balint means when she says that, 

if we fail to understand the nature of the criminal state,  the structures of state crime then will 

continue to define the state now. 

The presence of the living dead continues to divide the society as we continue to 

inhabit the structures of violence that Hoxha perfected during 40 years as the architect of state 

terror.  Beyond the executions, beyond the gulag system, beyond the surveillance apparatus, 

beyond the specific violences enacted, it is in fact the very ground of our human relations that 

has been profaned, and it is this profanation that remains an open wound today – a wound that 

will only be healed when we deal with the criminal nature of the state and its architect, Enver 

Hoxha.  It is the fabric of our social relations that state terror perverted, and it is our job, now, 

to reestablish ourselves as human beings in an ethical relation to each other.  And it is precisely 

through mourning that the grandchildren in the post-catastrophic accomplish this.  

I want to close with a fear that a colleague of mine expressed when I asked for 

help recruing participants to an event on anti-corruption:  

My problem is the topic and the high level of self-censorship we have which is getting 

worse by each day. I am afraid diplomats will not dare speak. The UN and all the other 

international organizations present have never been quieter in front of corruption Albania style. 

The second evident problem is that corruption is Mafia connected and this makes speaking out 

quite a daring thing.34 

In order to break the silence that is allowing a steady march towards a new 

dictatorship, we have to confront the legacy of Enver Hoxha.  To change the structure of state 

crime now, we must deal, finally, with the criminal nature of the state – with the ways in which 

the state uses law and the institutions of the state to legitimate and carry out its crimes – and we 

must deal with Enver Hoxha as the architect of state terror.  As Etkind argues, under a regime 

32 (Erebera https://www.reporter.al/projektligj-i-jashtezakonshem-per-shembjen-e-teatrit-kombetar) 
33 (Meta http://president.al/en/njoftim-per-media). 
34 (email communication November 2018).  

https://www.reporter.al/projektligj-i-jashtezakonshem-per-shembjen-
http://president.al/en/njoftim-per-media


that refused to acknowledge its own violence, mourning its victims [is] a political act, an 

important and sometimes even dominating mechanism of resistance to [the continuity of] the 

regime” (2013, 243).  Acts and deeds of mourning are hence actions of ethical choice, political 

resistance, and aesthetic self-expression (Etkind 2013, 243).  

How, then, do take up the work, now, of holding the state’s structures and 

institutions of criminality accountable?  And how do we demand this accounting in a way that 

helps us to achieve reconciliation and bring the society together? (Balint 5).  Some baseline 

starting points include:  

Prioritize restorative commemoration of cultural heritage sites as acts of cultural 

mourning; 

Make articulating the structures of state terror primary – every violence against the 

Albanian population was committed legally, following the laws of the state and carried out by 

the institutions of the state.  Use these articulations to directly confront the apologists and 

whitewashers with evidence of the criminal nature of the state; 

Understand and articulate how denial is built into the functioning of the state; 

Use the important opportunity provided by the newly established Authority to Open the 

Secret Police Files of the Former Communist Regime to lobby the government to bring an 

historical truth and memory commission to Albania.  

Joost Fontein argues in The Politics of the Dead that acknowledging the debt of 

the living to the sacrifices of the dead is a kind of atonement, a consecration of the social 

relations profaned by state violence.  Through memory work as mourning, we have the 

possibility of dealing, finally, with Enver Hoxha as the architect of state terror and so achieving 

reconciliation, healing and the resolution of suffering” (Rowlands qtd. Fontein 1999:142).  

THIS then, is our moral obligation: to bring a restorative commemoration to our troubled 

heritage precisely so as to resolve suffering, mourn the dead, and liberate the living. 
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