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ABSTRACT

Drug use is considered in many countries the plague of today's society. Researchers from
medical, psychological and sociological fields, as well as lawmakers, are interested in finding
more answers to this widespread phenomenon. All over the world there are known conflicts
related to drug producing, transportation routes and distribution, that harm the economy and
social standing of the involved communities or countries. Policies towards drug use vary from
country to country, but this research focuses on how stigma affects the lives of individuals
suffering from substance use disorder (SUD) in Albania. Substance use disorder is not often
considered a disease, and more often individuals suffering from this disorder are stigmatized and
not given the right care from their families, societies, or healthcare providers.
Drug usage in Albania is closely linked to the country’s geopolitics and its communism
and dictatorship past history. This phenomenon has influenced the Albanian societal
perceptions. Even though Albania became a democratic country in the 1990s, there are still old
mentalities to be changed, with social stigma towards drugs being one of them. The purpose of
this pilot research is to understand the connection between social stigma and the treatment that
individuals with substance use disorder receive from their families, society, and medical
institutions. This pilot study was based on interviews conducted in a small sampling of 18
individuals. The qualitative information collected through interviews falls into four categories:
Medical professionals and psychologists, family members or people who have loved ones with
substance use disorder, current users of cocaine or synthetic drugs who are in denial regarding
their addiction and everything it entails, and heroin users currently in treatment programs. There
ii

are also different types of stigma associated with different types of drugs. These types of stigma
are herein categorized based on the collected information which supports the premise of how
social stigma affects these individuals’ lives. This study is the first known research for this
subject matter in the country of Albania, therefore, it intends to open the path for further research
that is inclusive of more groups/individuals.
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INTRODUCTION

Albania is considered the connection door between Eastern and Western Europe and is
known for its strategic geopolitics. These geopolitics have made Albania a battle territory for
many wars. Yet, after the democratic transition in 1990, Albania was recognized on maps as the
poorest country in Europe and route of drug trafficking. This research analyzes how the
historical and cultural background has shaped Albanians' lives and, specifically, in this research
study to individuals suffering from substance use disorder. This thesis intents to unveil and
actualize the why, that stands behind the stigmatization and judgment of individuals who suffer
from substance abuse. An additional, why, for the way they are treated by their families, society,
and the state. Why are these individuals not receiving proper medical treatment, and where they
stand in Albanian's public health? Besides, mixing these historical facts with the postcommunist social attitudes of the Albanian people and their approach to individuals who have
drug addiction issues gives a fascinating view of where Albania and its sister Eastern European
countries stand at this time, both culturally and politically.
This thesis aims to create a path focusing on what is not said, and the implied
connotations can be spoken openly. One can use the history, culture, and facts to accept what is
not right and try to find an answer or give a voice to the individuals that feel abandoned. It is my
most profound belief that once we start understanding the roots of stigmatization, shame,
judgment, and the power they have over individuals, it would help decrease stigmatization. If we
let go of these stigmas, we might help see people as valuable individuals of the community, help
and support them to get the necessary medical treatment and understand their struggles that the
1

road of recovery holds. This is a delicate subject for individuals who are users, in recovery or
their families, therefore, the more knowledge/ awareness is brought into the society in the
improvement of care treatment and life conditions would increase.
Not to forget that drugs do not know the social or economic status. However, there was a
differentiation on the attitudes towards gender expectations when it came to addiction and the
stigmatization of men, women, or LGBTI individuals. The rhetoric used to describe them was
affected by the gender status, even though, they might have been individuals addicted to the
same drug. Most importantly, not seen addiction as a disease that touches the brain beyond
anything else and consider it like any other disease that affects one's heart. This thesis's
importance is to open the door to further research in the field, not to let the shadows of shame
and stigmatization overcome medical and academic professionalism.
The cultural differences vary even in Albania itself as stigma gets harsher in the smaller
cities or villages when individuals know each other for generations compared to the bigger cities.
Alcohol and tobacco are part of our tradition and are not considered drugs. For example, if
someone comes over to one’s house you bring “raki, bombone, cigare/nese e pijne.”1 It is
difficult to collect statistics for alcohol or tobacco consumption in the country because they are
homemade in most cases. The stigma towards individuals who drink alcohol is only when it gets
out of hand and they are drinking from bar to bar or they are abandoned by their family because
of abuse or spending all their money on alcohol. Yet, the usage of tobacco and alcohol is not
stigmatized the same when it comes to women, only after democracy in 1990 women are starting

1

Raki = alcoholic beverage, Bombone = type of candy, cigare = tobacco
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to smoke more and go out to the bars and have drinks. Before democracy, only females who had
“man of the house” status could smoke and drink at the same table as males.
In different parts of Albania opium poppy grows wild in the fields and mostly is collected
by kids and women to be sold. Many individuals from the villages consider it a medicinal herb
but not many know how to exactly mix it. Older ladies make tea with the poppy flower and with
marijuana as well. Cocaine and synthetic drugs are imported in Albania from other countries and
users said that they are sure that none of them is pure, one who uses them frequently can tell the
different mixes. The heroine users said that there are different mixes of heroin, and the most
common mix is red brick clay and heroin. The heroine that is sold in Albania is red; therefore, it
is easy for the sellers to mix it with red clay.
This was a small sample of 18 individuals pilot study that we conducted with the aim of
gathering more information for a potential future study on social stigma of drug use. The lack of
data on stigma and discrimination research motivated us to design this study. Despite several
challenges, we collected data and constructed a framework for examining substance use stigma.
Yet, our designed project aims to open the door for further research, where combined qualitative
and quantitative data can be analyzed and discussed. The interviewer’s native language is
Albanian, so the communication was clear and open. Also, being aware of the social and cultural
norms of communication, the interviewer managed to build trust. On the other hand, all the
individuals were presented to the interviewer by common friend or commonly known
individuals, and this can be seen as an advantage to the interviewer. The interviewees at the
methadone treatment wanted to tell all they could as they wanted to make their voice heard, and
during the interview they might have shown confirmation biases by agree with what the other
3

friend said. In addition, the interview with a group of guys who were cocaine users/dealers made
comments in form of jokes, yet the satire was deep at times and the interviewer laughed at the
joke to make it seem normal, whereas, if the interviewer had more experience into the research
field could have turned it into a situation where more question to understand the why’s beyond
the satire.
The limitations of this study included the small sample size and the division of the
interviews in formal and informal, depending on the subjects’ preference. The female size was
limited to one as they were highly stigmatized group, and it was hard to find interviewees. Also,
I was unable to interview members of the LGBTI community. More individuals who were
substance users and dealers were uncomfortable talking about their business as they were afraid
of legal consequences. Having more time and resources to conduct research in a bigger scale and
more inclusive would drown more details about the subject matter of SUD. Also, being able to
conduct a research with questionaries for the quantitative aspect and run interviews in a larger
sample would attain more details and information, compare to pilot study we designed in our
case.

4

LITERATURE REVIEW

My curiosity to research this subject spiked when I took Dr. Pineda’s course ‘The History
of Global Drug Trade.’ I was fascinated by the perspective the course taught, and it was a
different style compared to my history courses in Albania. I thought of this project from an
ethnographic perspective at first, so I started asking Albanian fellows in the USA and in Albania
regarding their thoughts on drugs or social stigmatization in Albania. It was fascinating that the
most common answer I got was “Oh zemër ti e di se si funksionojnë gjërat në Shqipëri. Apo ke
harruar?”2 This answer left me more puzzled than I was before, not because I did not know how
things worked in Albania, but because I was appalled by how this was such a common and
collective answer.
Henri Lefebvre on mental space arguments how these theoretical practices (in my case
getting the same answer) have created a ‘culture’ that tolerates and promotes what is believed to
be the truth and the appearance – versus – reality, is leading us into this answer. The Albanian
collective history and the struggles of many centuries has implemented the ideology of “looking
good in the eyes of the neighbor.”3 This has been more so during the communist era when both
history and social practices had to align. The appearance was/is important. The reality of having
2

Oh sweetheart you know how things work in Albania, or you forgot?
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This phrase has been used/ is still used in Albania in two perspectives: Everyone who was born
in Albania has heard at some point in their life’s by their parents or relatives that do not be loud
or don’t go out like that because the neighbors will see you. The perception of how others will
perceive you as their opinion was very important.
Also, during communist era our states moto was to look good in the eyes of the world and
inflate the statistics about production and overall economy.
5

imperfections but holding them within the walls of your own house fits the overall appearance as
the society compares the realities everyone faced. What about the realities of individuals who
suffer from substance abuse, can they keep it within the walls of their house, and when they
cannot what happens?
The presence of social stigma takes different faces of the coin. One is the road of the
individuals who suffer the consequences of social stigma. Those suffering from addiction doubt
their own decision, and feel like outcast. The other side is how society perceives them. The
establishment of social stigma has evolved with time and space. At times, social stigma was a
tool to utilize one's position in the social structure. Julio Arboleda-Flórez argues that they used
the word "stizein," to indicate an individual's position with less value in Greek society. However,
the theoretical perception of stigma has changed. "The modern derivative, stigma, is therefore
understood to mean a social construction whereby a distinguishing mark of social disgrace is
attached to others in order to identify and to devalue them."4 Through different countries, ' social
stigma has been adopted to fit the normative or cultural structures. However, the stigmatization
of individuals suffering from substance use disorder seems to fit most contemporary societies'
narratives. However, there are some contemporary societies that don’t fit this concept, like
Portugal, with its ongoing social experiment with decriminalization of drugs and abolishing
social stigma on this matter is resulting in many successful results. "Although post
decriminalization usage rates have remained roughly the same or decreased slightly when
compared with other EU states, drug-related pathologies -such as sexually transmitted diseases

4

Julio, Arboleda-Flórez. “What causes stigma?” World psychiatry: official journal of the World
Psychiatric Association (WPA) vol. 1,1 (2002): 25-6.
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and deaths due to drug, decreased dramatically.”5 Being a helpful and resourceful state has
improved the lives of individuals suffering from SUD, and the general society, in Portugal, so
why not learn from their example. However, each country's historical and social background is
different, and politics play their part.
When it comes to Albania, I am trying to answer this question from a historical and social
perspective: Why small countries like Albania with a relatively 3-4 millions of population has
struggled to provide public health and social services, but instead has social stigmas focused on
prejudice, discrimination, and stereotyping. To understand how social stigma adopted these
connotations, I reviewed the social norms that have affected Albania for centuries. One of the
many examples was that Kanuni i Lekë Dukagjinit was not published until 1933, yet it was
codified in the XV-th century. I could accept the reasoning that Albania has had hard times
before it, and priests were not worrying about collecting these words of mouth transmitted and
adopted for centuries. Or the reasoning that challenges the traditional means and may accept that
for the first time, Albania has a ‘solid-state’6 that changed from Republic to Monarchy and face
the fear of change. As Judith Buttler says, theories change their faces to fit the cultural
appropriations; it very much so happened with these norms and fitting in our lives in new forms.
They were written so the state or generations will not ignore their force of existence and
reference. The motive of referring to this code is not because it was the only one but is the most

5

Glenn Greenwald. Drug Decriminalization in Portugal: Lessons for Creating Fair and
Successful Drug Policies (April 2, 2009). Available at
SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1543991 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1543991
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With a solid State I mean: I unified state because after the independence there were many
governments that did not last and Albania was split into provinces, influences by WWI and
Balkan Wars)
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known in Albania. This code had the most lasting family lifestyle framework, where the
predominant characteristic is patriarchal power, heterosexual language, and hierarchical
classification.
As Foucault argue “The paralysis of justice was due not so much to a weakening as to a
badly regulated distribution of power, to its concentration at a certain number of points and to the
conflicts and discontinues that resulted.”7 The disciplinary actions in Albania for individuals
suffering from SUD vary. It takes form and shapes their relationships with themselves, families,
and society. They face stereotyping of an addict or junky, prejudiced as a disease to the society,
and discriminated against by the justice system.
Social stigmatization is unique to every country, and most of them do not escape the
stigmatization in one form or another. However, the stigmatization characteristics of the former
communist countries have common denominators. The research that I’m referring to is
specifically about stigma in mental health; still, the traits of post-communist trauma and the
abusiveness of the power and the political influence remain actual for Albania. How so, one may
ask? Eglė Šumskienė, Monika Nemanyte ‘s findings in their study explain how the old
psychiatric system had to adopt with the “loss of its political power and influence, commitment
for intersectoral and cross-disciplinary collaboration, modernization, decentralization, and shift
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Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The birth of Prison. (New York: Random House,
1995). 80
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from medical to bio-psycho-social paradigm.”8 The centralization of the society based on the
communist ideologies meant a centralized and a narrow medical perspective. When it came to
psychiatric treatment, many individuals were declared mentally ill if they had ideas or views that
did not fit the ideological narrative. For example, if someone saw crimes committed by the state
official when they were in military, and they talked about them, they would be sent in mental
hospital and their families would not be allowed to visit them. This past trauma still has its mark
on society. Even though the toxicologist mainly does the treatment of the individuals with SUD
in Albania, specialized medical doctors considering the alcohol and drugs the poison of the
society. Nevertheless, if a psychiatrist is involved, as it might happen in many cases here in the
United States, it is down the rabbit hole of the institutionalization and the hierarchical rights of
violence for Albania. The suggested crosse disciplinary collaboration and modernization
mentioned in the study above turn only into a “de-juro” situation. Even though nongovernmental organizations and other services like methadone treatment are caring and giving
services financed from international organizations, most individuals with SUD still face
discrimination struggles.

8

Eglė Šumskienė, Monika Neman, Discursive exploitation or actual impact: Mental health antistigma campaigns in the post-communist area, Archives of Psychiatry and Psychotherapy, 2020;
1: 22–33. Accessed: September 2020.
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The definition of substance use disorder does not specify the health issues that come with
it, and in many cases, these individuals lack having the right treatments, medically and socially.
“Substance use disorder occurs when a person’s use of alcohol or another substance (drug) leads
to health issues or problems at work, school, or home. This disorder is also called substance
abuse.”9 Substance use disorder cannot be understood or adequately treated without considering
all the factors that underlie it, and less considered and studied is how stigma affects these
individuals. Individuals who suffer from substance use disorder are often rejected by their
families, discriminated against or rejected by their peers, and considered not pleasant to be
around.

At the beginning of this study, before I went to Albania, I contacted an ER doctor in
Tirana, Albania's capital. I asked if Substance Abuse was an issue they were dealing with? She
answered that “ there had being cases where young individuals in the early 20’s or 30’s were
showing up in the ER with chest pain and all the symptoms of heart attack, and in some cases
they were to severe and deadly, but no one opened the can of worms.”10 The dreaded can of
worms meant to accept that drugs were an issue among the young generation in Albania, or
maybe for it to be an issue meant a lot more individuals needed to be suffering and passing away.
It might mean more attention or judgment and why a resident must add this to their plate when
Albania's medical system is known to be negligent about many current issues. Also, there is no
autopsy required to declare the cause of death. Even when their diagnosis is made apparent, that
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“Substance Use Disorder”, MedlinePlus, Encyclopedia. Accessed July 30, 2019.
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/001522.htm
10
Interview through WhatsApp with MD Arberia. Spring 2019
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is drug use causing the issues. The SUD is not considered a primary disease, and these
individuals after being discharged from the hospital are not required to follow up with a
specialist, or the primary care physician. Nor are there state clinics that they could be referred to
get into recovery program.

There was no prior research or scholarly work done in Albania that would focus on SUD
or any related studies between stigma or drugs. To get a better understanding of the medical
perspective about drugs and social stigma, I focused on the materials published in other
countries, yet something that could contribute to my research. Fascinating research was done by
the National Academies of Science (in the United States) about stigma change based on
comparing medical and statistical data for decades. This research was published in 2013.11 The
research found that social stigma has played a significant role in how many people seek help and
how they are treated by professionals, family, and other people. In Albania's case, the hard-core
beliefs that one has to be healthy and not a shame to their family very often are more critical than
finding treatment and considering it a disease. This belief aligned with the idea presented earlier
about appearance- versus- reality. The cultural appearance in the Albanian and other societies
takes over that of the medical perspective and reality. Medical research “Shown that addiction is
a long lasting and complex brain disease, and the current treatment can help people control their
addiction. But even for those who’ve successfully quit, there’s always a risk of the addiction
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The National Academics of Science, Engineering, Medicine. Ending Discrimination Against
People with Mental and Substance use Disorder: The Evidence for Stigma Change. Washington
DC: National Academies Press, 2013
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returning, which is called relapse.”12 Many other factors can contribute to brain health, such as
social, environmental, and biological. According to the Institute of Medicine, most factors are
not studied together as a group, as it is challenging to gather data. Because financially would cost
a lot to monitor all aspects of everyday life, and all aspects of personal health.
The stigma associated to these issues often makes the treatment of these individuals more
unlikely. In the Addictive Behaviors book, authors elaborate on why there is a diverse
professional ideology on drug addiction. They argue that drugs are used in different forms for an
extended period for different reasons. However, their common denominator is the psychotropic
effects, which means modifying those drugs to the brain and how they affect behavior. The most
challenging part is that professionals in some cases and society consider addiction a mental issue
instead of a brain disease. Still, people believe more in many myths about this disease than in
scientific evidence. The scientific facts about how brain changes with addiction are not spread
with news and media for everyone to be familiar with these facts. Nora Volkow, currently the
director of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, suggests that it is time for science to supersede
stigma regarding addiction disorder. There are numerous new research studies done that show
the effects these substances have on the brain. Some triggers make specific individuals more
prone to substance use, and society should seek to help them instead of passing judgment upon
them. Treating these individuals with respect and offering a helping hand towards their recovery
is far more beneficial to communities than judging and incarcerating them. Volkow says, “we
can continue to be playing the blame game, piling up unimaginable health costs, or we can parlay
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NIH News In Health, Biology of Addiction: Drugs and Alcohol Can Highjack Your Brain.
October 2015. Accessed September 2020.
https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2015/10/biology-addiction
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the transformative power of scientific discoveries to a brighter future.”13 At times, scientists and
medical professionals see the issue as just more research to be done; however, social projects'
founding to help in these matters might be a significant benefit. This perspective may add up less
to Albania's reality as there is little funding from international organizations. Besides, the
COVID-19 pandemic decreased the founds of Albanian organizations like Aksion Plus, the
leading distributor/treatment clinics of methadone, dramatically.
Even before the pandemic, organizations, and doctors who had empathy for the SUD
patients had a hard time navigating Albanian's healthcare system's loopholes to help these
individuals. The communist outdated medical system has adopted into the current times.
However, during communism all the medical expenses were covered by the state, now that
supposedly medical expenses are still covered by the state, one should pay out of the pocket in
order to get treated. In one study done by Sonila Tomini reports “Survey data report that for the
lowest income quintile, the share of total out-of-pocket spending in inpatient services has gone
up to 60% of the total monthly household expenditure.”14 For some families having to go to the
doctor meant leaving their families without food on the table or borrowing money. Does the
question then lead to how individuals who suffer from SUD get to afford treatment? From the
interviews in Albania during the summer of 2019, the answer was that most of them could not
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Nora Volkow, “It’s time for Addiction Science to supersede Stigma,” Science News, Vol. 174,
No. 10, November 8, 2008, 40.
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Sonila, Tomini. “Paying Out-of-Pocket and Informally for Health Care in Albania: The
Impoverishing Effect on Households.” Frontiers in public health. vol. 3 207. (28 Aug. 2015),
doi:10.3389/fpubh.2015.00207
13

afford treatment in many cases. In some other cases, individuals who could afford traveled to
neighboring countries to get treatment. In addition to the financial troubles, many of these
individuals avoided going to the hospitals. This was more common among individuals who lived
in smaller cities or rural areas, as prejudice was higher than in Tirana. In Albanian public
hospitals, one room is shared between 3-4 people, and no one would like to stay in a room with a
''junkie'' or a mentally disabled; these are some of the discriminating words they would be called.
The word mental has a negative overtone to it, as Amen M.D mentions in his book The
End of Mental Illness. “We would start making progress toward a proper treatment when
considering a brain health issue and treating it like we would treat another organ.”15
Nevertheless, until that day comes, we can comprehend data and studies that offer a better
understanding of Social Stigma. Scholars agree that social Stigma exists, but the way they
define social Stigma is different. For the National Academies; “Stigma is a dynamic
multidimensional, multilevel phenomenon that occurs at three levels of society. Structural (laws,
regulation policies), public (attitudes, beliefs), self-stigma (internalized negative stereotypes).”16
For Albania, this categorization was highly similar, yet, this disorder did not offer a static
pathway. Individuals that had issues with substance abuse were discriminated against in all the
levels mentioned above. The complexity increased when among different groups, gender,
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MD. Daniel G.Amen. The End of Mental Illness. (Carol Stream, Illinois: TYNDALE), 2020
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The National Academics of Science, Engineering, Medicine. Ending Discrimination Against
People with Mental and Substance use Disorder: The Evidence for Stigma Change. Washington
DC: National Academies Press, 2013
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physical environment, social and economic statuses. One of the groups that were experiencing
higher discrimination was the LGBTI community. “A lack of LGBTI-friendly healthcare
facilities and services is coupled with discriminatory attitudes and practices by the medical
professional.”17 The discrimination and homophobia of the medical professionals is not the only
prejudice these individuals face. This study and other Albania studies suggest that they are often
mistreated by law enforcement, other individuals in society and do not receive adequate
psychological service. Being part of the LGBTI community and suffering from Substance Abuse
in Albania are highly stigmatized, abused, discriminated against, and prejudiced. In a society like
Albania with a long-lasting patriarchal trait adding to its post-communist struggles, and a long
transition in progress, it is a multiplex of social stigma effects.
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United Nations Development Program, “BEING LGBTI IN EASTERN EUROPE: ALBANIA

COUNTRY REPORT: Reducing Inequalities & Exclusion and Combating Homophobia &
Transphobia experienced by LGBTI people in Albania,” Accessed January 2020.
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/albania/docs/ALBANIA%20FINAL%20REPORT%2018.10.
2017.pdf
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RESEARCH METHODS

I obtained information through interpretive methods by analyzing critically scientific
books and scholarly articles that provide relevant information on the subject, and by listening to
the podcast of Addiction Medicine: Beyond Abstract, for example Season 1 Episode 5 the
interview is with Leo Beletsky JD, MPH of Northeastern University, taking about Integrating
Substance Use Services with Primary Care. Episode 16, season 3 the interview with Itai
Danovitch, MD, MBA who is the chairman of the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral and
Neuroscience at Cedars -Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles, informing about the Opioid
Overdose in the Hospital Setting. Also reading the journal of Addiction Medicine with the latest
information in the field. This research focuses on how social stigma is affecting individuals who
suffer from substance use disorder in Albania. Albania is a former Communist country and
currently economically underdeveloped with limited social state support. In other words, there is
insufficient financial support from the government to offer medical treatment for those in need,
such as individuals with substance use disorder.
This study focuses on how social stigma affects the lives of the individuals that suffer
from substance use disorder (SUD). This is an original research ( created as a pilot study)
conducted by interviews and oral histories from willing participants. Each signed a consent form.
Informal interviews gave oral consent with condition that the author does not use their names.
This research is based on material collected through qualitative, and more specifically, purposive
sampling. I designed this research as a pilot study based on interviews I held in Albania in May
16

2019. I prepared questions to interview doctors and psychologists who have SUD patients. In
addition to these formal interviews, I interviewed patients who are currently in treatment for
SUD, and individuals who are using different substances but have not received any treatment or
are in denial of the problem. They do not accept that drugs are affecting their life or their
relationships. However, in the interview the interviewer was able to detect the lost teeth among
very young individuals. During the interview some of these individuals were nervous and wanted
to smoke as well.
My interest lies in understanding how social stigma affects social justice and addiction
treatment programs. Being fluent in Albanian and knowing the culture and the social norms helped
me to better understand the body language of the interviewees. Besides, the advantages the
researcher had limitations because raised in the similar cultural norms means that researcher might
have missed details that an outsider or experienced researcher could have seen. As a senior
majoring in Integrative General Studies and minoring in History at the University of Central
Florida, my approach is quite different from traditional ones, since I have been looking at these
matters in a historical and public health context. However, my participants had a hard time freely
expressing their experiences, as they feel they are being judged by society. Self-stigmatization and
outside stigmatization were observed during the interviews. For example, one of the family
members talked about the issues her brother was having with drugs and how he was asking her for
money at all times, but he refuses to accept that he is addicted, and drug is becoming an issue in
his life. I scheduled an interview with him three times and he canceled it the first time while I was
waiting for him at the coffee shop where we were meeting. We talked through text and his sister
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to schedule the interview into a place he would preferer, still he canceled two more times. After
all, he told his sister to stop spreading rumors that he is addicted.
In this pilot study there were eighteen participants, and while I recorded some of the
interviews I jotted down notes during the others. During the interviews, I observed their body
language, their movements, and their facial expressions while also listening to the language they
used in different questions or parts of conversation. I categorized the eighteen participants of this
study into four groups. Medical Professionals:18 professionals treating patients with substance use
disorder. Close Relations: family members or other individuals that have a relationship with
people who are in the treatment for SUD, or who are using drugs but are in denial of their drug
issues. Users – Dealers: individuals who are currently using or distributing cocaine or other
synthetic drugs. Recovering Addicts: Individuals who have used heroine for a long period of time
from one to fifteen years, and now they are in methadone or suboxone treatment program.
The focus and the goal for this research was to collect data from different parts of Albania and
different groups as well. Therefore, I traveled to different cities to interview these four groups. I
have created a map so it can be easier to visualize my travels, as I traveled from Tirana to Korca,
Elbasan, Kruje, Lezhe, and Fier. (Map 1)
In Albania there is no Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). Medical
professionals who work in public institutions had no problem sharing their cases without breaking
the confidentiality of their patients by not mentioning names. It is very important to clarify that I
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strictly followed the HIPPA rules, and for all the material collected I was given permission by the
interviewees to use it in this research. In addition, the medical professionals working in private
clinics were not that open to share information. Instead, they preferred to speak through
“WhatsApp” voice messages or text. The private clinics pay better, and they were worried that if
the study is published, one could realize it was about that clinic because Albania is a small country.
They expressed that texting was safer as they could just give me allies, instead of the real name;
even though, I explained to them that their names would not be used, they remained skeptical.
Most of the individuals who are using substances had a difficult time agreeing to talk to me.
We had a few coffees and meetings before they felt more comfortable sharing their stories. Out
of nine users, only one female agreed to be interviewed. The rest were male. Stigma toward
females is much harsher than male users. Every time she talked, her body sank in her chair,
expressing shame towards herself and other girls. A female taking drugs is considered
undesirable by Albanian society and a woman unfit to create a family. Chapter two elaborates
this in more details..
Family members I interviewed were unhappy and felt ashamed of what happened to their
loved ones19. They believed that their addiction made these individuals lie, steal and were
unpleasant to be around, so relatives would not go to visit their parents and totally avoid meeting
their sons. Two of the men who were in methadone treatment were happy to explain more about
their relationships with their parents, siblings, or other relatives or loved ones. They also talked
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more about their symptoms, the care they had received throughout the years, and the qualities as
well as quantities of heroin that they have used over the years.
Travelling from city to city waiting long hours to meet with people was not the hardest part.
Explaining to individuals the purpose of the research was hard at times and discouraging, as drug
dealers/users were afraid of getting into trouble with the state and close relatives were not
pleased to talk about the experiences of their loved ones. The interviews were conducted by
setting up appointment at the interviewees preferred coffee place, for the interviewer to remain in
public places and both parties to feel secure. After the interviews the researcher was conscious
that she might have had confirmation biases when it came to see some of these individuals as
victims and was unconsciously drown into it. This research was based on a small sample and
does not tend to make generalization, the purpose of these research was to present unspoken
truths that are being suffered and encourage more research into the field. Every morning was a
new day, and the goal was to present the reality of Albania to the world and encourage studies in
countries where this subject is not studied.
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SECTION I
HISTORICAL STRUGGLES
1 Introduction
Albanian history of the 20th – 21st centuries is very complex with changes, two world wars,
followed by fifty years of communism and the transition period from 1990 to now. The struggles
and challenges have shaped and left the marks on Albanians’ quest to connect the old and new
identity of the country. To navigate and connect the power that stigma holds in Albania is
important to understand the roles of history, culture and state transitions. The transition from
fighting to have a unified language to the ideologies of Marxism, and later the Globalism has
changed rapidly. Thomas and Lloyd would argue that culture holds greater definitions and
stronger ties to the state. “It is an explicitly political education but by no means an education
directed at politics for its own sake.”20 The Albanian society mostly agrarian with a majority of
a working class left more room for the ‘ its cultural’ to decide the fate that politicians have
chosen for Albanian. This explains the changes of policies in the academia often and less regard
for the subordinates. If being free means more power in the individuals’ hands, so let’s vail the
fake power as a real one where stigma and judgment can keep one closed in a certain mindset. If
you are in a conversation with Albanians one would realize that majority of the conversation is
about politics. Politics that continue in a vicious cycle, without real results.
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2. Background History of the 20th century.
Historical part of this chapter is told through the life of an average Albanian named Ilir
Shkembi. Situated in a strategic location in the heart of Europe and rich with natural resources,
Albania has historically been coveted by neighboring countries. While walking down the Llogara
Mountain, Ilir Shkëmbi (born in 1950) took a left turn, and the beauty of the Ionian Sea was
unraveling in front of his eyes.21 It was then when he started thinking about the history of his
country, and all the wars and conquests that calm-looking sea had witnessed. He knew little
about the Illyrian wars against the Roman Empire, but he was very affected by his paternal
grandmother’s stories about the struggles of 500 years under Ottoman occupation. His
grandfather Afrim Shkëmbi (Gjyshi)22 had been one of the men who declared independence from
Ottoman Empire on November 28, 1912. Thanks to his gjyshi and the history he made, his
grandmother Albana Shkëmbi (nëna, or Gjyshe )23 told his story and Shkembi knew every detail
about that glorious day when Albania gained independence. However, independence was not the
end of the struggle and injustice towards Albanians. In 1913, European leaders at the London
Conference set borders that Albania holds today that it left out almost half of the Albanian
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territories, including Kosovo, half of Macedonia, the Çame territories in Greece, Tivarin,
Podgoricën and Ulqin in Montenegro.
His nëna told him all the stories and the struggles and kept alive the legacy of his gjyshi.
World War I and World War II were fought on Albanian territory as well. A lot of blood was
shed, and many families lost their loved ones. Shkëmbi’s paternal grandfather died from a
missile while fighting to protect his country during World War I. He had raised his sons with an
impeccable patriotic spirit and a strong love for Albania, so both of them protected the country
from the Nazis fighting in World War II, which was particularly difficult for Albanian families,
because the country was left poor, unprotected and hopeless, by King Zog. After World War I,
Albania changed governments several times until 1925 when Ahmet Zogu came to power as
prime minister, and in 1928 he declared himself King of Albania. In 1939, right before the Italian
usurpation, he and his family fled Albania, stealing state money, and taking the organized
structures to fight any war.
In early 1940 Yugoslavia (1918-1991) sent delegates of the Communist party to teach
Albanians how to implement a Communist state, but Albanians did not know what it meant to be
a Communist country. Their interest was to free the country from the Fascists. His nëna
remembers how her sons followed their father’s legacy and joined the partisans. Hence,
Partisans (civilians mostly affiliated with Communist Party) took over the fight against Italian
conquest and continued to fight even when in 1943 German Nazis attempted the usurpation of
Albania. During the war Albanian houses were destroyed, and many families suffered a harsh
winter as the war ended by the end of November. Most of the population in Albania was very
poor, and did not have proper education or health systems, therefore they accepted communism
23

with joy, excited for the potential benefits communism could bring. On the other hand, the
wealthier class did not like the implementation of communism and fought against it, but without
much success. The wealthy class lost their lands, their money, and everything they owned was
taken by the Albanian Communist government.
After World War II ended in 1945, Albania became an independent Communist country
from 1945 to 1990, as it was not part of USSR or Yugoslavia. However, at times Albania had
more international relations with one country than the other. From 1945- 1948 Albanian
international politics were closed with Yugoslavia and their leader Josip Broz Tito (known as
Tito). Yugoslavia consisted of the following countries (mostly made up of countries neighboring
Albania): Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Slovenia and the
independent territory of Kosovo. Iliri, born during communism, had mixed feelings about the
system as his father, Pellumb Shkëmbi, who was a war veteran, and his family expected benefits
from the new Communist government. But things did not go smoothly for them: Pellumb was a
patriot; he fought for a better future for Albania, and he wouldn’t allow oppression of the
population by the new totalitarian government. He spoke up without knowing that there is no
freedom of speech in dictatorships. He was executed by the government and treated as a public
enemy who was involved in “agitation and propaganda.”24 This would become a normal pattern
later on, with people being persecuted, incarcerated or executed, because of listening to foreign
music, having a religion, or speaking freely about the things that were wrong with the system.
The dictator Enver Hoxha, led the country with an iron fist, from 1945 until his death in 1985.

24

“Agitation and propaganda” were one of the worst crimes one could be charged in Albania
during Communist times because you could be charged life sentence in prison or killed just
because you said that you did not have to eat that day.
24

From 1949-1961, Albania had better international relations with the Soviets, and Ilir
Shkembi told his grandkids how he was fluent in Russian, which was the only foreign language
taught in school during that period. However, the friendship didn’t last long, and after breaking
up with the Soviet Union, Albania had economic and political relations with China from 19611978. After another break-up, Albania turned into total isolation, and the Albanian economy
suffered a deep isolated economic, social, and financial crisis. Ramiz Alia replaced Enver Hoxha
after his death and he implemented some economic changes as other countries in eastern Europe
were protesting for the change.
3. Democratic Transition 1990-present.
Ilir Shkëmbi closed his tearful eyes, and told his grandchildren how he never thought that
at forty years old he would see the Albanian system change. Albania had made progress since
1991 when the first multiparty elections were held, but it continues in a transition and evolution
from the Communist era, but deficiencies remain. “Most post-Communist elections were claimed
to be electoral frauds; however, international observation judged elections to be free and fair.”25
Shkëmbi described how he participated in the protests, where there was violence involved, but
people had suffered so much during communism including his mother Beskë Shkëmbi. She
raised her three children on her own after his father’s execution. There have been days where all
they could eat was leftover dried bread. At times they used an old ladies’ trick, they made tea
from Cannabis and would give a spun or two so the kids could sleep longer and would not cry
for food. For all the hardships he faced during communism, he wanted his kids to grow in a free
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country where they could believe in what they wanted. That is what most of the Albanian people
wanted for their kids, too. A New York Times article from 1990 describes the contradiction
between the teaching materials and the names of the University that still had the name Enver in
Tirana, and the rock music that just started playing at the disco. “For the first time Albanians
were allowed to travel abroad and many fled the country, 25000 believed to be.”26 Albanians
entered the embassies seeking asylum, or walking in the mountains for days to arrive in Greece,
and walking to other states that would connect them to the western world. During this time many
lives were lost, and mothers still don’t know where their son’s bodies were.
The fall of communism marked a new era for the Albanians, mostly for the ones who
grew up during communism. For the first time they could experience the freedom of not being
fearful to say something against the state, of freely believing in religion, listening to music in
other languages or experiencing new things, and deciding where they wanted to live, whether in
rural or urban areas or emigrating. Wearing jeans, shirts or having the hairstyle they desired was
the most amazing change for most Albanians. New trends from western Europe merged with
Albanian culture, and unfortunately brought with it Sexually Transmitted Infection (STI), and the
usage of drugs. The knowledge about these diseases and the idea that the emigrants were
supposed to be truthful to their wives made these diseases more powerful. On the other hand,
Albanians believed that on should have a strong rational mind and would not fall in the trap of
drugs. Even the young men who were emigrating there were supposed to come back in Albania
and get married to Albanian girls, but they did not get tested before marriage, and they did not
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talk about their drug issues either. However, everything was supposed to be accepted because
they finally got their freedom, and just trying new things to experience the freedom was not
frowned upon for males. They were experiencing things that in communist Albania were morally
forbidden or did happen behind the closed doors. No one was allowed to talk about such things.
Very few emigrated with their wives or the whole family together. Albania was a very
patriarchal society.
The fall of communism correlated with the distraction and the dismantling of the
factories. The only individuals who still had jobs were teachers, as the military, police and
everything else was going through a transition. Albania as an ex-egalitarian society faced many
issues in the class redirection; people who were in power during communism found ways to
obtain properties, sell properties, and get the most of what they could and the majority of those
employed in factories were left with nothing and jobless. Communism stood for equality, but
there were many inequalities starting with job pay, promotions, positions, and differences in rural
and urban areas. People in the villages worked for wheat and other goods, but the lowest quality
of the goods were given to them. Also, a major issue in Albania was the redistribution of the
land. When collectivism happened, all the land was taken from families and no precise accounts
were kept. The fight for land was one of the ongoing issues of the transition period. The
transition on Albania has been challenging in fighting the widespread corruption (rryshfetet27),
and the organized crimes in the transportation of drugs and the plantation of cannabis that for
some rural areas of Albania function as a source of income.
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Albania is growing to a better stability mostly after the opening of ammunition and the
fall of pyramid schemes in 1997. Many Albanians were not aware of the free markets; even the
educated class that had a greater contact to the outside world believed the schemes to be a good
deal. “The schemes, offering "interest rates" of up to 100 percent a month, use the funds of new
depositors to pay off old ones—until new deposits dry up.”28 This went on for a few months until
the families who were running these schemes took the money and left Albania. People who had
sold their homes, borrowed from people, or used all their life’s savings, were left heart broken
and angry. An immature democratic government that people did not trust was not effective in
finding a solution and politicians were incriminated as well. This agitated the situation and
anarchy and chaos took place as Albanians flung open weapon warehouses. “Citizens barricaded
themselves inside their homes in terror, gunfire rattled across the capital and people bid up the
prices of the last food supplies in the face of uncertainty and chaos in this, Europe's poorest
country.”29 Kids, women, men all together would wait in long lines to get weapons to bring
home. Many children were injured when they used the weapons as toys, and citizens would be
afraid to travel as the bandits would stop the buses, cars, etc. People were left with two options:
to fight them and risking their lives, or hand over all their belongings to the bandits. This time is
believed to be one of the hardest times in the 20th century for Albania, as people were afraid for
the future. As a result, many fled the country through ferryboats and small rafts entering illegally
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to Italy. Approximately 50-60 lives were lost in the sinking of one of the ferries as it collided
with the Italian coast guard. Many more lives were lost in the Adriatic Sea time after time.
Statistics show that approximately 2000 lives or more were lost during that sad and chaotic
period.
From 1997-1998 there was a bare minimum of the state existence in which chaos and
uncertainty filled everyone’s life. If someone left the house, they could not be sure if they would
return home alive, injured or well. Many females were terrified to leave their houses. As a matter
of fact, many females who did not have older brothers or younger fathers to protect them ended
up being sold for prostitution and drugged in Italy. The anarchy on the cities was at greater level
then that on villages because people in the villages got together to protect each other. This may
have been the only time most Albanian people were happy to live in a village. These years of
chaos and disorder continued until 1999 when the Albanian attention shifted to helping their
brothers and sisters in Kosovo, who were fleeing the country because the genocide and war were
sweeping families from the face of the earth, from babies to older generations.
The Albanian state was facing many hardships, as this time of confusion made some
challenges resurface. Albania was an old nation in the Balkan, but many people never heard its
name. They had to redefine themselves as a nation state. The communist block was gone, and
Albanians wanted to prosper. They were behind with the technology. They were part of a failing
economy for so long that any new idea sounded good to them. Most of the economy was based
in agriculture, but when prices fluctuated it was hard even to buy groceries. Migration from the
rural area to the city and emigration to other countries became the solution for many families.
Migrating for young male adults meant using all the sources possible. Immigrating without
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proper documents at time meant being part of the underworld economy, like drugs, prostitution,
being part of specific gangs in order to survive and so on. An article posted in 2019 by The Sun
in UK talks about Albanian gangs and how they become part illegal economy. It explains that
when Albanians arrived in UK in the late 1990s to 2000; “Many took jobs as door staff in the
heart of London's sex and vice trade in Soho - then dominated by the Maltese mafia.”30 Then
they integrated in higher roles withing existed mafia groups and latter created their own. Lately
in UK and the United States after the movie “Taken” came out is created this myth of Albanian
gangs being a poly crime network. This myth prices the ethnic principles of the gangs as they
glamour and attract new individuals by posting images and videos while taking cocaine and
surrounding themselves with cash and females, as a way of showing power. As many young
Albanian mostly in their 20s-30s are the one being cut with illegal drugs Ana Sergi arguments
that we are missing the point as Albanian’s are the distributors not the ones who traffic the drugs
in UK. “To a degree, the idea of a highly organized, global Albanian mafia remains a myth that
creates negative stereotypes about, and animosity within, the global Albanian migrant
diaspora.”31 Albanians are known to be reliable and finish the job, and that does not mean that
they have these values only when it comes to organized crime. The power of a given word called
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“Besa”32 is one of the main fundamentals in the Albanian society. Also known by the folkloric
story of “Besa e Konstandinit”33 In addition, the power of a given word or keeping your promise
is what hurts more when an individual who suffer from addiction is not capable keeping. This
broken trust in some cases has concluded in Albanian families forsaken their own children.

The end of Kosovo war and the strengthening of the Albanian democratic state in the
beginning of the year 2000 brought new perspectives for the people and the country. Order was
set in place with more laws and the collection of the guns was forced to a great level. Most
families in the beginning were allowed to have only one gun. Later when the crimes dropped, the
rest of the guns were collected, and one could apply to get a permit in order to keep one gun at
home. The normality of everyday life was falling into place, so this gave the state an opportunity
to focus on social laws and human rights. New institutions and organizations, with the help of
international organizations, started collecting statistics for the level of living, education, health
issues and more.

Table 1. Current ethnic groups in Albania
Albanians

Greek

Other

Unspecified

82.6 %

0.9 %

1%

15.5 %

32
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Source: CIA Publications34
Table 2. Current religions in Albania
Muslim

56.7 %

Roman Catholic

10%

Greek Orthodox

6.8%

Atheist

2.5%

Bektashi

2.1%

Other

5.7%

Unspecified

16.2%

Source: CIA Publications

Albania is a country where the majority of the population is Albanian except a few
minorities that have made a home in Albania during wars and movements in the Balkans. The
unspecified group may be Albanians that were born outside of Albanian territories and may not
consider themselves Albanian. With regards to religion, Albanians are very diverse, but most
would consider themselves as just Albanian. (Table 1 and 2). These percentages have changed
with time as Albania has been conquered by different countries. During communism all religious
observances were closed and anyone who practiced religion was imprisoned. However, religious
people still practiced in their own homes hiding from the eyes of Communist spies.
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Albania has transformed so much during the last century. The education rate for primary
school up to four years increased significantly during the communist era, and the families were
obligated to send their kids to school to learn ( shkrim e kendim, e matematike basike) how to
write and do basic math. Yet, after communism and during the transition era, there was a
downfall in the education system. It recuperated after the first 10 years of the transition period,
which lasted from 1990 to 2000. Now, the education rates for primary school reaches 98%. The
education rates in urban areas are twice as much as the education in the rural areas for the
secondary compared to primary. “The percentage of females in higher education is up to 20% of
the overall education and 2% of male population overall population for ages 15-54-year-old.”35
A look at the statistics for job employment that require higher education are comparable. The
education for the pre- school reaches up to 73%.

In 2009 Albania joined NATO and in 2014 became a candidate to join the EU and joint
the Schengen visa with most of the EU countries. Albanians can travel to Macedonia and Kosovo
with ID. In 2016 the EU requested more reforms in bettering the justice and economic system in
Albania in order to open EU negotiations. Albania still faces many obstacles as most of the
economy is still based on agriculture and emigration, so the recessions on the Greek and Italian
economies affected Albania. According to the World Bank statistics, there are currently three
million people living in Albania as of 2018 and the “current GDP in US billions is 13.04, GDP
per Capita, in the US $4.544 and life expectancy is 78,2.”36 Even though Albania has made
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significant progress in the past three decades since the fall of communism, there are still many
issues lingering. Albania was considered one of the poorest countries in Europe, but after
international investments, the opening of more private businesses and the exportation of goods
such as asphalt, construction materials, etc., Albania is considered a middle-income country.
The progress and the issues of the state of transition went hand in hand with the
integrations of other cultures. One of the main issues is public health and issues that the world is
facing now, such as sexually transmitted diseases, illicit drug usage or other diseases caused by
the usage of uncontrolled drugs. Albania is considered a country of contradictions as the
mentalities between generations has a significant gap. The elderly population still has a
communist mentality and middle-aged people are more or less open-minded, depending on their
residential status rural areas are more conservative, sticking to traditions that the younger adults
consider unnecessary and a part of the past. Besides, the residential, and the age groups Albania
face the differences in the gender analysis. Marxism has left a mark in reconsideration of the
gender roles in Albania. As Spivak would argument that “The woman, or more specifically, the
subaltern as woman, is a figure in whom the question of ideology -as the production of subjects
in whom desire, and interest are never symmetrical or mutually reinforcing- splits wide open.”37
The women in Albania has endured the patriarchal society and there is not much to say when
ones voice cannot be heard. The reality of domestic abuse and being looked down come with the
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so-called culture in many instances. Once a woman gets into the trap of drugs their reality
changes for worse as the so-called existed respect disappear into the social cracks. They are left
with their bodies to be used as a way to fulfill the cravings of drugs and desires of others. The
subaltern of the women’s in Albania is the one who desire the same sex relationship, as the
judgment and the critics may never find and end.
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SECTION II
DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION AND GENDER

1. Introduction
This chapter examines the cultural practices and gender relations in Albania during the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. My goal is to analyze how these gender relations have
influenced stigma among different genders that are affected by substance use disorder.
My research questions are: What were the cultural practices and what were the roles of each
gender before communism? What did communism (1945-1990) bring in terms of unmaking and
making new cultural and gender practices? How did the transition to democracy affect gender
relations? How is substance abuse perceived in Albanian society, and more specifically, is
addiction associated with a gender-based stigma?
Based on my secondary sources research and the 18 interviews that I conducted in Albania
during the summer of 2019, I argue that stigma about substance abuse is gender related because
of the cultural practices inherited in generations: the patriarchal society, and other challenges
such as, education, economic disparities, differences in class, and rural or urban areas.
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The political changes that happened in Albania with the establishment of communism
changed the perceptions of gender, specifically the female and male relationships. Family
relations were placed under the new constitution and some traditional practices were forbidden.
Buttler argues that “the identity and the categorization are merely effects of institutions, and now
these new institutions that were based on communism as the genders should have more rights,
speaking about female rights.”38 However, the origin of social institutions such as family and
friendship were deeply defined in the heterosexuality and the encouragement of reproduction.
Heterosexuality was the norm, and no one would accept publicly that there were
homosexuals. “During the Communist regime, same-sex acts were criminalized through Article
137 of the Penal Code, which stated that: “Pederasty is punishable with up to ten years of
freedom privation.” The term “pederasty” was coined to depict sex between two consenting adult
males or sex between a man and a child of any gender. Considered a shameful deviance, samesex relationships were harshly penalized and morally condemned, resulting in ostracism, family
rejection and violence.39 Males were expected to be “alpha males,” and if they showed any sign
of liking other males, if they were lucky enough their family would suggest he marry a woman.
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In other cases, they were rejected by the family or the state would find extra charges in order to
execute them. Also, society expected all females to be alpha females, by working hard outside
the home all day, taking care of the children, house, and their husband.40 The change during
communism did not mean specifically that women would have less work or were expected to do
less: It meant that their kids could go to daycare instead of being watched by the grandparents,
and the size of the family in some cases changed to only parents and kids. Young couples moved
to different cities where the state needed them..
The creation of the proletariat and a unified working-class during communism did not
solve all the disparities and changes between the rural and urban areas. People who lived in the
city had greater access to many more activities and the mentalities were different from people
who lived in the rural areas. The rural areas had more attachment to older customary laws and
less access to the industrial economic goods. Communism was creating a hegemonic working
class. Lefebvre argued, “it is exercised in the aspects of institution and the ideas, making the
proletariat a new uniform society.”41 This explains the education system and the life-setting
rearrangement at some degrees. The elementary education was mandatory for males and females
in urban and rural areas. Schools were built in every village so parents would not have excuses to
not take their kids to school, aside from implementing propaganda of communism at a young
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age. Scholarships were given to male and females for higher education, mostly for professional
high schools and associated degrees in which society had an immediate need for in order to
recover from World War I and World War II. For the first time, females in Albania were
presented with the opportunity to continue higher education and chose majors like engineering,
medicine, and other fields previously considered as male domains. However, the cultural aspects
and social norms would affect the majority of the lifestyle of the families and expectations of
gender roles.
There is a complicated link between gender, sexuality, and substance abuse that is
affected by the area where individuals live, and their social and economic status. Life in rural or
urban areas has its own role. For a patriarchal society were man dominance is obvious, women
and LGBTI who live in the cities have more opportunities to become independent and live on
their own or with roommates. In addition, they have more opportunities for better jobs and to
care less about the prejudice that exists in rural or smaller cities. Women in rural areas who
cannot support themselves financially are more influenced and conditioned by the individuals
around them. The work on the farm would not provide enough income for a woman to raise a
family in her own and a woman working alone in the fields is prone to harassment. As mentioned
before from the studies and analysis, the LGBTI community has a warmer environment in Tirana
compared to other places in Albania. During the different interviews that conducted about the
substance abuse it was somewhat more acceptable for men to be addicted, in comparison with
women and LGBTI individuals. In the interview with Mr. Shpetim he emphasized the
differences one faced based on gender for the individuals going to the Methadone center in

39

Tirana. The interviews on the other cities were only males, and mostly males were taking part in
methadone treatment in other cities.

The rise of democracy in 1990 and the transition period held many new challenges as
some of the old traditions came to place. Even though the Communist Era changed a lot of
perceptions, it did not escape the role of customary laws. The gender differences challenged the
status quo of relationships between males and females, but these were only concerning the social
and economic status, as heterosexuality was still the norm in the beginning of the democratic
transition. As Scott states in her book, “the knowledge about sexual difference means the
understanding produced by cultures and societies of human relationships, in these cases of those
between men and women.”42 The only relationships accepted by Albanian society was that
between a man and a woman. From 1990 to 2000 Albanian society gained a lot more freedom,
which came as a result of the emigration of Albanians in different parts of the world. The
migration of the nation brought new experiences and a different mentality for many Albanians.
New mentalities were perceived as very controversial to society. The younger generation wanted
to have more freedom and follow the trends of western societies, while the older generation saw
this as disintegration of their cultural practices. In many cases, families tried to keep women
closer to their cultural expectations and gave more freedom to men. The slow globalization that
came with the transition of the Albanian society opened new routes for drugs. From 1992 to
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2000 the greatest concerns were regarding HIV/AIDS. This was a time where the differences
between gender, sex, and sexuality started to arise. Until then gender and sex were considered
an overlap of biological and cultural perceptions. Sexuality was more of a taboo that was not
discussed between couples ideally until the day of marriage.
In heterosexual relationships, men had a dominant voice for decision making for the
family, thus expanding their domain in emigration and being the main source of income. Females
were womanized and considered the delicate gender that had to find the balance of being the
perfect wife, mother, and housewife. They were expected to clean, cook, and listen to their
husband blindly even when they were physically abused. Amongst many other factors that
played major roles in the implementation of gender roles were class and geographical location.
Yet, most Albanians refused to accept that all these gender differences were socially constructed
and embodied in years and centuries. Instead, they argued that these separations are a part of
nature.
Childbearing and caring for family are natural for women, they would argue, as is for
men hustling for their family and having a drink with friends.The alpha males that hustled in
immigration to bring income to their families were to be respected and not judged for their
decisions. They lived away from their families and were given the right to have secret
relationships, while their wives at home in Albania were expected to take care of the kids and in
most cases, the husband’s parents. Men, in immigration, created their new clubs, of the
Kingsland among men. They continued their tradition of spending time with their buddies,
having freedom and privacy, in parallel with the women who had to stay home and take care of
the family.
41

As the number of women individually and families that migrated together rose, it brought
changes to the status of man and woman in the family. The stigmatization of the females who left
Albania for a better life was very high as they were not considered good daughters or good
individuals to be married by Albanian sons. No one would ask them if they were in that social
position by choice or if they were forced into it, and this was the most prevalent case. Their
families refused to accept them back at home as they were considered not pure or worthy. On the
other hand, sons of Albanian families who were committing the crime of forcing these young
ladies into prostitution were not condemned and they still came to Albania to marry a “good
wife”43 and create a family. The double standard of the gender differences is all about the
perception of the socially constructed ideas as Lefebvre argues, “that the construction of space is
linked in centuries with the gender settings of the society and it is much more abstract at times to
camouflage these realities.”44 Albanian families dominated by patriarchy presumed that a male
with a dirty past can be cleaned with a bucket of water, but the stain on a female’s past is an
undeniable mark. The girls’ families in most cases shamed them the same as society and they did
not have an open door, or a warm hand to turn if they needed one. As they were forced into
prostitution, their drug use increased and, in most cases, they would end up dead in the roads of
Italy.
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The females who immigrated and moved in with their parents or their husbands were
considered a helping hand for the family. They worked very hard to prove themselves and, in
many cases, to provide a better future for their families. However, just like the Communist era,
the hard work of a female outside the house did not create a different status quo for her. Instead
they still had to take care of the kids, clean, cook and provide for her husband. The males
continued their leisure activities, had more freedom, and did not have to explain where they went
and why they came home late, compared to women who had to maintain a detailed schedule of
their activities. These practices were stronger in the beginning of immigration, as the generations
evolved in the newly immigrated countries. Despite the changes, an ongoing issue in Albanian
society is the domestic violence towards females. As Foucault would argument that “We should
not try to look for the center of power, or for the individuals, institutions or classes that rule, but
should rather construct a “microphysics of power” that focuses on the multitude of loci of power
spread throughout a society: families, workplaces, everyday practices, and marginal
institutions.”45 The Albanian reality is different for each individual. Also, it shares the same
common themes when the little pieces add into one another to create the bigger picture. The
contradictions of the patriarchal society with the differences in the families where one grows up
or get married varies and creates the conditions for major complexities. Domestic violence was
normalized, and women body was objectified to violence and at times to a sexual object. In most
cases, the state does not do enough regarding this issue.
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The existence of these pre-traditions of male dominance that are engraved in the
unconscious of Albanians and the public administration practices. Butler would argument that
this is not only about the power it also adds to “individuals related to that political structure
through the contingent and retractable operation of choice. But the subjects regulated by such
structures are, by virtue of being subjected to them, formed, defined, and reproduced in
accordance with the requirements of those structures.”46 The power of the judicial system is
based in a masculinity and the subjectify the realities a woman face in such situation. One also
must look at the language that is used in the emancipation of Albanian society and realize were
the power stands when a girl must play with dolls at home and boys should be free to decide the
preferred games outside the house. This normalization that is part of “Social Contract.”47 Where
political, cultural and state structures are normalized and maintained to the best of their abilities
have created the boundaries of sexuality, sex and gender. To recreate a new definition for
sexuality, sex and gender is challenged in Albania after 2000 as political and economic changes
have embraced a different cultural setting. After the fall of communism, the economy
experienced the biggest transition as it emerged in the free market. The trajectory of the
economy changed from the factories and the unified agrarian lands to the individual businesses.
Small businesses and the arrangements of giving back the land by a new agrarian reform are still
an ongoing challenge in Albania. The economy was supported greatly by the high numbers of
emigration, small businesses, and the plantation of goods. One of the goods planted was
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cannabis. This illegal business required men and women to work together in covering the illegal
movements of marijuana. This business was mostly a family business and was done in the most
remote areas of Albania where police and other state officials would not go and check unless the
business had been exposed. In these remote places, the female’s job is to plant and help in the
growing of the plant and then it is considered a man’s job to find a place to sell it. It is also
normal for them to smoke it and try it for themselves. These drugs, like alcohol or specifically
raki, are part of traditional drinking for the Albanian male. The drinking of raki with coffee in
the morning, and sometimes during the day or when people come over to visit, is considered a
tradition not a problem. McDonald makes the argument about American society that “scientific
understanding produced the term ‘alcoholism’ during the mid-nineteen century onwards as a
general name for the disease which the alcohol produced.”48 In Albania, the notion of alcoholism
is used for someone who binge drinks as their job for the day, they are not mentally able to
differentiate the events that are happening around them, or they have lost their peers’ respect.
Nevertheless, they will not lose their masculinity if they are known as a heterosexual male. If
their gender had been jeopardized and they were being identified with homosexual behaviors,
they would suffer stigmatization and physical abuse by other men.
*****From 2000 to today, Albania has seen an increasing use of drugs, and the stigmas
for STDs and substance abuse are very high. These stigmas are much higher and get violent at
times when the individuals that are using the drugs are females or homosexuals. Nowadays
alcohol use is becoming common among females in family gatherings and having a drink out
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with friends. However, excessive drinking in public without being accompanied by a loved one
means an invitation for males to take advantage of the situation and fulfill their sexual desires.
Substance abuse is considered a bigger medical issue and for a female to have an addiction is
considered immoral and the worst thing that can happen to a family. A female who suffers from
substance use disorder holds a very low status within society; she is someone that males have the
right to abuse and offend. At the same time, many women are being pressured by their
boyfriends or male partner to try drugs. Hairdresser Liria explained in an interview, “A very
good friend of mine is suffering in her relationship right now, as her partner of 9 years is turning
into a drug trend, where he does drugs with his friend and comes home and forces her to do
drugs with him, and when she refuses he beats her up. Going to the police has not worked
because he has many connections.”49 This new phenomenon was mentioned in different forms
during the interviews in Albanian. Many men believe their women should do drugs with them
sometimes so they can have a more exciting sexual life and the same man would say that if a
woman just does drugs for her pleasure, she is a promiscuous woman. One of the fears of young
Albanian women, mostly in Tirana or areas close to University campuses, is that when going out
clubbing someone will put drugs into their drinks. This has occurred in clubs frequented by
students, and young women are taken advantage of. There were no stories that young men have
been taken advantage of in clubs or given drugs by women. Sometimes men’s power is turned
into an anecdote that they tell friends to show off their power and make fun of the other
sexualities.
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Despite the cultural openness and the law changes that have occurred with the
democratization in Albania, there is little understanding of the status that homosexuals hold in
Albania. The differentiation on the gender identities as male/ female has being the one to be
known for centuries, so the range of ‘new” sexual behaviors is hard to be accepted. Sedgwick
arguments that “binary homo/ heterosexual identity is full of implication, however confusing for
even the ostensibly least sexual aspects of personal existence.”50 This has created new
institutionalizations that affect the powers between the genders. The language used in these
situations has being the one with negative connotations towards gay, and often their medical or
care needs are perceived with ignorance. They frequently are treated as criminals, even though
same sex relationships are permitted by law. Yet, individuals who are practicing same sex
relationships are often physically and mentally abused by law enforcement and other individuals.
These individuals hold no fear of punishment for committing a hate crime. This amendment was
passed in 2013. These laws are very often just on paper and reality presents a different story.
The cultural openness towards the LGBTI community is still a debate with many controversies.
In an interview with Mr. Shpetim who is an advocate for LGBTI community rights, he said, “It
still a major challenge trying to converse with the local government and the private sector on the
employment of LGBTI community.”51 The challenges rise if they are recovering from
substance abuse. The stigma towards homosexuals, suffering from SUD, still in recovery, or
using, is even worse than that of the female. In many cases families and society have a hard time
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accepting their children’s homosexuality. Having to accept their homosexuality and the issues of
SUD is like a double negative for families. Yet, the chances of the LGBTI community getting
into drugs to escape the reality is higher. Even healthcare in general is lacking for the LGBTI
community, as it was mentioned on the reports made for United Nation Council, “LGBTI people
have the same rights of access to the healthcare system as other citizens, but in practice they lack
full access to the healthcare that they need, and suffer poor service quality.”52 Clinics and
medical personnel lack the knowledge and resources in how to best serve the LGBTI
community. There is also a visible negative attitude when it comes to getting specific services,
they need in the public health system.
Another study in Albania showed that, “Public administration officials often hold
negative prejudices towards LGBTI individuals and stigmatize their appearance and behavior. A
study of public administration attitudes towards LGBTI individuals in 2016 indicated that there
is a high level of homophobia among local administration employees.”53 Even in the cases when
they report the abuse, the LGBTI members would not be taken seriously and they would be
subject to more prejudice. The deviance from the mainstream is not welcomed by society and the
gender norms that existed are still persistent. The group that suffers the most from this are
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lesbians as they are less visible in their close family’s eyes. They are susceptible to domestic
abuse and outside of the family setting, they are highly susceptible to harassment. On numerous
occasions, lesbians and other LGBTI members move to Tirana for a few reasons. The LGBTI
community in Tirana has connections with international organization and provides information
and support for their members. The economic opportunities for living an independent life are
higher, and most importantly they face less prejudice and stigmatization as the society is more
open. In a few casual conversations with different people during my study in Albania in the
summer of 2019, I understood that non-heterosexual people, who lived in smaller cities or rural
areas and who did not see a way out or were not accepted by their families, committed suicide.
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SECTION III
DRUGS AND SOCIAL STIGMA IN ALBANIA
The fact that Albania is prone to drug trafficking routes has made drug abuse an
increasingly important issue. Studies show that drug usage is increasing and statistics report “57% of the people aged 15-18 have experienced cannabis, about 4% ecstasy, over 1% heroin, and
2-3% cocaine. The prevalence of drug use cases is higher in the capital, compared with the rest
of the country, while a wide use in men over women is as well remarked. Illicit drugs are offered
to over 8% of the young people in school venues.”54 These statements and statistics may leave
room for errors. This is an alarming issue because in Albania, there is limited qualified staff
working in the field, and there is great lack of medication that can help in the rehabilitation of
these individuals. International donors provide most of the medication. Most of the individuals
who are addicted can be separated into different categories based in their social status and
income. Users of cocaine are mostly individuals who can make a good living in Albania. “They
have the money to buy the good stuff.”55 Marijuana is used mostly by teens or as a gateway to
other drugs. Marijuana is easy to find and it is mostly grown in Albania. Drugs such as ecstasy or
other party drugs are very common in Tirana and other big cities that have Universities. They are
used by students for partying or during the summer on the beaches to have fun. The most impure
and the worst of the drugs in Albania is considered red heroin. It is cheaper to buy this type of
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heroin as it has many impurities, and addicts who buy it are considered hopeless and a worthless
part of society. Toxicologist doctors, the providers to treating these patients, consider heroin to
be the plague of society.
It was a cold May morning in the year 2019, colder than any other May in Albania. I was
hoping that some of the patients who were at the methadone treatment program would like to
share their stories. The center would open and close early in the morning for them to get their
daily dose of methadone. Beni and his mother went to the center of the city of Elbasan to get
their medication. She suffered a stroke twice due to the high stress. Walking down the street to
get her medication and be there for her only son was and had always been her mission. Her
husband passed away long ago and she raised her only son with all the love and the goods she
could. She said, “Beni was a good kid; he was continuing higher education with honors. I was
very proud of him, and would buy him the things he needed, but our budget was tight.”56 She
explained her guilt and how she was trying hard to save her only son. Beni, who was present
during our conversation, said that he was a young man who just wanted some extra cash to buy
better clothes and shoes, so when his friend offered to let him become part of his ‘distribution of
heroin’ business, he did not think twice.
Beni knew a lot of students and people around the city who respected his family and was
not someone people would easily expect to become a drug trafficker. His experience of drug
trafficking did not last long because he started testing the heroin here and there, so the addiction
creeped into his system and he began losing more money than what he was making from this
hustle job. The addiction transformed him and his family’s situation. His mother was the only
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one who stayed beside him taking him to Tirana in the rehabilitation center, a small part of
Mother Theresa Hospital with a few beds. It was very costly, but she managed to ask her family
for help. When Beni relapsed, everyone turned their back on them. The stigma and shame they
were facing was higher this time. Beni was not the only one who was facing stigma and shame
for his actions. Other male patients of the methadone center who shared their stories said that
they had similar experiences. Drugs, and more specifically, heroin, are considered a plague for
Albanian public health.
On one hand exist the inabilities of the person to think and behave normally according to
social rules, and on the other hand exist the stigmatization and hardships to find help even if
someone wants to become clean. There are a lot of other users who prefer not to disclose their
relationship with drugs in Albania because of the stigma and the fear of getting in trouble with
the law. The corrupt police would love to charge someone for a small possession of cocaine or
heroin for personal use, so on the other side they can allow the transportation of the bigger cut.
The synthetic drugs used in clubs are a cocktail of drugs—often their ingredients are not
known—but they are at a reasonable price that allow young people to have a good time. The
sister of one of these men said, “[her brother] is using drugs occasionally with his friends at each
other’s houses because they do not have stable jobs and drugs are the escape from the reality.”57
The types of drugs they used she did not know, but she was sure it was not marijuana because
marijuana is considered a high school drug, or a high for the poor. From late 1990 to 2015
Albania was considered a major production country of marijuana, as the economy was not
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progressing and many farmers’ crops were not selling. Due to this, the farmers turned to the
production of marijuana. During these years it was not hard to buy marijuana in Albania for a
cheap price. The conditions now have changed since Albania is trying to become part of the
European Union and more regulations have been put in place. The Albanian government is
trying harder to prevent the trafficking of drugs through their territory.
This chapter is about the issues of addiction, the spread of drugs in Albania, and how
complex they are. It is a rising phenomenon that is not receiving the needed attention and actions
from the state; this was the common answer I heard from the medical professionals, families, and
individuals who are battling addiction. From the informal interview with Teuta, whose sister is a
toxicologist, Teuta said, “When my sister continued the residency for toxicology we all thought
she was crazy and could have done much better with the high grades she had, but now that our
own brother is an addict, I’m thankful she decided this specialty.”58 Medical professionals in
most cases do not treat addicts with the same respect and care as they treat other patients. Among
medical professionals and society in general, the drug issue is a moral issue that is highly
stigmatized; therefore, it is not seen the same as other diseases, like “brain disease,” as Dr. Amen
calls it.59 His perspective in mental health and substance use disorder is that we do not give
enough credit to the power of our brain and the modification these chemicals cause.
Many studies show that the full development of the brain happens at age 25 or so. While
teens think with their amygdala (which is the emotional control center), adults think with their
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prefrontal cortex which is the rational part of the brain and the last to develop. New studies have
also found that the reports of damage of the brain receptors from drinking, smoking, or drugs at a
young age may not have been believed before. Dr. Hart, a certified suboxone treatment physician
who has been working many years in the addiction treatment, explains that the loss of the
receptors makes these individuals crave more drugs to substitute for the dopamine their bodies
cannot produce any longer. “With heroin addicts, it takes about a month of recovery to be free of
their heroin, but they'll return to their bad habit because they lack dopamine receptors. Blaming
them as an evil person or bad person does not help. They cannot self-inhibit their use.”60 There
are two main factors that play a major role in the case of addiction: One is the time when an
individual has started the drugs, and if they started drugs before the age of 25 their brain may
never fully develop the receptors because they are damaged or deformed by drugs. The second
reason is that some people are genetically more or less pre-disposed to drugs and there are
different studies to support this. The most common answer from the researchers has been that if
there is any family history of alcohol, tobacco, or drug use, individuals are more prone to
abusing drugs. The chances of a newborn developing addiction in their lifetime is higher if the
parents used drugs.
Treating Substance Use Disorder (SUD) as a moral issue creates an indifference among
medical professionals as they do not feel obligated to give the best care to these individuals, and
more often they compare them to individuals who are in the hospital or ER for a legitimate
reason as heart attack or getting hurt on the job trying to provide for their families. When these
individuals come to the hospital, nurse Almira in Korce explains, “they come in because of an
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infection, having wounds, or they are in so much pain because they could not find a fix, so they
plead for some morphine to relief the pain.”61 The most common complication is the
thrombophlebitis62 because of syringes, and the substances that these individuals use are compact
with all kind of mixes. And these mixes in the case of heroin users can be from the adding of
bricks or tiling to other chemicals that would be similar in color and cheap to buy.
Users explained that most of the drugs that come to Albania are impure and with a whole
lot of mixes in them. From the informal interview with the ‘çunat’i (among them a drug dealer)
they explained that, “the mixes of drugs in Albania are always impure, at least the one on the
streets; we would give a higher quality to a first time client just to hook him up and after they
have taken drugs with us for some time the quality change, it also depends on their economic
status.”63 Some individuals in Albania do start drugs to show their economic status, as often it is
considered the new trend of rich people. They often do cocaine and drugs that would give a high
for a good time. Other individuals start the drugs as a peer pressure, out of curiosity, and at times
to forget the stress and misery they face. Yet, all these individuals who used drugs had stigma
among each other or the other groups who used substances.
They also knew that people who did drugs were highly judged by their families or friends
so they would consume with a close circle of friends and would not want others to know. From
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all the individuals I interviewed in Albania, only few of their families knew about the addiction.
Individuals who did drugs only few times or believed to have it under control did not tell their
parents or loved ones. The only families that knew about their son’s addiction were those whose
sons had gotten in trouble with the law, or they have stolen constantly from their families, or
others whose addiction was too obvious to ignore. Some of the families and loved ones I
interviewed said that they were in denial that their precious kids could do such horrible things.
Some tried to get them out of the city or out of the country for them to find new friends as that
would save them, and some others tried to find them rehabilitation centers.
There is a cultural stereotype of the Balkans: from Romania, Bulgaria to Albanians (who
are considered the most hot blooded of Balkans), and often they would fight to protect their
family’s honor or property, but things have changed. Most of the guys from the informal
interview said, “no one wants to have a fight for females or property, if you hear that someone is
killed is about drugs, territories and money; we live in a greedy time.”64 They would not force
anyone to come and buy in their territory, but would not allow others to come and sell in their
territory. Also, they would not force or suggest anyone do drugs unless they are willing to do so.
Their ‘joke’ answer to me was that, “if you want to know more about drugs you should try it
yourself, or are you like other girls here in Albania that pretend not to like it and send guys to
buy for you.”65 The number of female users in Albania is increasing, but they refused to be
interviewed and very often they were in denial that the drugs were a problem in their lives. The
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only lady I interviewed in Albania was Zana who said that she did try drugs twice with her
boyfriend who was a regular user of cocaine. Her experience with the drug was not very
pleasant, as the heart rate was very high, and she was very paranoid. During the interview she
was very uncomfortable talking about her experience, but mostly of the idea of how I would see
her. She explained that the stigma about females who do drugs in Albania is very high and it
won’t be pleasant if her family learns about it. She went on to say that if she does not end up
marrying the boyfriend she did the drugs with she would never tell these experiences to her
future husband. It is offensive in our society for a female that is expected to create a family and
raise kids to have done such things as drugs. In an interview with Mr. Shpetim from Aksion
plus, he explained that from 700-800 people in their methadone clinic, 7-8% are females. He
said, “most of the females that come to our center are highly stigmatized by their families; some
of them who are married come to the center with their husbands.”66 It takes a lot of courage for
them to get clean in a society where they are constantly blamed and a wide variety of vocabulary
is used to describe them. In the book Gendering Addiction, authors explain how often females
are judged about their substance abuse issues, “but when it comes to studies about addiction the
rats and humans’ subjects are mostly males.”67 This leaves more space for speculation about a
female’s brain and body reacting to the drugs and mixing the drugs affects and prejudice
generalization of the whole female communities who do drugs.
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Interview with Mr. Shpetim by Ediola Malkouari (through emails), May 2020.
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The reasoning behind the stigmatization towards females who do drugs in Albania is that
females may jeopardize the future of the Albanian families and the society by doing drugs and
not being able to care for their kids and family. Additionally, the Albanian economy overall is
not great so females who do drugs often end up in the prostitution world to feed their addiction.
During 1997 for example, the opposite happened. Many young ladies from Albania were
promised a better life in the western world, but they were used in prostitution by keeping them
on drugs. They were taken from Albania in their teenage years, as it was explained previously
that their brains were not fully developed. So, when they were promised love or a beautiful new
future, they were not hesitant to agree. Living in one of the poorest countries in Europe within a
patriarchal rule, most females in rural areas preferred to escape. Another group that faces the
patriarchal decree is the LGBTI community who have a harder time being accepted by the
heterosexual dominance in Albania.
The homophobia in Albania still continues to 2020, even though the Albanian parliament
decriminalized homosexual relations in 1995 as it was in the criminal code before. The LGBTI
community fears coming out to their families or society openly and dressing as they desire
because they fear that their safety would be endangered. “The 2018 Annual Report of the LGBTI
community in Albania showed that the state police had failed to follow up in the cases where
LGBTI individuals denounced violence.”68 Another important but alarming factor is the
dropping out of school of individuals of the LGBTI community because of bulling or not having
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their family support any longer. If the everyday conditions are hard, Mr. Shpetimi said the
conditions for individuals of the LGBTI community who are part of the methadone treatment are
worse. In many cases, they face a higher stigma from local governments, law enforcement, and
at times from medical professionals.

In the broken health system of Albania, finding help for the marginalized groups is the
same as finding a needle in a haystack. Dr. Miresia during the interview indicated that in one of
the cases where a SUD patient was admitted to the hospital in critical condition, but was not kept
long, “Even though I suggested to my boss to keep him a little longer to make sure the patient
was ok, my boss suggested that we might need the bed for true sick patients. The guy did look
gay and used drugs, most of the staff did not cared to keep him there.” 69 Most families in
Albania would try to convince their kids that they are heterosexuals and their feeling would just
grow with them, treating the cases with invisibility. The condition of the cases gets harsher in the
rural and other parts of Albania, except Tirana. In Tirana where most of organizations are
located, the advocacy and support towards LGBTI community are higher. The re-integration of
these communities in find jobs after being clean or during the process faces high stigma and little
help. More often they would be refused when applying for a job and negative rumors would be
the response.
The Albanian health care sector is based on the old Universal healthcare inherited from
the Communist era. In 1994, the financing of healthcare was transferred to the Health Insurance
Institute which is supposed to cover PCP visits and reimburse medication, and the hospital visits
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were supposed to be free. Yet it gets more complicated as individuals up to 18 years old should
automatically have these rights as elderly people over 65. Everyone else between the two groups
is in a more complex situation as they have to be treated in individual cases based on their
employment status, or whether they are in school, and so on. Getting all the documents and
working the system is very bureaucratic. Most individuals in Albania would go to the doctor only
when something hurts, or the pain becomes unbearable. Another reason is that “Albania’s
limited public spending on the health care sector (as compared to other Balkan or Eastern
European countries) has resulted in an increased reliance on out-of-pocket payments for both
inpatient and outpatient care.”70 In Albania there is a saying that medical professionals would
look at your pocket before they look at your health issue. Often there is a lack of clarity about
how system works, so if you are an outsider you may have a hard time understanding why the
medical professional is taking too long to help you, or not taking the proper actions. Most
Albanians have a story to share about the inability of the healthcare system to provide to them by
not having necessary medical equipment or the desire to serve.
During the interview with Dr. Miresia, Dr. Mirela and the professor Dritani made me
understand better the conflicting information that I was getting during my study. In many cases,
the ideas for programs and support clinics from the public health institution existed in Albania,
but there were no factual places that existed. They explained to me during the interview that they
have to have these programs to be admitted in the European Union, but the implementation of

70

Tomini, Sonila M et al. “Paying Out-of-Pocket and Informally for Health Care in Albania: The
Impoverishing Effect on Households.” Frontiers in public health. vol. 3 207. (28 Aug. 2015),
doi:10.3389/fpubh.2015.00207
60

this program is considered the last thing to be considered because there are more important
health issues that are a priority. Even though there have been patients that have multiple organ
failure because of the drugs, or young individuals dying of heart attack, there have not been
studies or autopsies to confirm the correlations between the cause of death and substance abuse;
these are only facts and stories shared among medical professionals. One of the stories they
shared with me during the interview was of a young man who was using heroin and cocaine and
he was in his early 30s. He was also using the drugs in three ways: inhaling the fumes, smoking,
and injecting. First his lungs crashed and later he had hepatitis C caused by the dirty syringes,
and when he was admitted into the hospital, his stomach had inflammation and multiple organ
failure.
The desire to serve is lacking when it comes to serving individuals with SUD, and these
are the conditions of the job. In the interview with Dr. Mirela, she explained how the reality
changes for someone who is doing drugs and ends up in the hospital.
“In my opinion there are few factors that contribute to this mess: First, in the city where
I work there is only one section for the internal medicine, and during night there is only one
nurse and one doctor, so it will be hard for them to provide the best care for SUD patients who
may be in withdrawn of the drug or overdose. Second, the medical professional that is on call
may not give the whole understanding or serve these individuals at their best because they are
not specialized in that field. Third, individuals who are hospitalized or their family member who
are in the same section preferer not to be close to the SUD individuals. Last, the SUD patients
who go to the hospital who face a harsher stigma after because most of their fellow city members
will know the reason they were there and would judge them endlessly.”
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The stigma in smaller cities where individuals know each other is much higher compared
to Tirana. That is one of the main reasons toxicologists who are working with the methadone
treatment centers suggest these individuals to go in Tirana. At the Mother Theresa Hospital
where there is a small inpatient clinic with around 10 beds, it has only one entrance. Having one
entrance means there are less chances for SUD patients who are craving drugs to leave the
facility without being noticed. There is always a toxicologist present in the clinic, and they have
access to an on-call psychiatrist. However, the services this clinic provides at times are not
enough, as it costs out of pocket and not everyone can afford it even when it is supposedly a
universal healthcare system. “Out-of-pocket healthcare costs are a heavy burden for most
Albanian households; if they are too high, they can hinder households long-term generating
capabilities.”71 In Albanian reality, in most cases, drug users who come to the clinic as a last
resource, came from families with small budgets to begin with, or have used their resources to
buy drugs, so their situation is life or death and in most cases families fear that would be left in
debt because of their loved ones’ addiction. The life story of Arianit resembled this economic
struggle; his parents did what they could to help him become clean, but he was a heroin user for
about 10 years, and was afraid that he would not quit drugs. They sold most of their properties
and things to help him, but he continued his addiction. They passed away while he was a heavy
heroin user, until he was between selling the house or starting methadone. In May 2019, he was
a patient of the methadone clinic for three years and he was also helped by his sisters to get
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treatment in Rumania. Arianiti said, “I wish I did stop before, so my parents would have lived
longer, the stress of seeing me that way, killed them.”72
Heroin users in Albania are considered hopeless and stigmatized the most as are their
families. Their families feel sorry for themselves because they have to deal with the prejudices of
the society towards their loved ones. Also, they feel helpless because they lack resources in
knowledge or the money they have to spend is tight in many cases. Families who have resources
send their loved ones to clinics outside of Albania. There have been cases where families have
denounced their loved one’s crimes, so they can be locked up for a while and forget about the
drugs. The stigma families face when their loved ones do drugs are substantial for the small
society they live in and the mentalities they grew up in. Being locked under communism, drugs
were not something to worry about, therefore this notion was new and unbearable for most
families. The idealized ideas that they raise kids, marry them off, and enjoy their grandkids
crashes in front of their eyes. In the interview with Dr. Miresia, Dr. Mirela explained that the
cases of individuals with SUD are increasing, and most of these individuals are at a relatively
young age, no more the 35 years old. Some of the users have families and kids themselves. “The
cases that come to the regional hospitals are not that high, maybe 10 per year or so, and one of
the reasons they prefer not to come is that is the same consult room as other patients.” 73 In
Tirana where the recovery clinic has its own designated consult rooms, more individuals show
up. However, the rate of recovery in this clinic is very low, and most individuals who go there
are in a lot of pain or a lot of pressure from the families, but they often experience relapses.
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From the interviews with the medical professionals in Albanian there are different stages of
complications with SUD patients and the misunderstanding of the role alcohol plays into the
mixes with the drugs. 2 Methadone and heroin

What COVID-19 is revealing about Albanian public health.
For this pioneer research. I have used qualitative methods to collect the materials.
Materials are collected firstly by conducting interviews in Albania during May of 2019. Also,
more material were assembled during the April of 2020 through interviews, using social media
and emails to contact the interviewees. Following the guidelines of social distancing and
navigating in the pandemic of COVID-19. During this pandemic I was able to interview five
more people. The individuals I interviewed are medical professionals, an individual who is
currently using drugs, and the director of Aksion plus. (The organization that is currently serving
SUD patients with outpatients’ methadone treatments).
The adequacy of Albanian Universal Health Care System has been strained by the
COVID-19. The Albanian government is aware of the challenges of the old health care system.
Since the first two cases appeared in March 9, 2020, the Albanian government canceled schools,
and mandated an executive order to start social distancing. However, most coffee shops,
restaurants, and clubs continued their business a week after the order. Looking at their Italian
neighbors who have a better healthcare system compared to Albania, they knew there were not
many chances of surviving the pandemic without drastic action. The advice was given that
people who had underlying conditions and people of 65 years old of age or older to stay home.
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The next step was closing most businesses that were not considered essential and implementing a
stay at home order. In the period of 2-3 weeks, based on the pandemic growth, more orders were
given to reduce traveling and to shelter in place. The borders with other countries were closing
and for Albanians who were willing to come home and did not have money to buy their tickets,
aircraft was sent to help them come home. It was advised that individuals coming from infected
areas self-isolate for two weeks.
Yet, despite the orders, the older groups continued to go outside in the parks and play
dominoes or chess. Young people believed themselves to be immune, so they continued
gathering in groups for different social activities. This caused the Albanian government to take
further action by ordering the shelter at home, and firstly allowing their citizens to go out only
for 2 hours a day to complete their grocery shopping or necessary activities. Nevertheless, the
two-hour period was creating more chaos and the guidelines of the WHO74 were not followed.
The actions were more drastic in the urban areas, but as more cases were spread in different parts
of Albania, a definite order was given that all Albanian citizens must shelter in place.
All these orders are in place to substitute for a deficient health care system. Based on an
interview with Dr. M, working at Elbasan hospital, she explains that Albanian hospitals lack the
personal protective equipment (PPE).75 She is a toxicologist who was told by her boss that she
and other doctors of specialties who do not have patients to go in only for the routine checkups
and leave the property to lower the risk of getting infected. The only doctors who are working
the long hours and have to be present at all times are the Emergency Room doctors (ER) and
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doctors specialized in infections. A nurse that I contacted in the city of Korca said that they have
a shortage of PPE (surgical masks and gloves). From the information collected, nurses and
doctors are provided with surgical masks, and not one of the people contacted have much
information if they were provided an N-95 mask. On the other hand, Albanian citizens are
advised by doctors to avoid the ER and other hospital facilities unless necessary. The Albanian
government had to put a stop to visitors coming to see patients. They did not take any extra
precautions for people that have suppressed immune systems.
During a pandemic, mental health is at a higher risk of being triggered by anxiety,
uncertainty, and economic situations. Still, what I have found so far is that most of the
psychological services are funded by international donors and organizations, so at this time most
of these projects are suspended. Psychologist Ani said, “It is a true time of uncertainty even for
us as psychologist, we are stuck at home with most of our projects suspended, not sure for the
fate of our jobs.”76 I also asked her about the individuals suffering from SUD and if she still has
any contact or is giving them any services. Her answer was that at this time she wishes the wellbeing of everyone. As time passes by, there will be many more people needing mental health
services, but knowing the stigmatization of these subject, many may not seek this service.
As most of the services are canceled in Albania, so is the funding from outside donors.
The first to suffer these actions are the individuals who suffer from SUD because they are the
last to be considered in this situation. Even though their immune systems may be compromised
because of the drugs, the stigmatization is still high. The healthcare professionals, society, or
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government “do not feel bad for these individuals because they decided this path for themselves,
and there are people who truly did not have an option in their sickens.”77 Individuals who are
currently taking different substances in Albania know this to be the ugly truth. One said, “I don’t
think they will ever take any action in providing psychological services to us, not now that we
are in crisis or any other time, as the stigmatization towards us is enormously high.”78 Knowing
the Albanian cultural norms and stigmatization, these individuals do not share their challenges
they face with SUD; not with family, nor relatives, except someone they trust. Individuals who
are currently on the road to recovery and enrolled in the methadone treatment center reaches up
to 800 cases, said their Director. Only in Tirana the cases of individuals who are seeking these
services reaches up to 220 cases. The number of individuals who are getting methadone
treatment during these uncertain times is increasing. However, the funding for these methadone
clinics is getting cut shorter by the international organization and there is a lack of Albanian
donors. Also, there is not a specific answer as to the reason why the number of individuals who
are currently enrolling in methadone treatment is increasing. Dr. M “hopes that is for the best as
these individuals may want to become clean, but at the same time I’m afraid that they are finding
it hard to buy the drugs, so they are getting the methadone to fix their cravings.” The doctor was
able to provide this information based on her experience at the methadone treatment in Elbasan.
COVID-19 is adding more challenges to the existing stigma and the absence of a state
organized SUD treatment. Often individuals who have drug problems are mistreated by officials
and are left to solve their issues in the bureaucratic doors that never end. On the other hand,
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individuals of the LGBTQ communities are suffering these stigma and abuse at a higher degree.
It is harder for them to find a place that they can be free as the clubs or places they would gather
with their LGBTQ communities are closed during these times, and often they are stuck at home
with family who have rumors about their sexual orientation. The physical and psychological
abuse is often not reported by LGBTQ or females because of the limited access to appropriate
complaint channels.
Conclusion
The treatment of substance use disorder (SUD) as a moral issue is causing harm to the
individuals suffering from SUD, their families, and society in general. The stigmatization of this
disease is preventing many individuals from receiving proper medical care and is pushing them
to neglect the issue and to not seek help in time. Also lacking is proper training of the medical
personnel about the issues of this disease. Besides the stigma, there is an uncertainty about the
impurities these drugs contain, so it is unknown what actual damage they are causing the body
and brain. In order to end this uncertainty, Albania has to accept the fact that SUD is a medical
issue and treat it like any other disease with the attention it deserves. Every live matters, and
these individuals are important to someone who gave birth to them, created a family with them,
or just as simple individuals with the same rights on the society.
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RESULTS OF PILOT STUDY

From materials collected during interviews in Albania, I categorized into two main tables in
order to be an easier reference to the overall material in this study.
Table 3. Groups Interviewed & Perceived Stigma.
Interviewed Groups

Number of Individuals

Close Relatives

4

Medical Professionals

5

(MD, MD Toxicologist,
Nurse, Psychologist)

Users of cocaine and
synthetic drugs(LSD,
Ecstasy, and others that those
individuals were not sure of
the mixes)
Recovering Addicts
(Recovering from Heroin)

6

3
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Description Regarding
Stigma
Close relatives accepted that
they stigmatized users by not
letting them own family
properties, taking away
valuables, and not being
pleased to be around them.
Medical professionals, as
nurses and doctors, would
prefer not to shake hands with
those individuals or touch
without gloves, but they
would do so with other
patients.
They accepted that they are
discriminated from society,
and they stigmatize other
individuals who use
marijuana or heroin.
They said that they are the
most stigmatized group from
everyone, as users of cocaine
consider themselves at a
higher level, and the rest of
society sees them as
unpleasant individuals.

Table 4. Types of Drugs Used & Perceived Stigma
What type of drug they are
consider?
Very heavy - deadly drugs

Names

Stigma

Heroin

Heavy – medium drugs

Cocaine, ecstasy, LSD or
synthesized

Light- medium drugs

Opium poppy, marijuana

Not considered drugs

Alcohol, Tobacco

Not much hope, no one wants
to be around them.
They reflect economic status,
as those individuals have
money to buy them
Opium poppy used for teas
from older ladies (medicinal),
marijuana new trend for high
schoolers, or high for poor.
They are part of the tradition,
those are fine for men,
females are judged.

Based on an ethnographical approach and anecdotal evidence, a total of 17 individuals
were interviewed, both formally (after signing the consent form), and informally (they didn’t
sign a consent form, but accepted to have an informal talk that would preserve their anonymity).
There was only one female in this cohort. The group of interviewed individuals was divided in
two main categories: users and non-users, and subsequently in four subcategories: family
members or friends, medical professionals, synthetic drugs users, and heroin users (Table 1).
Among the non-users, the family members or friends were the group that more openly
stigmatized and discriminated against the substance users. The medical professionals were more
discrete in declaring their attitude towards substance users, but they didn’t deny being
discriminative. Among the users, the most stigmatized were the heroin users. The synthetic drug
users suffered the stigma as well, but also were discriminative towards users of heavier drugs
such as heroin.
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To understand the effects of social stigma in individuals with addiction, it is important to
know how those drugs are considered. As a generalization, there are three types of stigmatized
drugs in Albania, and Alcohol/Tobacco that are not considered drugs (Table 2). Heroin is
considered deadly and is very stigmatized from all groups of society. Cocaine and some
synthetic drugs are considered heavy to medium drugs and there is a great controversy about
those drugs. Opium poppy and marijuana are considered medium-light drugs, as poppy has been
used by older generations in types of tea and marijuana is substituting tobacco in some cases.
Alcohol and tobacco have been used in Albania for a long time and are part of the tradition,
especially among males.
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CONCLUSION

The purpose of this research was to examine the reality of stigma towards individuals that
suffer from substance use disorder (SUD), and how stigma may affect the medical care that these
individuals received in Albania. Findings from the pilot study conducted in May 2019 indicate
that the drug usage in Albania is increasing considerably, but there is not much information, or
any studies done about it. There are no direct statistics related to the number of individuals who
use drugs or are addicted to them. Most information comes from medical doctors in the specialty
of toxicology who are working closely with patients suffering from SUD, and they indicate that
stigma in medical facilities and in general is preventing these individuals from seeking help
when their health is in critical condition. Findings on this research indicate that only individuals
that were using heroin for an extended period or other drug mixes (what mixes exactly, they are
not sure) are more likely to end up in the hospitals for other health issues related to or caused by
drugs. Sometimes these individuals do not have enough money to buy the drug, so they either get
a lower quality or mixed drugs (that they do not know for sure what it contains), but it can stop
the cravings or withdrawal symptoms. Other groups that use different substances, for example,
cocaine or LSD, are in denial that they depend on drugs. They prefer to say they are taking them
to have a good time.
Although stigma was expected to play a role in individuals with SUD, the study shows
that shame is a significant component in all these individuals’ lives. The stigma is separated by
class, gender, and location, too, when it comes to SUD. There are types of stigma from the
society and stigma inside the SUD groups towards other individuals who use drugs or stigma for
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themselves, which is preventing them from getting treatment. The main conclusion of the study
is that stigma is present everywhere among the substance users and in the context of their daily
life. Further research and more interviews would be necessary to understand the trajectory of
these phenomena. Further research is needed in order to draw comparisons to other countries and
represent the realities from a qualitative and quantitative perspective into the academia.
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