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Aria Gruda

Lone mothers in Central Albania during
communism and after 1990 - caring and

earning responsibilities and regulations

Abstract

This article discusses how Albanian women - all of the sample here being
lone mothers - attempt to balance between their earning and caring activity.

The here discussed research reveals how the situation of lone mothers
in Albania changed drastically after 1990. As there have always been
moderated regulations for support to lone mothers during communism as well
as after, the correlation between different factors gives insights into a more
precarious need for individual handling of job possibilities without social

security on the one hand and acceptance of different sources for social
support on the other hand.

Introduction

The main debates about "lone mothers" among Western and English speaking

gender scholars evolved around the contested category and the way welfare

states adopted legislation for socio-economic policy provision for this

category of women. The element which joins all lone mothers in one category

is the fact of raising their children alone, without a male figure. Kilkey
(2000, p. 68) contested this element by raising the issue of how lone mothers'

households are counted in national censuses when living in joint families

with relatives. Rowlingson and McKay (2002, pp. 22-23) contested it
by looking at their civil status according to marriage and cohabitation law.

This article explores the lone mothers' positions in the welfare
state in Central Albania during communism and after. It traces historically

how the socialist welfare state treated lone mothers with regard to
their earning and caring responsibilities. It moreover addresses and shows

how lone mothers packaged their incomes during communism and after,
and how these incomes regulated the caring and earning responsibilities
in both periods.
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The study of the Albanian case elaborated in this article1 is

informed by the debate among gender scholars about how the welfare state
allows lone mothers to package their income, and the way it positions them
as either workers or mothers or both. Knijn and Kremer (1997, pp. 332-333)

suggest that welfare states should consider the timing element of care, and

grant individuals the right to choose to give and receive care in a life cycle.

They advocate considering care as a social right equally important as the

right to employment.
Income packaging is a gender scholarship concept developed by

Lewis and Hobson (1997, p. 5). They explain that in Western and Nordic

European countries there exist three types of income packages for lone
mothers: "labor market, absent father and the state" (Ibid., p. 5). However,
the picture is different for Southern European countries, such as Italy and
Greece, where the family network plays an important role in supporting
lone mothers to raise their children (Ibid., p. 5). In other countries, the

community or the voluntary sector can become a good substitute for this.
Kilkey (2000) analyzes the employment and care policies for lone

mothers as an application of citizenship rights. Kilkey's research focuses

on policies which allow lone mothers to be employed while they have caring

responsibilities, to care full time, or to move between care and work.

Regarding employment policy, Kilkey concentrates on two types:
reconciliation policies, which allow lone mothers to combine care and work, and
other financial incentives which stimulate lone mothers to increase their
income stability while they are in paid employment (ibid., p. 89). Analyzing
these policies, Kilkey concludes that lone mothers are positioned as either
carers/mothers or workers within the welfare state (2000, p. 94).

These scholarly approaches are used in this article to explore the
income packaging that took place among lone mothers in Central Albania
during communism and after.

Terminologically and legislatively speaking, lone mothers
(unmarried mothers) in the communist period were present in Albanian
social legislation from 1950 until 1966. They returned to the attention (de

juro) of the government in 2000, under the name "women headed families."

By definition "women headed families" include also those women
who are not mothers and the women who have their invalid husbands in
the house. The difference between this definition and mine is that I include
only women who are mothers and who raise their children alone, without
the presence of a partner.
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Sociologists and law scholars in Albania of after 1990, mostly in
cooperation with women nonprofit organizations (NPOs) in the country,

undertook research to observe the reasons for divorce and its
implications in the lives of divorced women and their children. For example
Beqja and Sokoli (2000) wrote about it in their book Divorce, observations

and reflections.
In 1995, Grabocka, in cooperation with the women's association

Refleksione, conducted a survey among 71 women living in the three Albanian

cities Tirana, Korça and Pogradeci; 40 of them were divorced during
communism and 31 more were divorced after 1990. The questionnaire
focused on the thoughts, opinions and feelings of divorced women over a

broad range of questions. Fullani and Malile, family lawyers and law scholars,

research under the title Divorce: its causes and outcomes. They
analyzed 7204 divorce files in the courts of Tirana, Durrës, Lezhë, Fier and

Korçë during the period 1991-1999. Amongst other issues they raised the

problem of the children's alimony after divorce and how fathers can pay it.
In 2009, the UNIFEM (today UNWomen) funded research to analyze

the Economic Aid and Gender Equality in the municipality of Elbasan

(centralAlbania) and the Commune ofRrethina in Kukës (North-East Albania).

The research in both targeted localities aimed at interviewing
separately and in groups women-headed households and men-headed households,

parallel to interviews with local and central policy stakeholders and

analysis of the policy provision. The research recommended the inclusion

of more types of female-headed families, even in cases which are not
foreseen by law drafters as fitting the criteria for being named the head of
households, in order to receive economic aid.

The Albanian Association for Women Householders, in cooperation
with the Centre for Civic and Legal Initiatives conducted a survey among
900 women heads of households in six sub-rural areas of Tirana. Its
findings were made available to local and central policy makers in Tirana and

to civic representatives. The aim of this project and the report they drafted
was to analyze Albanian legislation of the provision of rights for women
heads of households and to monitor its application in six regions of Tirana.

Unlike the above surveys, this article focuses on analyzing welfare

legislation on caring and earning reconciling policies for lone mothers
in central Albania for both the communist and post-communist periods.
It has a gender perspective in legislation analysis, and it employs a diverse

range of methodological approaches. A survey with open, semi-open and
closed questions was conducted with 93 lone mothers who raised their chil-
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dren without a partner in Central Albania (Durrës and Elbasan) after 1990

to 2013. The survey was conducted via face to face interviews (45 minutes
to one hour) among women who answered the prepared questionnaire. 49

women were divorced lone mothers, 15 separated (have not yet formalized
the divorce due to lack of financial resources), 14 widowed, 9 abandoned,
and 6 others in the process of getting divorced.

The data from 8 lone mothers who raised their children during
communism was gathered via face to face interviews (1 hour) through a

prepared questionnaire with qualitative questions. For the purpose of the

interviewing code of ethics, the names of the interviewed women will not
be made public in this article. They are designated as "anonymous" with a

consecutive number.

Methodologically speaking, information about legislation was

gathered in the city library of Durrës and Tirana National Library and from
the Official Gazette. The law changes were traced via rigorous analysis of
the legislation, and analysis of the national and international reports on
socio-economic growth ofAlbania.

Lone mothers and the welfare state during communism

Employment and social protection policy for lone mothers in communist Albania

At the start of socialism, more than 75 percent of the population lived in
rural areas. The need for an urban labor force was immediate, as textile,
métallurgie, glass, wood, plastic and tractor factories were rapidly built
("New Albania," 1965, no. 3). The increase of the working population
introduced the need to organize the labor force. The first Law on Social State

Insurance was drafted in 1946, the first Labor Code in 1948 and the organization

of the Institute of Social Insurances started in 1950.

Article 11 of the Social State Insurance law no. 4171, drafted on
September 13th 1966, is pertinent to a gender analysis, as it allocated the

obligation to care for each other when sick to family members and the right
to care for their children to working women. The rights were restricted, and
did not apply to those working people who had other family members in the
house who could take care of the sick, or when the sick person was cared for
in public health care institutes. Also, this right to care was limited in time
(three days for sick family members and ten days for children) and reduced
the earning power of people who offered it by 60 percent (OGPRA, 29

September, no. 6, 1966, p. 154).

Though the language of the law is neutral and allows for the
possibility that both men and women could take care of sick family members,
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ultimately the burden to do the caring is placed on the mother, especially
for younger children. A second noticeable regulation of this article is the

obligatory aspect of care for every family member. The care aspect was
also legislatively introduced in the Family Code of 1965 (the first such code

in Albania), which indicated the significant role of each individual in the

family and the care and financial welfare obligation of every working
individual towards those who could not work for certain reasons. Applying the
work of Kremer and Knijn (1997) on organizing the welfare state by considering

care both as a right and as an obligation for every individual, it can
be noted that the socialist government did recognize care as a right dejuro.
Most importantly it considered it as work, however less valuable than public

work.
The care aspect was also present in the Labor Code of 1972, the

code of 1980, and the code of 1987, the last one before the collapse of
communism. The amount of time working mothers could take off to take care
of their sick children could go up to three months per year until the child
reached the age of three. This care leave was however unpaid (article 31,

Labor Code 1972, p. 18). Article 32 of this code treated the period of child-
care after maternity leave as follows: "The woman who has finished maternity

leave and was not able to secure a crèche for her child can receive three

months ofunpaid leave" (ibid., p. 19). Only in the Labor Code of 1980 the

unpaid leave of working mothers was acknowledged as part of their work

history for the purpose of social state insurance (ibid., p. 17).

Article 18 of the Social State Insurance Law dealt with pensions
for mothers with many children; beneficiaries could also be divorcées or
widowed mothers. This law specified that child-rearing and caring for

many children were equal to paid labor for the purpose of the social insurance

contribution (OGPRA, 29 September, no. 6,1966, pp. 155-156). Women
who worked in agricultural cooperatives only received this same right in
1989, and after two years they could no longer claim it because of the
collapse of communism and subsequent changes of the social insurance
system (decree 7339, 13 November 1989, on appendance to the fourth article
of the Law no 4976, 29 June 1972 for The Retirement Pension of the Members

ofAgricultural Cooperatives [p. 78, OGPRA 1989]).

Concerning this right there are two resources which question its

applicability for agricultural women workers. The first resource is an article

by Fatmira Musaj (and colleagues 2012, p. 52) which stresses the
differences of rights allocation and entitlements application for rural women
during communism. The second resource is the history of the divorced
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mother Anonymous 1 from the communist period, 73 years old at the time
of interview. She is a mother of six children and worked in the collective
state cooperatives for 40 years; she did not retire before the de-unioniza-
tion of the cooperatives, despite having raised seven children (one child
died young).

Asked about the post-divorce support she received from the

government concerning child-care, housing or other essential living benefits

during the communist period she answered:

At that time I was a farmer. All those years I ate bread with peppers, onions
and salt with my children. Myfather died young, I had no brother to take care

ofme. I worked on thefarm from its start to the endfor 40 years. The state did
not give me housing or anything. (Interview with divorced mother Anonymous

1 from the communist period in Shushicë, Elbasan, on 13 November

2012)

This divorced mother Anonymous 1 did not know anything about the
existence of these laws. Moreover, she was poorly educated (she had attended

only elementary school), and therefore the application of the law to her
situation was left in the hands of those who knew how to proceed acordingly. In
the communist period information about women's rights was provided by
local branches of the Women's Union ofAlbania WUA). This was a national
women's organization, lead by communist ideologues with the mission of

enforcing women's rights in the country and supporting socialist policies
at the community level.

The history of this anonymous divorcee makes clear that this law
for women farmers with many children had not been applied in her case.

The reason for the non-application of the law can also serve as an illustration

of the differences that existed in the social protection of workers in
urban areas and those in agricultural cooperatives. Moreover, the benefits

deriving from the rights allocated to women in 1989 ceased to exist in 1993

when the Social Insurance System was reformatted.
The Article 29 of the Social Insurance law was dedicated to the

family pension, which granted orphan's pension and family pension to the

women and children whose head of the family had died (OGPRA, 29

September, no. 6, 1966, p. 159). This article, drafted for the benefit of widows
and their children, was similar to Article 11 with regard to care. Like Article

11, Article 29 is neutral in language regarding the spouse (i.e. whether
the spouse is male or female). Nonetheless, though the allocation of cash
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benefits relating to the care of children in the home does not specifically
indicate women, it is clearly implied. There existed an intention during
communism to acknowledge legally the care regime of women as a right,
although within certain restrictions.

The decision of the Council of Ministers of the People's Republic
of Albania no 829, 2 October 1950 (with the Ministry of Health's proposal
to improve the health of children in pediatric permanent crèches and to
reduce infant mortality) acknowledged the right of women with children
born out of wedlock for their newly-born children to be accommodated in
permanent crèches. The unmarried mothers were offered accommodation
and a basic diet while breast-feeding. When willing to breastfeed other
children they were paid an amount of 200 lekë (15 cent) per liter of milk and
also a richer diet (OGPRA, 18 October, no. 68, 1950, p. 2). This law did not
mention the working hours ofunmarried mothers with breast-feeding
children; nor did it mention that they had only the caring task to perform. Due

to the universal obligation to work in the communist period, and since it is

explicitly contradicted, it can be taken for granted that these lone mothers

were both workers and carers, but due to lack of housing and a male partner

to support them they were offered accommodation and food. Health
care was a free universal right.

The first decree on state economic aid for mothers with many
children (married and widowed) and lone mothers (non-married) dates to 10

October 1950. This was a state cash-benefit for those lone mothers (non-
married) who could not get children's alimony from their partners, and
therefore the state fulfilled this role. The same children's alimony was also

given to some widowed women who because of their deceased husbands

not having had social protection could not have a children's pension. For

both lone and widowed mothers the monthly children's pension was given
until the child was 12 years old. When these lone mothers had more than
three children they could also benefit from the children's pension for mothers

with many children. If these women were to start an official relationship
with another man who was willing to contribute financially to their
children, they could choose to either keep his contribution or the governmental

contribution. It should be noted how the socialist government treated
lone mothers in its first decades. Until the regulation of the labor force took
place and fathers were obligated by law to pay children's alimony via direct
governmental withdrawal from their salary, the state had assumed this
role. Later on this law ceased to exist, also because of the price regulation
of every-day consumer goods. These welfare policies of the first two dec-
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ades were quite similar to the family and child allowance for lone mothers
in the UK and the Netherlands (Kilkey 2000; Rowlingson/McKay 2002). The

difference lay in the provision of the right to care, which was not the case

for Albanian lone mothers. In Albania the welfare policies treated them as

workers first and then as carers.
Decree no. 1472 of 29 May 1952, which adjusted some of the cash

benefits for lone mothers, was banned with decree 4158, of 8 August 1966.

Another law of the same period, the decision of the Council ofMinisters, no.
43, of 15 July 1966 "On some changes on the monthly economic assistance

for children," might have had a direct impact on suspending the monthly
allowance. This decision explained that the government would suspend
the food stamps system and reduce the prices of everyday consumer goods,
and as a result of these two measures the monthly economic assistance for
children, which was initially intended to replace food stamps, was no longer

necessary for workers and civil servants (OGPRA, 23 July, no. 4,1966, p. 110).

Until now it has been analyzed how the socialist government
regulated the labor and care rights of working women with care responsibilities,

including working and caring lone mothers. The next section of the

article will focus on observing how the socialist government regulated
marriage and divorce, which had direct implications for earning and caring

responsibilities.

Marriage and divorce regulation in communist Albania

The first law on marriage regulation dates to 18 May 1948. The second article

of Law 601 announced the legal protection of marriage by the state. The

fifth article declares that both spouses had the same rights with regard to
their children; they have an equal obligation to raise and educate their
children. While every aspect of the joint life was expected tobebasedon mutual
and equal contribution, the dispensation regarding property allowed both

spouses to individually administrate the property they had owned before

marriage. In cases where there was a conflict or the couple divorced, the
court decided on the separation of the joint contributed properties in the

years of living together, also taking into account the share in the household
work and child-rearing.

Under the law of 1948, the minimum age for marriage was 18, for
both boys and girls, and under special circumstances could be allowed earlier.

Later on, with the Family Code of 1965 and 1982, the age of marriage for
girls was lowered to 16 and for boys remained at 18. With the New Family
Code of 2003, the age of marriage returned again for both girls and boys to
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18 years. Marriage dissolution could be requested by either of the spouses,
and could be granted in the case of the death of one of the spouses, the
absence of one of the partners, or divorce. With the dissolution of
marriage, and when there were children involved, each parent had to share in
child-rearing, based on their economic abilities. The non-guilty spouse
who was not capable of work, or was jobless for the moment could request
in the court to be allocated a food payment from the guilty spouse. However

this right was suspended when the spouse remarried (OGPRA, 21 July,

no. 76, 1948, pp. 1-6). Children's alimony was allowed to be paid in kind
(ibid., pp. 8-10).

The Family Code of 1982, due to its communist ideology regarded,
the property of men and women before marriage as a unity once they got
married. Article 101 on the dissolution of marriage stated that the court has

the right to decide on the request of the ex-spouses for the division of the
matrimonial household. However, the law makes no reference to the fact
that in most cases, the matrimonial household was not property of either

spouse but belonged to the parents of the man who was filing for divorce.

Clearly in such situations, in a country that denied the existence of individual

property, it was very difficult to resolve property disputes when
marriages dissolved.

Of the seven divorced mothers of the communism period I
interviewed, six were paid children's alimony, or their former partner found
a different way to contribute to the costs of child rearing. Three of them
answered that the children's alimony was deducted automatically from
their ex-husbands monthly salaries by the government and given to them.

Seven out of eight women had entered into marriage via arrangement

and only one had married out of love. In the beginning of the
marriage all of them had belonged to extended families in which they lived with
their parents-in-law. Two of them had stayed with their in-laws for one to
three years, two others for four to seven years, and three of them had lived
for eight to fourteen years in joint families. Only one divorced lone mother
of this period says that she lived with her in-laws from the beginning of her

marriage until they died.
Two lone mothers who remained alone in the communist period

each raised six children on their own, two of them had three children each,

two others two children each and the last two each raised one child.
In the coming paragraphs I will offer two testimonies from the

interviewees on how the government supported lone mothers after divorce
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and how they managed to combine the care and earning aspects of their
lives.

The divorced mother Anonymous 2, 75 year old and retired at the
time of the interview, originally from the city of Permet (South-East-Alba-

nia), says regarding her marriage, her divorce and the support from the
government:

My grandmother and my parents arranged a marriage for me when I was
16 years old, in the village ofMalçovë. I went to live in the house of my
husband with my widowed mother-in-law and my husband's uncle. We moved

to the city of Durrës (Central Albania) in 1961 when I was 21 years old. In
Malçovë I worked as a farmer in cooperatives, in Durrës I did not work until
I got divorced. After eight years of marriage we got divorced because he fell
in love with another woman, and after three years of their affair I filed for
divorce. After divorce the state gave me a job in communal services and they

gave me 2500 lekë a month, the children's pension they were takingfrom his

salary. They also gave me a house. Thefirst secretary of the Central Council
in Durrës came to meet with me. I was the niece ofa Second World War martyr.

The state could not abandon me in the street. (Interview with divorced
mother Anonymous 2 in Durrës on 11 November 2013)

When she got divorced in 1966, her children were eight, five and three years
old. She was the only one to take care of them, as her family did not support

her choice. She tells about the care aspect of raising her children and

having to combine work and care:

My mother told me leave my children and go out tofind a husband. But I did
not have an appetite for a husband, I had an appetite for food. My parents
never came to visit me, they did not support my choice as they wanted me to

re-marry. So I raised my children with my monthly income and the children's

alimony the government was deducting from the father of the children. The

first daughter I could take to school myself, the other one Igave a key necklace

so that she could go to school and return home herself. My little three-year-
old son was in kindergarten. Forfamilies like me with low incomes, the state
reduced the subsidies we needed to pay the kindergarten. (Interviewwith the

anonymous2 divorcee in Durrës on 11.11.2013)
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A 62-year-old woman at the time of the interview, a mother of two children
who divorced in 1978, when her daughters were eleven and eight years old,
tells of the support she received from the government:

I was given a letter to start working as salesperson. I was priviledged having

completed high school. IfI were not this educated they would have found
me a more difficult job. I started to work immediately. In that period rights
were given to divorced women, but it was difficult to secure a house. Since I
was in my city, and my cousins were in good positions in the government, they
secured a room for us in another house. I lived together with my little daugher
with anotherfamily until I was given an independent household. My ex-hus-

band took the eldest daughter and he took care ofher in another city, in Vlora.

(Interview with divorced mother Anonimous 4, in the city of Elbasan, on 15

November 2012)

As the interviewees explain, they were supported during communism with
subsidized childcare, access to employment, and with children's alimony.
Housing was also granted under special circumstances and when family

members of the lone mother had important political connections. In
the coming section, the education and employment situation of the
interviewed lone mothers will be addressed, as well as how they packaged their
incomes during communism.

Education, employment status and income packaging of lone mothers under communism

The history of the divorcée Anonimous 1 demonstrates a strong connection

between the age of marriage, number of children and the education
and employment of lone mothers. She had only completed an elementary
school education, married at 16, and therefore could not continue her
education. Four lone mothers married at ages between 15 and 18, three of them
between 19 and 24, and one mother was married at the age of two. "Marriage

in cradle" was a phenomenon present in Albania from the fifteenth

century to the beginning of the twentieth. In remote mountain areas

where female birthrates were lower than males', arrangements were made

between male heads of households to promise their daughters in marriage
from the moment ofbirth to other families who needed brides to reproduce
and to work in the fields.

None of the eight lone mothers had university degrees, five had

high school diplomas, two only had elementary school educations and one
of them had a secondary school education.
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