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Abstract 

 

For almost fifty years, Albania was an isolated Communist dictatorship. 28 years ago, the regime fell 

and free travel, democratic values and capitalism were embraced in the country. This past however 

still has great influence on life in Albania. Traces from communism are visible in ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎΣ ƛƴ 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΦ The most prominent material heritage from the 

communist period are bunkers. To defend the country against a war that never came, 200.000 to 

750.000 bunkers have been built. Many of them still stand, and there is no clear idea on what to do 

with them. By some they are considered a waste of finances and labour: the money could and should 

have been spent on those who had no food or no apartment. Scholars often consider them to be a 

constant reminder of a traumatic period of time, although some recognise elements of nostalgia. 

Since a few years, discussions on the meaning of the buildings are slowly starting to rise by museums 

and small initiatives, yet it is still a difficult subject for certain groups within the population. 

Simultaneously, the younger generation seems to have forgotten all about it.    

Since the fall of the regime, many bunkers have been destroyed. They are a source of scrap metal, 

they are considered inaesthetic and they create a problem for farmers when it comes to ploughing. 

Today, the Albanian landscape is rapidly transforming and bunkers are destroyed in the course of 

construction projects. Many of them however still stand. On what used to be strategic locations, they 

can now be found on the most unexpected and seemingly random places: in neighbourhoods, 

graveyards, backyards, farms and alongside the road. These bunkers are often abandoned, but also 

find re-use in the most ingenious ways. They are functioning as storage facilities, sheds, restaurants, 

businesses, toilets and more. When repurposing occurs, ownership becomes an important issue since 

this is not always clearly defined. One cannot help but wonder how Albanians think of these objects: 

whether they are constantly reminded of the past due to this architecture. Are they an eyesore? Do 

people still see them? Do they play a part in the memory of Communism or aǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƧǳǎǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΩΚ 

Do they stimulate tourism? Are they considered heritage or are they destroyed when it is more 

convenient? Are these thoughts in line with how the population feels about Communism in general?  
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1. Research design 
 

1.1 Introduction 

From 1944 to 1991, Albania was isolated in an strict Communist dictatorship. The borders were shut 

and the Party of Labour defined every aspect of life. When the regime fell 28 years ago, Albania was 

introduced to travel, capitalism and democracy. The transition period away from dictatorial rule is 

ongoing, and the Communist era has left a loaded ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

government and in the landscape. Tangible Communist heritage exists of apartment buildings, 

factories, prisons and above all: a concrete defence system that was meant to protect against a 

possible nuclear attack from abroad. It existed of tunnels and underground shelters, but mostly of 

mushroom-shaped bunkers (bunkerët). Not only were they built in an ideology of defence, they also 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǇŀǊŀƴƻƛŀ ǿƛǘƘin the Albanian society. 

No clear statistics exist on the number of bunkers, but estimates are made between 200.000 and 

750.000. During the 1990s and still today, large-scale destruction of these bunkers has been taking 

place. However, many are also surviving. They form an important part of the material heritage of the 

Communist regime, and initiatives are taken to give some of ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

is done by museums and organisations, but also by individuals that transfer them into barns, storage 

spaces, sheds and even shops, restaurants and tourist attractionsΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨōǳƴƪŜǊ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴΩ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

gone unnoticed by foreigners, many of whom enjoy buying bunker magnets and postcards.   

 The odd mushroom-shaped structures raise curiosity: what aǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 

modernising landscape? What meaning do they have now? Are they functional, or emotionally 

loaded? Are they ugly, traumatic or fascinating? Formerly located in strategic places, they now seem 

to be randomly placed in the mountains, in neighbourhoods, on fields, playgrounds, cemeteries and 

beaches. They hold different meanings and interpretations, which makes their existence 

complicated. The Albanian population has differing opinions about the period of time, and as a result 

they also have different views about what to do with the bunkers. There is no clear governmental 

decision on what to do with them.  

This thesis studies what is going on with these bunkers. This is done by researching current processes 

of memory in Albania, the interaction with Communist heritage in general and a case study on 

bunkers. It is thus studied how Communism is remembered, how it is thought to future generations 

and what role heritage plays in this process. The research is based on a fieldwork period of two 

months in Tirana, from the 15th of February to the 17th of April 2019. 

 

1.2 Problem statement and aim  

Twenty-eight years ago, in 1991, the Communist regime in Albania fell and the country became open 

to travel, democratic transitions and many unprecedented forms of freedom. This relatively recent 

transition is still ongoing and has come with many problems, including corruption, poverty, 
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unemployment of youth and migration1. To understand contemporary society, it is valuable to study 

the past, because current problems make people reflect on how it was before, in comparison to how 

it is now. This thesis studies how contemporary Albanians look back on Communism, and how they 

process their difficult history in light of today. This phenomenon is studied by looking through the 

lens of contested cultural heritage, with a case study on bunkers. This thesis consists of three main 

chapters: reflecting on Communism, dealing with the Communist heritage in Tirana and dealing with 

bunkers.          

 Processing the communist past is a topic that has low priority for many Albanians, especially 

youth. Its importance however should not be underestimated. The Communist memory in Albania 

has not been addressed critically or comprehensively studied in the last thirty years. As noted by 

Godole and Idrizi (2019, 7): ά! significant lack of awareness regarding the complexity of the 

phenomena of experience and memory of Communism can be noticed [in Albania]Φέ It goes as far that 

the younger generation (read: under the age of thirty) is not aware of what their parents generation 

has lived through, and does not have an eye for the past of the country, only for the future. A 

narrative about this period of time is hardly taught, so that children do not learn about the lessons 

that can be taken away from it. Furthermore, the Communist mentality is not only historical, but also 

entangled in contemporary politics. The aim of this thesis is to study contemporary society through 

the lens of the Communist heritage of Albania, to answer questions such as: What kind of narrative is 

being created about Communism and transferred to future generations? How is the cultural heritage 

used in this narrative? And taking bunkers as a symbol, what do we see? These form the basis of the 

research questions, explained in the next section.  

  

1.3 Research questions and structure of the thesis 

The above questions led to a main research question (mrq) that will be answered by the study of 

three sub questions (sq). Each sub question is treated in an empirical chapter that builds onto the 

theoretical framework in chapter three.  

Mrq: Given the difficult relationship with their Communist past, how do contemporary Albanians 

relate to the remaining bunkers as part of the contested cultural heritage from this period? 

Sq 1: How do contemporary Albanians relate to their Communist past?   

Heritage cannot exist without history. However, historical and heritage narratives do not always co-

align, as will be explained in the theoretical chapter. To understand whether or how this is the case, 

the memory of Communism is studied in the first empirical chapter (chapter 5). This chapter explains 

the complexity of the communist memory. It can thereafter be studied how this is reflected in 

material heritage. A set of phenomena related to the processing of the past has been observed: the 

national narrative on communism, the memories and opinions about the communist regime, 

                                                             
1 Albania scores 36 on a scale from 0 (very corrupt) to 100 (very clean) (www.transparency.org). It ranks 68th on 

the UNDP poverthy index and has 30% youth unemployment (http://hdr.undp.org). The population has been 

declining since 1990 (when the borders of the country opened), from 3.3 million people to 2.9 people in 2017 

(https://data.worldbank.org). 

http://www.transparency.org/
https://data.worldbank.org)/
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silencing in families and schools, the historical disconnection of youth and silencing in the 

government.   

Sq 2: How do contemporary Albanians relate to the contested cultural heritage from Communism?  

The second question aims to find a relationship between the monuments of history and current 

social processes. Who gets to remember and how? What is preservable? It gives an overview of the 

Communist heritage of Albania and elaborates on existing debates about it. It also includes museum 

efforts of explaining the past, (dark) tourism and the commercising of communism.  

Sq 3: How do contemporary Albanians socially interact with and relate to the remaining bunkers? 

The third sub-question focuses on the bunker situation of Albania. It studies how people interact 

with bunkers and how they feel about them. Social practices, relations and reasoning as to dealing 

with this heritage are explained, as well as the ways in which people make these places inhabitable 

and/or enjoyable. It is studied how these bunkers symbolise the treatment of the communist past in 

Albania.  

 

1.4 Justification of the research 

άTo neglect heritage is a ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ǎƛƴΣ ǘƻ ƛƴǾƻƪŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řǳǘȅέ (Lowenthal 1998, xiii).  

Why to include heritage in a sociological study about Communism in Albania? According to Iacono 

and Këlliçi (2015), Communist heritage is important for two reasons: to remember the misdeeds of 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ΨƘŀǳƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 9urope, including Albania. 

Furthermore, heritage is άǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƛƳŜ ƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳέ according to 

Lowenthal (1998, xiii). By choosing this heritage perspective, a practical and hands-on approach is 

taken to analyse contemporary issues. Therefore, this thesis combines two inherently 

interdisciplinary studies: heritage studies and international development studies.  

Communist Albania was chosen as a case study because of its unique history, the fact that it has 

many social problems and that it is largely understudied. Its neighbouring countries, Greece, former 

Yugoslavian countries, and Italy, have received more attention in literature. Although Albanians are a 

small population, they live all over the world, they have become one of the most international 

populations of the planet. The reason to focus on bunkers, is that they objectively seem the most 

obvious heritage from a the contested period of Communism: they can be found everywhere in the 

most unexpected placesΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƻōǾƛƻǳǎΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƴƪŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

they are so easy to see in all kinds of landscapes, and everyone knows that they are there. That also 

means that every Albanian can be interesting as a respondent.      

 The research for this thesis has been largely done in the surroundings of Tirana, which lies in 

the middle of the vertically elongated country of Albania. It must therefore be noted that the results 

described in this thesis do not apply for Albania as a whole, since the country knows great regional 

variation. The reason to focus on Tirana was that it is the biggest city, the centre and the capital of 

the country. Many problems come together here and many people from different regions of the 

country live here. Also, during Communism, it was the city where the regime and the Sigurimi were 

most concentrated. The area of Blloku in the city centre was the residential area of the leaders, 

including Enver Hoxha. It therefore also has a symbolic meaning.     
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 The phenomena described in this thesis therefore do not account 1:1 to other regions of the 

country. Specific, regional factors there might play important roles, that do not account in Tirana. 

This is especially the case for Northern Albania, which was even more secluded during Communism. 

The far south might therefore have completely different feelings towards bunkers than the north. 

A final justification for this study is that it might bring more attention for the presence of the heritage 

in the country. Bunkers are becoming a forgotten subject, since there are more stressing 

contemporary issues related to poverty and unemployment (see footnote 1 on page 10) that demand 

attention. It is not claimed that heritage is a first priority, but it is hoped to shed some light on the 

potential of heritage as a powerful tool of remembering and education. This thesis is based on the 

assumption that the past is an important factor in studying and preparing for the future, and that 

complex social processes can only be understood by studying what people have come from. 

 

1.5 Situating the thesis in existing literature 

Not too much has been written about the Communist heritage of Albania, and about bunkers even 

less. It is a small, understudied country in the shade of former Yugoslavia and Greece. While 

researching the topic of Communism and bunkers in Albania, the same authors kept recurring. Also 

during fieldwork, when interviewing respondents, certain names would pop up again regularly. It is a 

small niche.  

A few previous studies on the Communist heritage of Albania were particularly relevant for this 

ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ Lƴ нлмрΣ ŀƴ ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƻƴ Ψcitizens understanding and 

perceptions of the communist past in Albania aƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩΣ ōȅ ǘhe Organisation 

for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). They measured throughout the entire country, 

differentiating four regions, three age categories and by gender. The survey had 995 respondents. 

This source has been used to support some of the findings in the empirical chapters. Another study, 

by Stefa and Mydyti (2012) describes the bunker situation in Albania in detail, and proposes ways in 

which they can be actively reused for contemporary purposes. In two articles by Eaton (2011) and 

Eaton and Roshi (2014), the material Communist heritage of Albania is studied in order to deal with 

the traumas of the past. The master thesis of Myrhberg (2011) explores the Communist heritage of 

Tirana by asking whether it is unwanted. She found that opinions vary, and the claim ƻŦ ΨǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘΩ ƛǎ 

thus complex. !ƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ōȅ LŀŎƻƴƻ όнлмуύ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΩ 

transfer from a dictatorship into democracy, and in Iacono and Këlliçi a case study on nostalgia is 

given of άPiramidaέΣ ŀ pyramid-shaped piece of architecture built by Hoxha as a museum in the 

centre of Tirana. That heritage can be powerful and influential, is learnt from Dŀƭŀǘȅ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǘƪƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ  

(2004) heritage under dictatorship. Godole and Idrizi (2019) very recently explained the ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

private recollections of Communism ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩΦ Finally, an insightful article was 

written by Lagerqvist (2015), who describes the complexity of heritage in line with societal 

development with a case study on Gjirokastra. 

This thesis distinguishes itself from existing literature by framing the complexity of the heritage 

situation on a broader level, not only in material relations or in light of development issues, but also 

in connection to wider phenomena in the remembering of Communism. It is a general study that 

does not focus on one particular site or building, but studies complex phenomena as a whole. This 
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has not been done yet on a large scale. While studying the bunkers of Albania it was impossible to 

not land upon the broader Communist heritage of Albania, the complex politics and the 

multidimensional way that is being reflected on this period of time. There is a great variety of 

opinions on the heritage of Communism, which is deeply layered into contemporary Albanian 

society. This thesis aims to describe this complexity. 
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2. Theoretical framework ς Storytelling through contested cultural 

heritage 
 

2.1 Contested cultural heritage 

This research is shaped in the theoretical framework of contested cultural heritage. Tangible heritage 

is a visual reminder of a past. When this is a difficult past, and memories of it diverge, its heritage can 

be(come) contested, as is the case in Albania. The topic of Communism is in many regards still 

sensitive and its corresponding material remains are a reflection and reminder of this. The concept of 

contested cultural heritage has existed for over 30 years in a range of disciplines including 

anthropology, archaeology, history and tourism (SilverƳŀƴ нлммύΦ άThis is because we live in an 

increasingly fraught world where religious, ethnic, national, political, and other groups manipulate 

(appropriate, use, misuse, exclude, erase) markers and manifestations of their own and ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 

cultural heritage as a means for asserting, defending, or denying critical claims to power, land, 

ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŦƻǊǘƘέ ό{ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴ нлммΣ мύ. Within studies of contested cultural heritage, there is 

often conflict on ownership, on identity, or historical events in which the heritage plays a symbolic 

role. Heritage is both a social and cultural process: it not only engages us in where we came from, but 

also in where we are going (Smith 2006). It can influence cultural, social and political change (Smith 

2006). Policies, as well as practices concerning cultural heritage are political in nature, which mean 

that they are vulnerable to manipulation (Silverman 2011). We can ask many questions in this regard: 

άWhat is considered heritage? Why? By whom? Why? What is not? Why? What is well managed? 

Why? What is ignored or erased? Why? What is included in the discourse of nationhood? Why? What 

ƛǎ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘΚ ²ƘȅΚέ (Silverman 2011, 24). Lƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŀ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ This 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ƻǊ on a large scale, for example patriotism. Heritage can 

provoke feelings because it can make one feel closer to a certain past. This can be good or bad, but 

often involves a complex grey area. Sentiment, grandeur, jealousy and conflict are only a few of the 

possible feelings that can be triggered by (small and large) objects of memory. 

 ά¢ƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

community belonging is emotionally and politically a powerful act. A sense of identity must inevitably 

draw on a sense of history and memory ς who and what we are as individuals, communities or 

nations is indelibly formed by our sense of history and the way individual and collective memory is 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΣ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀǘŜŘΦέ (Smith 2006, 35-36) 

When heritage, tangible or intangible, triggers a mix of feelings from a variety of groups, or when the 

heritage reminds of a traumatic event, we speak ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘΩ όŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭύ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ. The concept is not 

always referred to in these woǊŘǎ ό{ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴ нлммύΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩ 

ό{ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴ нлммύΣ ΨƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳǊǘǎΩ ό¦ȊȊŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ .ŀƭƭŀƴǘȅƴŜ нллуύ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƻŦ Ψhot interpretationΩ ό¦ȊȊŜƭƭ мфуф ƛƴ ¦ȊȊŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ .ŀƭƭŀƴǘȅƴŜ нллуύΥ άinterpretation that 

apprecieates the need for and injects an affective component into its subject matter, where 

ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜέ (Uzzell and Ballantyne 2008, 503). Uzzell implies that visits to heritage are often not 

solely cognitive and objective experiences, but ǘƘŀǘ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ ǊŜǇŜǊǘƻƛǊŜ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎέό¦ȊȊŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ .ŀƭƭŀƴǘȅƴŜ нллуΣ рлоύΦ Eaton and Roshi (2014, 315) explain that heritage 
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ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ άŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŀǊ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴǘ pastέΦ Pierre Nora (1989) 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ψ[ƛŜǳȄ ǘƘŜ ƳŞƳƻƛǊŜΩΥ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ. 

 

2.2 David Lowenthal (1985): a malleable past 

One of the early founders of the study of contested cultural heritage is professor David Lowenthal. By 

connecting anthropology, sociology, history, archaeology and heritage he laid the groundwork for 

studies on remembering, preservation studies, history and heritage (although of course he was 

ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IƻōǎōŀǿƴΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ƻƴ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ мфуоύ.  In 1985 he 

published an unprecedented and ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ōƻƻƪ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩΦ This title was 

based on the first paragraph of the novel ΨǘƘŜ Dƻ-ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΩ ōȅ [ΦtΦ IŀǊǘƭŜȅΥ Ψthe past is a foreign 

country, they do things differently ǘƘŜǊŜΩ (Hartley 1953 in Lowenthal 1985). In a major work of almost 

500 pages, Lowenthal explains how history, memory and heritage reveal the past but also create the 

past that we want. It is thus malleable (Lowenthal 1985).     

 Thirteen years later, in 1998, he published a successor called ΨǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘage crusade and the 

ǎǇƻƛƭǎ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩ, in which he addressed the effects of heritage. He writes that its popularity can both 

bring benefits and harm, that it can trigger possessive rivalry, and that there is a distinction between 

history and heritage. History is an effort to learn what happened in the past, and heritage borrows 

from this and then tailors it to present-day purposes ό[ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭ мффуύΦ άYet history too is a heritage. 

The history we normally accept without demur stems from seldom-tested faith in the cumulative 

probity of historians, even when we know their chronicles were forged- often trumpeted- in the 

crucible of self-ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ ό[ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭ мффуΣ ȄƛύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

is written by the ǾƛŎǘƻǊǎΩΣ or at least by its survivors.     

Although over twenty years have passed since ΨǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŎǊǳǎŀŘŜΩ appeared, both works are well-

respected, often cited and relevant up to this day. Ψ¢ƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎΩ 

perceptions of the past.  The phenomena described by Lowenthal are tested and demonstrated in 

Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ Ŝǎǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ Ψ/ƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩΣ 

edited by Helaine Silverman (Silverman 2011). The books are of a general nature, contain lots of 

cases studies but do not focus on a particular region. ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ΨǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŎǊǳǎŀŘŜΩ ŦƻǊƳ ŀ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ōŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ difficult heritage in any context. In this thesis, 

it is used as a theoretical foundation in studying the relationship between Albanians and their 

Communist history, and the role that heritage plays in this. Below, a few elements from these books 

have been chosen, to which the fieldwork for this thesis is reflected. Lƴ ΨǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅϥΣ 

Lowenthal (1985, XIX-XX) widely describes three main phenomena which explain how the past is 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩΣ 

ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩ. They will be elaborated on below. Ψ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ 

Then follows a section on heritage, which is considered one of the tools for changing the past, which 

is malleable.  
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2.2.1 Remembering the past 

Lowenthal explains that the past can both enrich and impoverish us, and people can either embrace 

or shun it. The past can have benefits, but also fears and drawbacks. Sometimes people can feel 

nostalgia for childhood and early life, in which they embrace imagined pasts. For others, άto endure 

present life we may want to forget or obliterate a malign or traumatic heritage. A glorious heritage 

Ƴŀȅ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳΣ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ŜȄǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƻ ǊƛǾŀƭ ƛǘέ (Lowenthal 1985, xx). 

This quote explains that the past can be numbing: it can withhold a variety of narratives that 

together would form a more realistic truth about the past. Dealing with a difficult past can be 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ άWe mainly idealize or demonize the past not as a foreign country, but as close kin to 

our own present-Řŀȅ ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΦέ (Lowenthal 1998, ix). However, Lowenthal writes, unlike historians 

have long believed, human nature was not the same in the past, and άŘŜƴƛȊŜƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜǎ 

thought and acted in ways and for reasons unlike our ownέ (Lowenthal 1998, ix).  

In addition to this, Mondale (1994, 20) contributes by saying that άǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǘ 

different stages in life. For youngsters, the past is what happened to other people. Adolescents are 

likely to rebel against an immediate past and perhaps idealize a past beyond their memories. Middle-

aged people tend to put the past off to one side. The elderly- and there are more of us all the time- 

tend to sift through memories, increasingly as they age, often as a means of connecting a blurring 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǾƛǾƛŘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦέ This adds to a further variety of reflecting 

on the past. 

A relevant article on dealing with a difficult past in the specific context of eastern Europe is written 

by professor Mitja Velikonja (2009). He made an analysis of the way post-socialist countries deal with 

the communist past.  The transitional stage in which Albania is at the moment, with its difficult 

political and economic situation, is not unique to Albanians alone. The transition from Communism 

to democracy might have happened later for Albania than for former Yugoslavia, they underwent 

similar processes. And these processes do not run smoothly. Velikonja ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǎǘ-

sƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ άƻǇŜƴŜŘ ŀ tŀƴŘƻǊŀΩǎ ōƻȄ ƻŦ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎέ (Velikonja 2009, 537). He describes 

negative processes such as the demolition of the welfarŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ΨǘǳǊōƻ-ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

injustices, re-patriarchalisation, re-ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΦ άNot one 

post-socialist country, not even the most successful, was spared such negative consequences, their 

ƳŀƭƛƎƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅΦέ (Vilikonja 2009, 537). Velikonjas divides the relations of 

Eastern Europeans with their Communist past into four categories: anti-nostalgia, amnesia, historical 

revisionism and nostalgia.          

 With anti-nostalgia he means renunciation: ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ άNew 

ideologies such as nationalism, liberal democracy, the free market, and consumerism are created and 

developed on the basis of a complete condemnation of everything that came before. We hear angry 

words about the Communist Reich, decades of terror, culture of death, terrible years, bloodthirsty 

tyrants, red beast of CommunismΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜΦέ (Velikonja 2009, 537).  In many former Communist 

Eastern Bloc countries, the heritage of Communism however is highlighting the negative and 

ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀǎ ΨŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΩΣ ΨŘƛǎǎƻƴŀƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƴǿŀƴǘŜŘΩ όLŀŎƻƴƻ ŀƴŘ Yšƭƭƛœƛ нлмрύΦ 

Iacono and Këlliçi (2015) describe that in the process of shaping memories, these theories are 

centred around the experience of trauma.        

 Amnesia ignores everything that happened before the fall of Communism, as if it never 
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ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ άHere arise the familiar metaphors of the spring of nations, democratic awakening, or the 

ƴŜǿ ǎǘŀǊǘΦέ (Velikonja 2009, 537).         

 Historical revisionism fully reinterprets the socialist past (Velikonja 2009), by blaming it fully 

on a particular phenomenon or individual, or by framing it in a particular narrative. άτfor example, 

as something merely imposed by the Soviets, or by a fistful of local Bolsheviks, terrorizing the 

ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦέ (Velikonja 2009, 537).        

 Nostalgia is uncritical and glorifies the past, despite reality. This links to what Lowenthal 

(1985) wrote about embracing the past. Nostalgia is a recurrent theme in the study of post-socialist 

memory. In fact, it can be seen for every severe period of repression. Iacono and Këlliçi (2015) write 

that in Albania, historians and cultural experts recognise a sentiment of nostalgia for certain aspects 

of life during the regime. Although anti-nostalgia and nostalgia sound contradictory, their 

coexistence is rather common (Iacono and Këlliçi 2015). They argue that because Communism still 

ΨƘŀǳƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ, studies on unwanted heritage and post-

Communist nostalgia have run parallel (Iacono and Këlliçi 2015, 102). After studying IƻȄƘŀΩǎ 

Piramida in Tirana, they conclude that άƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ώΦΦΦϐ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 

that cannot be pigeonholed into an all-enŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΦέ (Iacono and 

Këlliçi 2015, 112). There can also be fond memories. 

2.2.2 Changing the past 

ά²e change what has come down to usέ (Lowenthal 1985, xix). People change the narrative of the 

past and their memories, which effects society and ourselves. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƻur recollections and 

our surroundings make us aware of the past, and [...] ǿŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ. (Lowenthal 

1985, xix). Lowenthal (1985) describes the ways in which we become informed about the past. ά¢ƘŜ 

past itself is gone ς all that survives are its material residues and the accounts of those who 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƛǘέ (Lowenthal 1985, xxii). This means, according to his theory, that there is no absolute 

evidence about how the past ocurred. What survives lives in books and in our heads, which is already 

a selection that will be altered over time (Lowenthal 1985). Perhaps it is already altered. ά¢ƘŜǊŜ can 

be no certainty that the past ever existed, let alone in the form we now conceive it, but sanity and 

ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘΦέ (Lowenthal 1985, xxii). He describes that memory shapes 

personal identity, the links between personal and communal memory, that different types of 

memory allow us access to the past, that there is a power of forgetting, and that time changes 

existing memories, and invents new ones (Lowenthal 1985). 

Memories are changed when they are revised (Lowenthal 1985). Lowenthal (1985, 206) explains that 

the past is not a fixed given, but that άrecollections are malleable and flexible; what seems to have 

happened undergoes continual change.έ When certain memories are raised in light of particular 

events, they are reinterpreted in the context of these events and present need (Lowenthal 1985). 

άWe remould the past for reasons ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎέ (Lowenthal 1985, xxiii). This remoulding, 

ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀƭƭŜŀōƭŜ ǇŀǎǘΩΣ is necessary. άWithout a past that is malleable as well as generously preserved, 

the present will lack models to inspire it and the future be deprived of a lifeline to its past. (Lowenthal 

1985, 411). However, according to Mondale (1994), it is also always problematic. It is therefore 

crucial to be self-critical and self-reflective when decisions have to be made about what should be 

remembered, and what can be forgotten. She describes that specific pasts to preserve have to be 

selected: άǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŜ ŀ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǿŜ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ ²Ŝ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ƳǳǎǘΣ ǘƻ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦέ (Mondale 1994, 15). However, this is (or 
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should be) built from constant negotiations with all stakeholders (Mondale 1994). If not, it is 

imaginable that groups of people feel ignored, or that decisions are based on an incomplete set of 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƘŜ ǿŀǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭǎƻΥ άhur pasts have consequences: if we celebrate a meretricious 

(deceptive) ǇŀǎǘΣ ǿŜ ŎƘŜŀǇŜƴ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ όMondale 1994, 15). Barbara Bender (1992) writes 

something similar: freezing the past and embracing nostalgia neutralises the politics that are involved 

with the creation of that past.  

Lowenthal distinguishes history from heritage: history studies growing pasts and heritage clarifies 

this past and links it with contemporary purposes (Lowenthal 1998). IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜŀŎƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩ of 

what happened in the past and heritage is what the past means to a society today. It is often 

narrated for a beneficial purpose. He sees a large gap between the two schools of thought. Some of 

his critics argue that they have a common cause, but Lowenthal (1998) doubts this possibility in a 

world of mass-entertainment, and the fact that most of the history that is learned in schoolbooks is 

taken from heritage sources. άLn most school texts, history remains one-dimensional even where 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎȅ ƛǎ ǊŀƳǇŀƴǘΦέ (Lowenthal 1998, 117). Lowenthal (1998) does stress thŀǘ άthe two 

enterprises are inextricably conjoinedέ (Lowenthal 1998, xi), because history cannot be studied 

without passion or personal interest, and heritage cannot disregard history because it must be 

believable. However, he says, it is important to notice that their intents differ. He argues that history 

constantly inspects and reflects on the past, while adapting when truths get outdated. However, 

heritage shapes the past, which makes it inflexible and steers it in such a way that it benefits society 

and identity of a particular individual or people. It is not reflective: άheritage is held to fossilize, to 

preclude ambivalence, to tolerate no doubtsέ (Lowenthal 1998, 88). άHistorical faith is instilled in 

school [...], textbooks are not to be questioned. (Lowenthal 1998, 116). Lowenthal (1998) stresses the 

gap and argues that heritage shapes history into a certain truth that does not always co-align with 

the complex processes that in reality happened. And this happens everywhere in many different 

ways. 

Heritage and history may differ in purpose, both are equally vital. A balance must be existent in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦ άWe need to 

understŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜǎ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǳǎ ώΧϐ ǘƻ ǊŀǾŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǿery act of revering it and to censure 

others for faults equally our own. Yet we should also realize that in thus corrupting we also enhance 

the spoils of history, breathing new life into them for ourselves and our inheritors by fabricating 

ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŜǿΦέ  (Lowenthal 1998, xvi). 

 

2.3 The tool of heritage in the malleable past  

Heritage plays an  important role in the malleable past, because it impacts countless realms of 

contemporary life (Lowenthal 1998). ά¢ƘŜ ǎǇƻƛƭǎ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƭƛŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎέ (Lowenthal 1998, xvi). 

IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛŎ ŎǊŜŘƻǎΩΣ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŀŎƘǊƻƴƛǎƳǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŜǊǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜƭǳǎƻǊȅ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ƻŦ 5ƛǎƴŜȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǉǳŀōōƭŜǎ of rival claimants to relics and 

ŜƳōƭŜƳǎΩ ό[ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭ мффуΣ ȄǾƛύΦ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ determines what is worth preserving and what can be 

destroyed or thrown away, and thus what narratives are worth telling, and which are not. Heritage 

has the power to both celebrate victory and consecrate loss (1998).  However, άǘƘŜ legacies of victors 

are proǘŜŀƴΣ ώΦΦΦϐǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀŎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƭǘŜǊ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΦέ (Lowenthal 1998, 68). 
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In a way, heritage explains how we feel and validates how we act (Lowenthal 1998). Lowenthal 

όмффуΣ ȄǾƛύ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƛǘ άa menacing minefield as well as a nourishing mŀǊǾŜƭέΦ It plays a role in national 

identity, in our relationships with our ancestors, offspring and neighbours and it makes us feel rooted 

(Lowenthal 1998). However, it also plays a role in national conflict, in racism, in genetic determinism, 

global theft and illicit trade (Lowenthal 1998). It can be oppressive, defeatist and decadent 

(Lowenthal 1998). It guides museum and commemorative policy and decisions on repatriation. It 

creates the story about the past, which is taught to youth and outsiders.   

 Lowenthal (1998) abundantly speaks of the battle between history and heritage, that many 

critics argue that heritage would be biased and influenced and that history is more ΨtrueΩ. Yet, the 

positive power of heritage is hardly described. When dealt with in a noble manner, heritage can be 

powerful and even stimulate processing a traumatic memory within a country. Re-signification of 

material heritage, for example, can assist in confronting the past (Eaton and Roshi 2011). However, 

indeed, when abused, it can be dangerous. Lowenthal (1998) explains that when the benefits of the 

Ǉŀǎǘ ŀǊŜ ƘȅǇŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ άheritage by its very nature excites partisan 

extremesέ (Lowenthal 1998, xiv).  ! ǊŜŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƻǊ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ Ŧƛƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘs, but 

glamorizes narrow nationalism (Lowenthal 1998). άVainglory vindicates victors and solaces the 

vanquished, justifying jingoism (chauvinism) and inflaming partisan zeal.έ (Lowenthal 1998, xiv). This 

means that if abused by people in power, heritage can reaffirm the position of the winners and 

consolidate those who lost, while justifying chauvinism and the vain of extreme ideas.   

 !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ [ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭ όмффуΣ туύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άhistory is still mostly 

written by the winners. But heritage increasingly belongs to the losers. Even victors now aspire to a 

ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ŘŜŦŜŀǘΦέ The memory of traumatic events keeps the past in the present. He explains that 

ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƳƛǎŜǊȅ ŦƻǊƎŜǎ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ōƻƴŘǎέ (Lowenthal 1998, 

74). It also can evoke sympathy, which can again be beneficial and problematic, when abused: 

άAtroŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǳƴƛǘȅ ōǳǘ ǘƻ Ŝƴƭƛǎǘ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘȅέ 

(Lowenthal 1998, 75). 

Lowenthal also explains the relation between individual and collective legacies. άAt first yours or 

mine, heritage soon becomes inherently collective. We share what we inherit among colleagues and 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƛǘƘǎΦ ώΧΦϐ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƴƎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀǘŜ ōǳǘ ƻǾŜǊlapping 

legacies; allegiance compels painful choices. Personal bequests conflict with collective patrimonies 

ŀƭǎƻ ŀǘ ƻŘŘǎΦ ώΧϐ 9ŀŎƘ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƛȄŜŘ ŀǘ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻǊ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ ŎƘƻǎŜƴΣ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜǎ ƻǳǊ ŦŜŀƭǘȅΦ 

Choices among personal and collective legacies varȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦέ (Lowenthal 1998, 

55). Collective roots and private interests or personal legacies can both struggle in comparison to 

each other (Lowenthal 1998). Lowenthal gives the example of rebel youth and rugged individuals in 

the United States, who prioritise being self-made over tradition, society of family. On the other hand,  

personal legacies and collective heritage can also go hand in hand, such as in the elite in Britain 

(Lowenthal 1998). The dominance of either collective or private heritage can bring benefits and 

drawbacks. A danger can emerge when collective narratives cancel out individual perspectives, but 

also when there is no communality and shared memories of a space.     

 When a heritage is collective, it is often managŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎΥ άPopulism 

notwithstanding, heritage normally goes with privilege: elites usually own it, control access to it, and 

ordain its public image. That heritage still buttresses elite perquisites strikes some as monstrƻǳǎΦέ 

(Lowenthal 1998, 90).   
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Material cultural heritage 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ [ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ as a broad concept is focused specifically on material 

heritage. Iacono (2018) explains that with fast revolutionary changes, the past and its heritage are 

very important in laying a foundation for new value systems, and new social relationships. This also 

applies to material heritage. After all, heritage is a broad concept that encompasses many different 

aspects of memory and legacy, tangible and intangible. Material cultural heritage can exist of objects, 

buildings and landscapes. This type of heritage can be powerful because it is the only visual reminder 

of the past. ά¢ƘŜ ǎǇƻƛƭǎ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƭƛŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎέ (Lowenthal 1998, xvi), in a literal way. Interactions 

with this visuŀƭ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ΨǊŜŀŘŀōƭŜΩ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦŜŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ 

time, and what it reminds them of. Destruction, re-signification (Eaton and Roshi 2014) or 

abandonment can thus be very expressive acts.  Furthermore, it can serve as a tool in explaining 

what happened, and to make sure it is remembered. As mentioned above, άour recollections and our 

ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ώΦΦΦϐ ǿŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ. (Lowenthal 1985, 

xix). Lowenthal (1985) says that the past only survives in books and in our heads, but it also survives 

in buildings and objects. They can be useful in teaching foreigners or younger generations  that did 

not experienced this time what happened and what should be remembered.  About this, Lowenthal 

(1985, 269-271) writes that ά!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎƘŀǊǇŜƴŜŘ ōȅ ǎƛƎƴǎ 

telling where it is and what it was. Markers celebrating this relic or forbidding access to that one 

profoundly influence what we make of them. Even the least conspicuous sign on the most dramatic 

site affects how history is experienced. [...] Mere recognition thus transforms the visible past. 

Identifying and classifying may tell us much about relics but often occludes our view of them, 

sacrificing communion ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƻ ŦŀŎǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ He ŀƭǎƻ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άshowing off the past is the 

common result of identifying it. Labelling a relic affirms its historical significance; displaying it 

ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛǘǎ ŀǇǇŜŀƭέ (Lowenthal 1985, 271). He thus states that the way material heritage is 

presented or conserved, influences the way history is perceived.     

 Material heritage can become contested when it belongs to a traumatic period of time and 

often when there is a variety of stakeholders. It has the power to misrepresent an era, or highlight 

only certain elements, on purpose or by accident. It can also steer the narrative that is being told in 

the way the building or object is restored or maintained in favour of particular groups. Throughout 

history, all over the world, this has been a recurring form of abuse. It is thus certainly contributing to 

the malleable past.  

 

2.4 Studying the malleable past of Albania 

The theory described above indicates the complexity in which the past can be reflected on and dealt 

with. The past is malleable: what happened factually can be and is reinterpreted over time. 

(Material) heritage can play an important role in this. These issues are studied in the case study of 

Albania, where the Communist history is recent and has not been processed yet. It is therefore an 

interesting country to study these phenomena. Eaton and Roshi (2014) speak of various Communist 

ǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǘƘŀǘ bƻǊŀ όмфуфύ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀǎ Ψ[ƛŜǳȄ ŘŜ ƳŞƳƻƛǊŜΩΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

Spaç), central Shkodra, the castle of Gjirokastër, the Communist pyramid in Tirana, the city plans of 

socialist cities, άand defensive works, such as the hundreds of thousands of mushroom pillboxes or 

nuclear bunkers  [...].έ (Eaton and Roshi 2014, 315). Many of these sites have survived, sometimes as 

ruins. However, they still have a powerful significance and a way to address them has not been 
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decided yet. This thesis aims to understand how the communist past in Albania is malleable and/or 

fossilized, and in which direction it is being shaped, by studying contemporary processes in the 

creation of narratives about this history. This is done by looking at individual memories, social or 

political programmes, by private or state museums and the management of Communist sites, 

particularly bunkers. Is there a power of forgetting (Lowenthal 1985)? Are the results from 

(mis)management problematic, as described by Mondale (1994)? Does re-signification assist in 

confronting the past? Who benefits from the remoulding of the past? Is history written by the 

winners or the losers?          

 The first empirical chapter concerns both remembering the past and changing the past. It will 

be studied if ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ΨŜƴǊƛŎƘŜǎ ƻǊ ƛƳǇƻǾŜǊƛǎƘŜǎΩ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜŘ ƻǊ ǎƘǳƴƴŜŘ 

(Lowenthal 1985). It is also studied whether the heritage of Communism is individual or collective, 

and whether individual and collective legacies struggle in comparison to each other. The theory of 

Velikonja on feelings towards this past (anti-nostalgia, amnesia, historical revisionism and nostalgia) 

will be studied in the findings from the interviews in this thesis. That different stages in life (Mondale 

1994) have influence on the interpretation of heritage, is also something that will be studied.  Finally, 

it will be researched how the past is transferred and taught to future generations, and how the past 

is accessed. These three elements all influence the malleable past in Albania.    

 The second chapter focuses on the efforts to address the past by looking at heritage. As 

Lowenthal (1998) describes, heritage directs the past for contemporary purposes. Whether this 

steering takes place, and in what way, will become more clear though studying the phenomena of 

how heritage is treated now in Tirana. It is studies whether heritage iǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨǎŜƭŦ-

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

(Mondale 1994). Is a division between heritage and history visible? The perspectives that are 

conserved and ignored will come to light in this chapter.     

 The third chapter uses the same theory as the second chapter, but will focus specifically on 

bunkers. Bunkers are the most abundant Communist material heritage in the Albanian landscape. Is 

there a difference between the treatment of Communist heritage in general, and of bunkers? Does 

this material heritage reflect the way people are remembering Communism? 
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3. Methodology 
This thesis is based on a literature study and a qualitative fieldwork period of two months in Tirana 

and its surroundings. The choice for this approach was made in line with the aim of the research: to 

look at bunkers and other Communist heritage in order to describe the complex variety of 

perspectives, narratives and processes around the communist past in Albania. Ethnographic 

fieldwork methods enabled me to understand complex processes and perspectives. The combination 

of informal, semi-structured and unstructured interviews, observations and a literature study 

assured method triangulation: by using two or more study methods, the design of the research is 

strengthened and the ability to interpret findings increased (Thurmond 2001). The results of the 

ethnographic fieldwork are based on 18 unstructured/semi-structured interviews and 22 informal 

interviews. Observations were held throughout the entire research period, which included many site 

visits of bunkers and museums. 

 

3.1  Respondents 

The respondents for this research were sampled through two methods: convenience sampling and 

snowball sampling. Before leaving for fieldwork, it was difficult to find an entrance into the Albanian 

society. Therefore, I seized the opportunities that were available. The snowballing method proved 

very useful here, and this allowed the planning of seven interviews in the first two weeks of arrival in 

Tirana. These were also achieved through e-mails to museums and organisations, sent in advance to 

the fieldwork. Once in Albania, respondents became more easy to find. Because I was not able to 

speak Albanian, almost all interviews were held in English. Two were held in Albanian with a 

translator, and in a few informal conversations Italian was spoken, since this is a language that many 

Albanians speak to a certain level because of the vicinity of Italy, and the influence it has on !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩǎ 

popular culture. One interview was surprisingly held in Dutch. Many respondents lived abroad during 

their youth or during their studies. For a few respondents, this was the Netherlands.  

 Almost everyone was willing to cooperate when asked. The advantage of this research topic 

was that it concerns everyone, and therefore everyone was interesting to speak with on this topic. 

On the other hand, this was also a difficulty: sometimes decisions had to be made who to speak with 

and who not to speak with. In one moment of the research, respondents became too many to 

process. 

It was in the interest of the study to sample a large variety of people, with different backgrounds, 

ages and perspectives (as far as possible considering the language barrier). A distinction could also be 

ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ two 

journalists, one television presenter, a retired English teacher, an unemployed woman, a retired 

military man and seven people working different tourism branches. The informal interviews also fall 

under this category. The expert interviews were held with an ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΩΣ ǘǿƻ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ όŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜύ, a museum director, a 

zoologist and a heritage specialist who also was a former prisoner during Communism.  

 It is particularly important to notice the relevance of age in this research. Since the 

Communist regime fell in 1991, everyone under the age of 28 has not lived during the Communist 
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regime. !ƭǎƻΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ плΩǎ ƘŀŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ слΩǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 

memories differed greatly from adult memories. The age categories of respondents were: 20-30 (3), 

30-40 (4), 40-50 (6), 50-60 (1),  60-70 (2) and 70-80 (2). Some of the ages are an estimation. 

Unfortunately, no respondents from under 20 years old were interviewed, because the relevance of 

this was realised too late during the fieldwork period. The list of all interviewees with more detail can 

be found in appendix 1. 

 

3.2 Methods 

Site visits and observation                     

Overall, observations enabled me to become aware of certain processes or phenomena that were 

not spoken of during interviews. This was also the case to become aware about contemporary social 

problems. An example were the mentalities towards the many protests in Tirana. Furthermore, and 

important element of this study was the study of material aspects. Therefore many site visits were 

made. Observations were held in locations such as museums, statues, monuments and bunkers. The 

findings were all written down soon after or during observations, and also became field notes. 

Photography was a very important tool in this fieldwork method. Site visits of museums, statues and 

monuments were held in Tirana and Gjirokastër, a small city in the south of the country which is the 

birth town of Enver Hoxha. Site visits of bunkers were held mainly in the environment of Tirana.

 In museums, it was observed what story is being told about Communism. Hereby attention 

was paid to the way objects were displayed, whether information was given and if so, what it said 

and in which languages, and what kind of atmosphere was created. At the national history museum, 

for example, the only exhibition on Communism focused on crimes and terror. It was one of the few 

rooms where photography was not allowed, and the dark sides of the period were portrayed 

strongly. At statues and monuments, it was observed whether and how people interacted with them, 

looked at them or spoke of them. For bunkers the same was done, with the addition of a study of 

their contemporary use. It was closely studied what the bunkers seemed to be used for, by 

registering traces of human presence. This could be garbage, graffiti, stored materials, etcetera.  

Since the fall of the regime the number of bunkers in Albania is decreasing fast. Many have 

disappeared or are covered up. However, we still find them in abundant numbers in formerly 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǿ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜryday landscape. A selection of the 

bunkers that were observed during the fieldwork period are indicated on figure 1. Included were the 

bunkers in the center of Tirana: at first sight only .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1, .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 and the memorial park were 

noted, but later also better hidden bunkers were noted. These included a small mushroom bunker in 

the courtyard of the Rogner hotel, one in the pavement of a main street, one in a river bedding and 

multiple small ones in the cemetery of Sharres, in the southwest of Tirana. There was also a tunnel in 

the garden of the House of Leaves2 and many small mushroom bunkers on Mount Dajti, a hill close to 

the city centre. Villages surrounding Tirana have private properties that use bunkers for farming 

purposes. At Kepi i Rodonit, a small peninsula north of Durres, popular amongst Albanians for its 

natural beauty, a row of large tunnel bunkers look out over the sea, and many small ones are seen 

ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƪƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀŎƘΦ hƴ ΨōǳƴƪŜǊ ōŜŀŎƘΩΣ ǘǿƻ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ǘǳƴƴŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ 
                                                             
2 The museum of Secret Surveillance in the center of Tirana. 
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restaurants and for storage. When leaving Tirana to the harbour city of Durres, many small bunkers 

lay alongside the road in private properties and between apartment buildings. In the harbour of 

Durres many bunkers can be seen, both on land and in the water. All were mushroom bunkers (large 

and small), mostly lying abandoned in the landscape as well.    

 

            Figure 1: map with indicated site visits of bunkers (a selection)                   

(Source: application maps.me, downloaded map of Albania, own added pins) 

Literature study               

The fieldwork period was accompanied by desk research, which happened before and after the 

ethnographic study. Prior research enabled me to be more prepared in the field and in advance be 

aware of existing issues and topics. A literature study after the fieldwork was done to clarify 

observed phenomena and place it into a theoretical framework. The literature included mainly 

primary and secondary sources, but also a few news articles and a social media study.  

Unstructured and semi-structured interviewing           

Both unstructured and semi-structured interviews were held during the fieldwork period. In 

particular meetings, it was difficult to tell the two apart. An interview could go in both directions 

according to the nature or tendency of the interviewee. Therefore, they are described together in 

this section.            

 Unstructured interviewing allowed me to have free conversations with the respondents, but 

with a clear plan kept in mind (Bernard 2011). I haŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

had the freedom to open up and express themselves in their own way and in their own pace 
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(Bernard 2011). This method was mainly used with respondents that could be met more than once. 

Unstructured interviewing gave a lot of insight into the perspective of the respondent and clearly 

showed what he or she was passionate or felt strongly about. These interviews were often longer 

than the semi-structured interviews.        

 For most of the respondents that could only be met once, and with a limited amount of time, 

I chose a semi-structured interviewing method.  This allows the respondents to take the lead, but it 

was ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ  ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƎǳƛŘŜΥ άa written list of questions and topics that need to be covered in a 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƻǊŘŜǊέ (Bernard 2011, 158). This was necessary because one can make sure not to forget to 

address certain important topics thought of ahead. For each respondent the list of questions was 

adapted. An  example of this interview guide can be found in appendix 1. 

Often it was not clear beforehand how much time the respondent would have, and what the 

respondent expected from the interview. In prior contact, I ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΩΣ 

ΨŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻŦŦŜŜΩΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ 

atmosphere which usually led to people opening up more and feeling comfortable. This also fitted 

best with the style of interviewing. The interviews were always prepared with an interview guide, yet 

throughout the interview I would decide whether to use it or not. Depending on how easily the 

respondent started talking, and in which directions this went, I decided to take an unstructured or 

semi-structured approach. This flexibility was fruitful because often, when the respondents spoke 

freely for a while without interrupting them with questions, they would become more personal after 

a while. Most of the interviews lasted one to one and a half hour.  

The majority of the 18 interviews were planned a few days in advance, but some were spontaneous 

by seizing opportunities on particular moments. In most cases, the interviews were recorded, except 

for a handful in which I sensed it would not improve the quality of the interview, or when it would 

make the respondent uncomfortable. 

Interviewing techniques 

During some interviews, certain techniques were used to put the respondent at ease, or to receive 

more information on a particular topic. For example, upon meeting a respondent, I would always 

start with a brief, friendly conversation about something positive before getting on-topic. Attention 

was paid to giving respondents the space to talk freely, but also to interrupt them when the 

conversation was going in an unrelated direction for too long.  Usually, I lead the conversation only a 

little to define the content: άΧget people on to a topic of interest and get out of the way. Let the 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ (Bernard 2011, 160). Another 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻƻƭ ǿŀǎ ΨǇǊƻōƛƴƎΩΥ ά[the stimulating of] a respondent to produce more information, without 

ƛƴƧŜŎǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƻƴƭȅ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀέ 

(Bernard 2011, 161). Many different types of probing exist (Bernard 2011), a few of which proved 

useful during this fieldwork. The first was the silent probe, in which I quietly waited  for a respondent 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻŘΣ ǎŀȅ ΨƘƳƘƳΩ ƻǊ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ƘƛƳ ƻǊ 

her the time to think. Not everyone talked as easily or fast as others. Some respondents opened up 

fast and others slow or not at all. This was a very important probe to keep this in mind: to give 

people time. An affirmative sound was also a form of probing: nodding along sometimes helped the 

respondent to feel more motivated to continue (Bernard 2011). It was hereby important to stay 
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engaged and look at the informants while doing so. Another form of probing that was used was 

ΨŜŎƘƻƛƴƎΩΥ ǇŀǊŀǇƘǊŀǎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǊŜǇŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ōȅ ŀǎƪƛng an open 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŀƭƭȅΚΩΣ ΨǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΚΩΣ ƻǊ ΨƘƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΚΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ 

ensured the respondent that what they said w as interesting and gave more insight in what the 

respondent was truly thinking or feeling about a subject. Then there was ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻōŜΩ to 

break the ice. This consisted of asking a long broad question, to receive a longer and broader answer. 

Then, later in the interview one can become more specific. This is also called ŀ Ψgrand tour questionΩ 

(Spradley 1979 in Bernard 2011, 163). This was sometimes ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇŜƴƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ 

the respondent choose the direction in which to talk, according to his or her frame of reference. This 

sometimes gave valuable insights. 

Informal interviewing   

Informal interviewing was another important ethnographic fieldwork method that was frequently 

used during the research. Some of them were already held before leaving for fieldwork, by talking to 

people that have travelled to or lived in Albania. They provided prior insight into the country. They 

also provided the start of the snowballing sampling method, since I could use a part of their network 

to start finding respondents in Albania. During the fieldwork itself it also proved to be very practical 

on spontaneous encounters with people. Although these informal conversations lack structure or 

control, they were useful for me to settle in, to get a feel about certain topics and to ά[...] uncover 

ƴŜǿ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘέ (Bernard 2011, 156). I followed the 

conversations closely and wrote down the findings afterwards, as soon as possible. These became 

field notes. Altogether, 22 informal interviews were held, most of which lasted 15-30 minutes. There 

were some exceptions that lasted much longer, one to three hours. Informal interviews often 

happened by chance. 

 

3.3 Data analysis 

Most of the interviews were recorded. They have all been transcribed, which was largely done in 

Tirana and partly in Wageningen. Subsequently, the findings were analysed by coding the findings 

into categories that were in accordance with created categories and chapters/sections of the thesis. 

This enabled the large amount of information to be already divided over the right sections. Having 

this information together, the findings were subtracted, filtered and written down. The main codes 

that were used are indicated in table 1 on the next page. 
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Background Communism Bunkers practically Bunkers in a larger 

picture 

Politics  

¶ Nobody is 
happy 

¶ Everyone 
leaves 

¶ Communism is 
not over: the 
same people in 
parliament 

¶ Balkan spring 
 

Visions on Communism 

¶ The youth does not care 

¶ Differences in generations 

¶ It has not yet been 
processed 

¶ Lǘ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ 

¶ Optimism 

¶ It was a bad time. And it 
still is. 

¶ There is no trust. 

¶ Painful subject 

¶ We are just starting the 
conversations. 

¶ People ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦ  

Communist bunkers 

¶ History of bunkers 

¶ Memory of bunkers 

¶ Locations of bunkers 

¶ How many bunkers 

¶ Types of bunkers 

¶  How common are bunkers? 
 

Bunkers are symbolic 

(Dark) tourism 

Commercialisation 

Heritage is not part of 

the political agenda, 

nor of the interest of 

youth  

Changing the layout of 

the city, but nothing 

real 

Communist 

heritage  

¶ In Tirana 

¶ Outside Tirana 

Types of remeniscing 

¶ Nostalgia 

¶ Anti-nostalgia 

¶ Amnesia 

¶ Historical revisionism 

¶ The youth does not 
understand Communism 

What is happening to them  

¶ Abandonment 

¶ Reuse 

¶ Projects 

¶ Destruction 
 

Museums 

¶ .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 

¶ .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 

¶ Cold war tunnel in 
Gjirokastër 

Albanian 

identity 

 

¶ Poverty 

¶ Religion 

 What is thought of them 

¶ Not an item 

¶ There are too many 

¶ Painful association 

¶ Waste of money 

¶ Should be kept: history and 
identity 

¶ Useful for contemporary 
purposes 

¶ Good for tourism (tourist 
views on bunkers) 

¶ Bunkers are identity 

Destruction 

¶ For (urban) 
development 

¶ For iron 

History:  

¶ 1997 

¶ Memories from 
Communism 

¶ Historical 
explanations 

 
They should be kept 

¶ It is our identity 

¶ They are useful 

¶ Bunkers and biodiversity 

¶ Bunkers for tourism 

 

  Ownership issues  

Table 1: the main codes used to analyse the fieldwork data. 
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3.4 Ethical considerations 

While interviewing respondents, a few ethical considerations were taken into account. For any 

researcher, it is important to be reflexive during fieldwork. This was particularly important during this 

research, since the topic addressed an emotional post-conflict situation that I was not personally 

familiar with. Reflexivity results in more objective findings and reduces the risk of harming 

interviewees. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Ψ5ƻ ƴƻ ƘŀǊƳκŘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƎƻƻŘΩ ōȅ DƻƻŘƘŀƴŘ όнлллύΦ !ƴȅ 

potential for physical or emotional harm to participants had to be avoided, during the fieldwork as 

well as during the writing of the thesis, and after submission and presentation. It was always asked 

whether the meeting could be recorded. At the end of each interview, I asked whether the name of 

the respondent could be used, for informed consent. This was usually the case, except for three 

respondents who wanted to see the text before approving. This has been respected. Furthermore, 

upon interviewing anyone, the reason for the study was always explained and that it was a master 

thesis. It was always made sure that the respondents were comfortable, and that they could 

withdraw from the research whenever they wanted. This was never necessary, but when a 

respondent became uncomfortable about a topic I made sure not to ask further. This was both to 

protect the interviewees, and to not obstruct future research. However, emotions themselves did 

not have to obstruct the research: they were sometimes important empirical data (Diphoorn 2012). 

Both the emotions of the informant and the researcher can provide a deeper understanding of the 

research setting (Diphoorn 2012). This was the case in multiple interviews, when respondents 

became fierce about particular topics of injustice. It was hereby easy to be drawn into these 

emotions. However, it was always attempted not to fully lose sight of the objectiveness of the 

research when sharing the emotions of participants. When this was not achieved during the 

research, it was reflected upon afterwards to not steer the research and data collection too much 

into that emotion.         

 Furthermore, I always made clear to be interested in the opinions and observations of the 

interviewee. It was sometimes noted by respondents that they did not know enough of the subject 

to help me along. In these cases, they were reassured, and explained why their opinions were truly 

interesting and valuable to the research, and that I was trying to learn from them (Bernard 2011). At 

the end of each  interview I would always thank the respondent for his or her time. Often, I was 

thanked in return for the interest.        

 Finally, Giddens (1982) wrote ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ ƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎǎΩ, which 

means that the data collected by a researcher is ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

interpretation. When a translator is used, there is even a third interpretation. Therefore, the 

formulation of information never comes directly from the source. For this reason, I always tried to 

record an interview when possiōƭŜΣ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ 

However, data is never fully objective (Giddens 1982). Also, as a researcher, it is unavoidable to be 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ and bias. One can only be as objective as one is aware of this 

bias. Coming from a different country, with values that are not 1:1 applicable to Albania, it was 

impossible to not be surprised or moved by certain statements or events. However, these personal 

feelings were always written down in field notes to be aware of the way one was influenced by the 

research setting.  
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3.5 Limitations and strengths 

Limitations 

The most important limitation of this research was language. In preparation of the fieldwork I 

practiced Albanian in an online course and at the start of the fieldwork I practiced it on a daily basis. 

This enabled me to have a very basic understanding of certain phrases and words. However, it was 

not possible to engage in a more elaborate conversation with a non-English/Italian speaker. This has 

influenced the type of respondents that participated in the research. All interviews were held in 

English, except for two which were held in Albanian with two different translators. Italian was helpful 

in certain situations also. One interview was held in Dutch.     

 A second limitation was access. For the majority of the time I did not have access to a car, 

and was limited to the public transport, which existed of buses and mini-buses. This sufficed, but 

disabled the access to certain interesting remote areas or the ability to stop in certain places where 

bunkers were seen. I always photographed bunkers along the road and indicated them on the app 

maps.me, so that later I could retrace the location if necessary. The winter season of the fieldwork 

was a further disadvantage, since many English-speaking locals working in tourism, for example, 

were not present in smaller towns during this time of year and locals were often surprised to see a 

foreigner. This did give the advantage that I was almost always kindly received. Usually people tried 

to communicate anyway with gestures.        

 Thirdly, a clear limitation was the time span. As with any research, there is a maximum of 

time available to do fieldwork and write the thesis. In two months I aimed to study, observe and 

become aware of as much information as possible, but it is likely that I also missed a lot. A lack of 

time also influenced the data collection. I transcribed and processed interviews as soon as possible, 

many already in Tirana. However, if I could have reflected on more interviews already during the 

fieldwork, I could have asked more specific questions to certain respondents. Some questions only 

proved to be valuable after starting analysing the data.  

As to the research methods, in hindsight I would have done some elements differently next time. 

When starting the research, I focused on finding respondents with knowledge on the topic. It was 

only after a few weeks that I started to pay more attention to diversifying the type of respondents, 

because I realised that only people above the age of approximately 35 remembered the Communist 

era well (since it fell 28 years ago). Therefore, I started to look for respondents of different age 

groups, from middle-aged to senior. Through the network that I built up in the hostel, I also found a 

ŦŜǿ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ нлΩǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ, and while analysing the 

data, it became clear to me that it would have been an interesting addition to the research to also 

add the perspective of a child or a teenager, especially for the first sub-question. This was a lesson 

learnt.            

 Another lesson learnt was that next time, it might be better to consequently ask participants 

ŀ ŦŜǿ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΥ Ψ²ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŦǊƻƳΚΩ ΨIƻǿ ƻƭŘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΚΩ 

Ψ²ƘŜǊŜ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƎǊƻǿ ǳǇΚΩ ΨIƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƛǊŀƴŀΚΩ CǊƻƳ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

information became clear anyway, but not of all. In hindsight, this information proved to be more 

important than was initially thought. As a solution, the missing age of some respondents was 

estimated.          
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Strengths 

A strength was the choice of accommodation type during the fieldwork period. The majority of the 

stay was at the Tirana Backpackers Hostel. This hostel provided many different contacts and 

entrances. Albanians were employed here and had friends coming over, there were long-term 

volunteers and many passing travellers, even in winter. This created a solid base to start a network 

and find respondents. By exchanging information with many different people, I was able to gain 

more understanding about Albanian society by comparing the perspectives of different Albanians, 

and also to compare it to a few perspectives from abroad.     

 Another strength was creative thinking and seizing opportunities. There were multiple cases 

where a respondent was found unexpectedly, and questions had to be formed on the spot. Fast and 

creative thinking was helpful in these moments. Once an interview was denied, at .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ, because 

they were ά getting ready for the new season which we will be opening in April and we don't have a 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŜǘ ǳǇέ (e-mail from .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ). I adapted and asked a range of questions through 

e-mail instead. Social media such as Facebook pages and Instagram was also included which 

sometimes gave additional insights. Not all opportunities could be prepared for however and it was 

therefore important to be flexible and to listen carefully. An example of this was during an interview, 

when a respondent told me about a conference (Memorial Days 2019) that was held on that very 

moment. I  changed my plans and made sure to gain access to that conference.   

 As explained, access was sometimes problematic since many bunkers lie on remote locations 

that are not easy to reach by bus. To solve this, I kept up a list of locations that were valuable to visit 

throughout the fieldwork period. In the last weekend, I had the possibility to hire a car and travel 

together with a companion, in which I visited and observed all these locations strategically. 
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4. Background: Albania, a country in transition  
 

This thesis aims to understand the difficult relationship that Albanians have with their Communist 

past, and the role that bunkers and other contested heritage play in this. This will be explained in the 

next three empirical chapters. However, it is crucial to first provide a background on three levels. The 

first is an introduction to the country, to understand its location in Europe and its geographical 

position. The second is a historical oversight of the Communist period and its collapse. History is an 

essential part of this thesis, and current processes of memory cannot be studied without an 

explanation of what has occurred. The bunkerisation programme is also introduced here. Thirdly, a 

sketch is made of contemporary issues in Tirana.  Many respondents related Communism to issues in 

their contemporary life, wherefore it is valuable to explain certain processes that are currently 

ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ¢ƛǊŀƴŀΣ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΦ Some reference is made to interview data in this chapter, to 

illustrate certain historical and contemporary explanations. Lƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ пΦпΣ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩΣ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ  

contemporary issues within the country.  During interviews, the conversation almost always ended 

up landing on these topics. This data is clearly distinguished from literary information in separated 

quotations. 

 

4.1 Albania in a nutshell 

The research area for this thesis was Tirana and its surroundings. As explained in the justification, 

Tirana lies in the middle of the vertically elongated country. It is the capital and counts over 400.000 

inhabitants. This is ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǎƛȄǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ όǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŀǇǇǊoximately 2.9 

million people) (www.worldpopulationreview.com). Albania is a small country east of the Adriatic 

sea, neighbouring Montenegro, Kosovo, Macedonia and Greece, and Italy overseas (figure 2 and 3). It 

is a stretched country with an over 450 km long coastline. Geographically the country is varied with 

beaches and hills in the west along the Adriatic coast, and mountains and canyons in the east. 

Zooming out a little, Albania lies in the Balkan peninsula. Albania joined NATO in 2009, and formally 

applied for a membership of the European Union. Negotiations have not yet started. 

During the Cold War, Europe was divided in two parts: the Communist east and the capitalist west. 

Most of the Balkan countries were included in former Yugoslavia3. Although it surrounded Albania 

like a hand, and Albania knew similar Communist oppression, it was never a part of Yugoslavia. It 

followed its own course in history. It therefore also has a unique language, which the population 

takes pride in. Multiple respondents told about the strong character of Albanians, that they were 

able to keep their language and character despite the change of occupying forces and religions. 

During the Communist regime religion was prohibited, but it returned during the 1990s. However, 

still today, patriotism trumps religion and ethnicity. One could see this as an inheritance form 

                                                             
3 ¸ǳƎƻǎƭŀǾƛŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ {ƭƻǾŜƴƛŀΣ /Ǌƻŀtia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, Kosovo and 

North-Macedonia. It surrounded Albania like a hand, but Albania was never part of it. 
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Communism. Contemporary Albanians know a variety of religions: Islam, Bektashi Islam4, 

Catholicism, the Albanian-orthodox church and more. Generally however, religion was not 

considered important by most respondents. For those who did call themselves religious, it was rather 

considered a culture or a family heritage than a practice. Before being religious, you are Albanian. 

Some respondents have referred to this as Albanism, or Albanianism.  

 

Figure 2 (left): Map of Albania (Source: www.ezilon.com). Figure 3 (right): Location of Albania in Europe                         

(Source: https://www.google.com/maps/place/) 

 

4.2 The Communist history of Albania 

4.2.1 Occupied, royalty, occupied,  dictatorship 

Albania knows a long history of occupation. It was dominated by Romans, Byzantines, Venetians, 

Normans and for roughly 430 years it belonged to the Ottoman empire. It is therefore unsurprising 

that Turkish traces are visiblŜ ƛƴ ¢ƛǊŀƴŀΩǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊe, language and (food) culture. Albania was the 

last Balkan country to become independent from the Ottomans in 1912. In the next decade, different 

regions of the country fought guerrilla warfare against troops from Germany, Italy, Serbia, Greece, 

France and Yugoslavia. Albanians suffered from large scale poverty and havoc. In 1920, Tirana was 

ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ. An important player in this decision was Ahmed Zogu, who first 

became minister, then president, and subsequently King Zog I of Albania in 1928.    

 King Zog I was a dictatorial leader and kept up his power position until 1939, when Mussolini 

                                                             
4 The Bektashi order is a liberal form of Islam. Albania (and Tirana in particular) houses the largest Bektashi 

community in the world.  
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ƛƴǾŀŘŜŘ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǘƻ ǎǇƭƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǳǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Lǘŀƭȅ ŀƴŘ ¸ǳƎƻǎƭŀǾƛŀΦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ Ψminiature 

version of the Italian Fascist stateέ ό±ƛŎƪŜǊǎ мфффΣ мосΣ ƛƴ aȅƘǊōŜǊƎ нлммΣ онύ5. This is today still 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΥ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ōƻǳƭŜǾŀǊŘ south from Skanderbeg Square, and 

several iconic buildings in the centre of Tirana. The Italian troops were replaced by German troops in 

1943, who kept the power for one year. Three years before, in 1941, intellectuals, students, youth 

and peasants came together in the popular Albanian Communist Party. It grew fast from a few 

hundred people to an army of 70.000 partisans. They wanted to fight both the Albanian nationalist 

organisations and the German occupation. This led to a civil war. The party founded a small 

government in 1944, with Enver Hoxha as its leader, who succeeded to unite the partisans 

(Lagerqvist 2015) and seiȊŜŘ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΥ άƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ 

of rejecting  this history, Hoxha embraced it, using it to argue for the importance of a strongly 

centralised, authoritarian government, a xenophobic foreign policy, and a powerfǳƭ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΦέ (Galaty 

and Watkinson 2004). 

4.2.2 The Communist regime 

The Albanian Communist Party introduced the economic model, politics and ideology of the Soviet 

Union. At the end of 1944, industry, banking and transportation were all controlled by the state. 

When the Second World War ended new elections were held. All candidates were member of the 

Communist party. A land reform was implemented in 1945, in which land was redistributed amongst 

peasants all over Albania. In this period, Albania was the poorest country of Europe, with destroyed 

architecture and inaccessible roads, ports, bridges and mines. There simultaneously was a shortage 

of food and a fast-growing population.  The UN and Yugoslavia started providing aid. In 1946, the 

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ Republic of Albania (PSRA) was founded. In addition to prime minister and minister 

of defence, Enver Hoxha declared himself foreign minister and commander-in-chief of the armed 

forces. 

To the dissatisfaction of most Albanians, Yugoslavia wanted to unite with Albania. They broke 

relations in 1948 and !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ¦ƴƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƭōŀƴƛŀƴ 

Communist tŀǊǘȅΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨtŀǊǘȅ ƻŦ [ŀōƻǳǊ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩ όt[!ύΦ ¢ƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

underdevelopment, the economy was centralised, and aimed towards self-sufficiency through a 

(small-scale) heavy industry. This led to the building of the Lenin hydro power plant and the Stalin 

textile mills, and in the 1950s electrifying and industrialisation processes in the form of factories 

were installed. Albania became increasingly isolated, but electricity was brought to remote regions, 

agricultural development increased (with the intention to become self-sufficient), free education and 

healthcare was offered, and an equal status between men and women was implemented (Lagerqvist 

2015). Over time, the entire country became more and more tightly controlled and everything, 

including landscapes, was turned to the purpose of the PLA (Eaton and Roshi 2014). 

In the late 1950s, a few Eastern European States, the Soviet Union and China supported Albania 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƛǘǎ ΨDƻƭŘŜƴ ¸ŜŀǊǎΩ  ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ 

conditions, better education, improvement of literacy and the founding of a university (Myhrberg 

                                                             
5
 An interesting side note is that despite the occupation by fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, nearly 2000 Jews 

found refuge with Albanians, who treated them with their traditional custom of hospitality, called besa.  A 

handful of respondents spoke of this. They were proud of this history.  
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2011). Stalin died in 1953. In 1961, the relations to the Soviet were broken when the new Soviet 

Party Secretary, Khrushchev, improved the relations whit Yugoslavia, to the dissatisfaction of the 

Albanians. Also, Khrushev disagreed on developing industry rather than agriculture. To secure the 

Albanian independence, and in line with always joining the most conservative wings of Communism 

(interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for BBC), Hoxha tightened 

its relations with China instead (Figure 4 and 5). This led to further economical problems, since China 

did not provide as much financial support as the Soviet Union had done. New industrial complexes 

were nevertheless built in the early 1960s.  

   

Figure 4 and 5: propaganda posters of the partnership of China And Albania (1969) (source: https://chineseposters.net) 

In 1967, Albania became a secular country. Under the Communist regime ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 

first atheist state. Religion was prohibited: people that were religious were imprisoned. It was 

especially hard for Catholics. Over 2000 religious buildings (churches, mosques and tekkes6) and 

Ottoman bazaars were transformed or demolished, only a few were preserved as cultural 

monuments. This influenced the layout of practically all city centres.  The socialist citizen was not 

to be interested in religion, since iǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴ ΨƻǇƛǳƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ7ΩΣ but in culture and 

entertainment (which was fully controlled by the PLA). Many cultural institutions were thus founded  

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψслǎ ŀƴŘ ΨтлǎΦ Communist propaganda in the shape of literature and art were stimulated, as 

ǿŜǊŜ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦ The PLA monitored the Albanian population to the extreme. There was 

no private property, everything belonged to the state. IƻȄƘŀΩǎ Communist way of ruling was more 

Stalinist than that of Stalin. άAlbania was the rough road of Communismέ (Interview translator (70-

80) at newspaper). !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨтлǎΣ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ōǊƻƪŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀǎǘ ŀƭƭȅΣ /ƘƛƴŀΣ standing 

alone as the last Communist state in the world. Enver Hoxha feared attacks from Nato, the Soviet 

Union and elsewhere and started to increasingly isolate and fortify the country to protect it against 

foreign enemies and nuclear war. Many sources and respondents speak of his paranoia: spying, 

isolation and defence to keep Albania independent and self-reliant to any cost. The leaders secured 

their power by killing all their political opponents and the families of political adversaries were 
                                                             
6 A tekke is a religious building for the Bektashi order, a liberal form of islam of which the largest community 

lives in Albania.   

7
 This is a well-ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ YŀǊƭ aŀǊȄΥ άReligion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a 

heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.έ όaŀǊȄ мупп ƛƴ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ мфунΣ 

131). 
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imprisoned and placed in work camps or prisons. The borders were shut and foreign travel was 

banned, closing off the country completely from the rest of Europe. In this state of isolation and self-

reliance, the military and defence buildings played a key role. ! ΨōǳƴƪŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ programme was 

therefore implemented in the мфтлΩǎ (this is further explained in section 4.3). The PLA started this 

together with the organising of drills and military exercises to educate the military, and militarize the 

civilians (Eaton and Roshi 2014).         

 These massive investments in fortification, together with the breaking with China, led to an 

economic crisis with a severe shortage of food that peaked in tƘŜ ΨулǎΦ There was great poverty and 

food was rationed. Circumstances in the city were slightly better than in the countryside, where all 

the land was part of the cooperatives. Families had sheep, goats and a cow, but all products were 

collected in the cooperatives and were redistributed inefficiently. This made the economic crisis 

worst in remote villages. Foreign aid was not allowed. People were not free to move or work where 

they wanted: they were placed and could thus not change their situation.  

There were further restrictions about free speech and a new law on propaganda. The Albanian 

population was extremely oppressed, and the idea of an ever-threatening war created nation-wide 

paranoia. Children were taught to spy on each other for doing their homework, spy on their parents 

(Myhrberg 2011) and brothers spied on brothers for better political positions (interview Resmije 

Allmeta (20-30), hostel receptionist). If someone listened to a foreign broadcast, wore jeans, had too 

long hair or only even complimented anything foreign, they would be severely punished (input from 

several respondents). (Life) imprisonment and the death sentence were used by ǘƘŜ Ψ{ƛƎǳǊƛƳƛΩΣ ŀ 

strict secret police that eliminated opponents of the government. During the Communist regime, 

6000 people were killed, there was extensive use of torture, imprisonment and displacement (Iacono 

2018). 

Naturally, people have led many different lives under this regime. Some of the respondents also have 

good memories of their lives during Communism. {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨплǎΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇȅ 

childhood memories from that time.   

4.2.3 The fall of Communism: the 1990s 

Enver Hoxha died in 1985, and was replaced by Ramiz Alia, who was slightly more liberal but kept the 

regime in place for another six years. In a few months between 1990 and 1991, there was a 

revolution. The Communist regime was overthrown and Ramiz Alia was imprisoned. People were 

released from the political and ideological pressure. An important factor in the fall of the regime 

were unprecedented student protests. The students were supported by the population in Tirana, and 

in 1991 free elections were held as a result. After the elections however, a protest was held on the 

way the elections were organized. The police lost control and shot four men. In 1922, the democratic 

party took the power, lead by the new president Sali Berisha. It was a situation of crisis, with a severe 

economical collapse. Lagerqvist (2015) describes how in the last years of the dictatorial rule, efforts 

were made to keep up employment in the small industries. Factories were therefore hiring far more 

people than they needed. When the regime collapsed thousands of people lost their jobs in a short 

period of time. Albanian society was unstable and people were forced to move either to Tirana, or 

abroad (Lagerqvist 2015). State institutions had opened collaborations with foreign institutions since 

1990, and travel abroad was made possible. This encouraged the first wave of mass emigration. 

 Albanians had no experience with the newly adopted market based economy. Many people 
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relied on a complex scheme of pyramid savings to finance upcoming businesses (Lagerqvist 2015). It 

was a chaotic period that collapsed in 1997: many Albanians lost their life savings or even their 

houses because of it. Again, civil unrest occurred, together with a second wave of mass emigration. It 

was a very unsafe period of time.       

 Simultaneously, during the 1990s the population rebelled against the Communist identity 

(Eaton and Roshi 2014). Since the state was portrayed negatively at the time, and citizens regarded it 

to be the owner of the Albanian heritage, this heritage lost its protection (Iacono 2018). As in the 

entire eastern bloc, Albŀƴƛŀ ǿŀǎ ΨŘŜ-ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǎŜŘΩ ōȅ destroying bunkers, defacing p ublic buildings 

and spaces from Communist symbols (Iacono 2018; Iacono and Këlliçi 2015). It was a first reaction: to 

destroy all the buildings from that period. The most iconic act was the pulling down of the large 

statue of Enver Hoxha in Gjirokastër in 19918. Hundreds of roadside monuments, museums, military- 

and government buildings were destroyed, vandalized, raided and looted (Eaton and Roshi 2014). 

The economical collapse and the subsequent period of violent anarchy had made people angry 

(Eaton and Roshi 2014).  

The entire arranging of cities was transformed: land was redistributed, building permits were easily 

given and illegal construction was scarcely restrained (Iacono 2018). The fall of the regime enabled 

the making of private claims on land, goods and built environment: the presence of the state was 

becoming smaller.  

 

4.3 The bunkerisation programme of Enver Hoxha 

The fear of an Ψimagined warΩ that would make Albania lose independence caused Hoxha to spend 

twice as much money on a bunkerisation programme, as the French had done on the (equally 

unused) Maginot Line (Eaton and Roshi 2014). Tunnels and bunkers were built both for fighting and 

shelter, in case of a nuclear attack. He built underground shelters for administrative facilities, 

bunkers for submarines and airplanes, tunnels, barracks, magazines and gun emplacements (Eaton 

and Roshi 2014). Nothing however was so omnipresent and labour intensive as the hundreds of 

thousands large and small mushroom-shaped bunkers spread over the entire country. Different 

sources speak of different quantities, but estimates are made between 200.000 and 750.000 

bunkers. The mushroom-shaped bunkers were prefabricated in factories and all had the same 

structure. In a large mushroom-shaped bunker in Ndroq, 16 km from Tirana in the direction of 

Durres, one could see the numbers on the different concrete elements. Their building and 

(pre)fabrication was fully organised. All these tunnels and bunkers created vast military networks. 

The shape of the spherical bunkers were meant to resist a nuclear attack. An attack on the country 

however never occurred and many Albanians consider the building of these bunkers to be an 

extremely poor investment:  almost a quarter of the national budget went to the military, most of 

which was spend on bunkerisation. Simultaneously, a part of the population was starving.   

The building process of bunkers influenced many facets of the everyday life of the Albanians. They 

occupied a portion of the population with construction work, they were used to defend the country 

                                                             
8 Enver Hoxha was born in Gjirokastër. In the centre of the city, a large statue of him once stood. Today, only 

the platform of where it was remains. See chapter 6.1.2.  
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and they were used to influence the minds of the population (Eaton and Roshi 2014). άThe military-

industrial-ideological machine was intended to convince the populace that Albania was under 

constant threat of foreign invasion (as it had been for centuries prior) and to keep the people 

ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘΣ ŦŜŀǊŦǳƭΣ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜέ (Eaton and Roshi 2014, 313-314). 

The defence structures were thus more ideological than they were practical and functioned first and 

ŦƻǊŜƳƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƻƳƴƛǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ōȅ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

power in every corner one turned (Eaton and Roshi 2014). They were thus also propaganda. Finally, 

Enver Hoxha suffered from paranoia, which he transferred onto the Albanian population. Having 

been occupied by foreign forces for almost the entire history of Albania, Hoxha was determined to 

make Albania a self-sufficient country. Foreign invasions however, in his view, were constantly 

threatening to conquer it. He wanted to fight this with a frontal war, and thus invested significantly in 

a system of fortification. 

When the regime fell, chaos followed, as explained. In 1997 this almost led to a civil war. In certain 

ŀǊŜŀǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦŜŀǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ former military bases with tunnel bunkers were still 

filled with ammunition. Since its loss of power, the state had lost over the security of the military 

bases. This has brought the lives of many people at risk. Many  (ammunition free) bunkers have been 

ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ out of protest and many are being destroyed nowadays in the course of 

construction projects. In the region of Tirana, some searching to find them was therefore required. 

When one travels towards the south, they are more abundant than in the north alongside roads, in 

fields and along the coastline. Most of the tunnel- and mushroom shaped bunkers were placed in 

strategic locations, which means along the borders of Montenegro, Macedonia and Greece, near 

cities and along major roads and the coastline. However, also in the region of Tirana, when paying 

attention, despite their large scale destruction they can still be found in the most unexpected places. 

 

4.4 The contemporary situation of Albania 

Albania is a country with much potential, but has many problems, as explained in the problem 

statement. Approximately 13% of the population is unemployed (https://tradingeconomics.com) and 

there is 30% youth unemployment (http://hdr.undp.org). It was often seen that waiters and 

receptionists in Tirana have multiple university degrees and speak a variety of languages, but cannot 

find a better job. Students have to work full-time next to their classes in able to afford going to 

universities, some of which have no internet access or toilets. The majority of the Albanians suffer 

from poverty. Furthermore, there is large-scale corruption and  low trust in politicians. The 

communist regime fell in 1991, but today the government includes a number of the same people. 

There cannot be spoken of a true democracy in Albania, only of democratic values. The government 

he government is largely focused on personal growth, wealth and there are many power plays. 

Within elections, votes are bought, within protests, demonstrators are paid to talk to the media in a 

ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ 

leaving. A third wave of emigration is going on while writing this. People search for foreign jobs or 

marry another nationality and parents make sacrifices to send their children to be educated abroad.  

During the entire fieldwork period, many protests were held in the centre of Tirana by the 

opposition. The capital is going through turbulent political times. There are three parties in 
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parliament, two of which have alternated over the last thirty years: the Socialist party (currently in 

power under leadership of Edi Rama) and the Democratic party. Protests of the opposition are very 

common in Tirana, but in December 2018, an unprecedented student protest was organised in which 

eight demands were made to the government. It was a big, peaceful protest, the entire country was 

following it. After these student protests, the opposition started protesting heavily. Smaller protests 

were held daily and large ones once every three weeks. On the 18th of February (2019), they left their 

seats in parliament and took it further in the streets in the form of demonstrations.  They said that 

the government will not have one day of peace. This has never happened before: it went from 

political to physical. Often there are clashes and use of teargas by the police. Most respondents 

argued that the opposition is trying to take the power instead, and that it will not change the country 

in a real way, that the government will keep abusing public property and public money.  

 

4.5  Concluding remarks 

This chapter summarised the Communist history of Albania and briefly sketched the contemporary 

situation. This will be the starting point for this research. Iacono (2018) speaks of a post-revolution in 

the 1990s: a period of rapid change as a reaction on the revolution in the 1940s in which the country 

very quickly changed into an Communist ǎǘŀǘŜΦ άRŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΩ ways of 

ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜέ (Iacono 2018, 1). What this looks like in Albania, and 

how they regard and shape their past (through heritage management) will be explained in the next 

three chapters.  
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5. Remembering the communist past  
In the previous chapter, a chronological overview of the (Communist) history of Albania was given, 

together with a sketch of the contemporary situation for many Albanians. Now, it will be described 

how in light of this background, people reflect on this history. It answers sub question one: What is 

the relationship of contemporary Albanians to their Communist past? This will be explained in five 

sectionsΥ Ψǘhe national narrative on CommunismΩ, Ψmemories and opinions on the Communist 

regimeΩ, ΨǎƛƭŜƴŎing thŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩΣ ΨƘƛǎtorical disconnection of youth: a gap between 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ and Ψsilencing the past in the governmentΩ. In the next two chapters it will be studied 

how the relationship to the communist past is expressed in the treatment of its cultural heritage.  

 

5.1 The national narrative on Communism 

In 1882, Ernest wŜƴŀƴ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƭΩŜǎǎŜƴŎŜ ŘǳΩǳƴŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ Ŝǎǘ ǉǳŜ ǘƻǳǎ ƭŜǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳǎ ŀƛŜƴǘ ōŜŀǳŎƻǳǇ 

de choses en commun, et aussi que tous aient oubliŞ ōƛŜƴ ŘŜ ŎƘƻǎŜǎέ (Renan 1882, 3). In ΨLƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ 

/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩΣ .ŜƴŜŘƛŎǘ Anderson (1991, 6) explains ǘƘŀǘ άall communities larger than primordial 

villages of face-to-face contact are imagined. Communities are to be distinguished, not by their 

falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they ŀǊŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘέΦ With other words, nations naturally 

create narratives that forget and include particular elements of history. The result is an imagined 

community, with an imagined narrative of their past. This is what Lowenthal (1985) would consider 

the malleable past: it is created by choosing particular narratives and forget others. The heritage of 

the past has the ability to steer history to benefit the goals of nation (Lowenthal 1985). To overcome 

a traumatic past as a country, an imagined narrative can assist in taking lessons away from it, teach 

future generations and foreigners about the history of the country. Similarly it can be abused.   

In the memory of communism in Albania, a common, national narrative was not strongly visible. This 

is not surprising, regarding the fact that the fall of the regime only happened 28 years ago. Literature, 

observations, interviews and informal conversations have indicated that this time was too short to 

create a national discussion and narrative about the processes and traumatic events that occurred. 

Eaton and Roshi (2011, 312) write that άTwenty years after the fall of Communism, Albanians have 

gained the freedom to travel abroad, but have largely avoided addressing the legacy of this difficult 

past within their own sƻŎƛŜǘȅέ (Eaton and Roshi 2011, 312). The introduction of democracy allowed 

more space for discussion and the incorporation of nuanced views on what happened, but polarised 

opinions on the regime created a national tension, according to Iacono (2018). Public decision 

making on sensitive topics related to Communism are often postponed or even ignored. Eaton and 

Roshi (2014) gave the example of the long existing debate on whether Albania should open the 

archived files of the Sigurimi, the internal spying and secret service organisation of Albania. This 

would expose the identities and records of the vast informant networks of the Communist regime 

(Eaton and Roshi 2014). The discussion on this topic has been closed and reopened over six times. 

Multiple respondents argued that currently, the files of the former Sigurimi are being destroyed by 

the current government, to erase the evidence of performed criminal activities by former 

Communists that are currently still involved in parliament. 
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Still today, the current political debate carries many accusations about the past (Iacono 2018). He 

describes that since the isolation of Albania, there was no external party to blame for the terrible 

crimes that were done, and so the confrontation between victims and perpetrators was internal. This 

made the reflection on the memory of the regime controversial and complicated for a long time, 

there was no space for negotiation or a middle range and the state was  timid in creating a new 

heritage of the communist past (Iacono 2018). According to Carr and Colls (2016 in Iacono 2018), it 

even became a taboo subject.          

 During this research, respondents did not consider Communism a taboo, and in private 

conversations people spoke of it freely. For some participants however, the subject was emotional. A 

tour guide of Tirana (40-50) explained that άȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ώCommunism] to your friends, but not 

Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎŀŦŜ ƻǊ ōŀǊΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ŀ ŘŜōŀǘŜέΦ Nevertheless, during interviews, 

also in public spaces, respondents spoke of the topic and gave their opinions without hesitation. A 

national narrative on the past is thus lacking, but slowly discussions start taking shape. According to 

Mirian from CHWB Albania, this is a recent phenomenon:  

άIt is a difficult discussion for the society because [in] many families [...] the memory 

of that period is still very alive. Now we are just kind of starting to have, letΩs say, 

ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ψфлǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

relationship to the communist past. Théy are kind of trying to question [...]the 

experiences also. In a way all elements are coming together now for that discussion 

ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

 

5.2 Memories and opinions about the Communist regime 

The discussions mentioned above are difficult to have on a national level, because there is a great 

variety of opinions and memories about the Communist dictatorship. This section shows citations 

that indicate how the subject of the past triggered emotions among respondents. The next sections 

takes a broader perspective by studying what opinions were seen about Communism and Enver 

Hoxha.  

5.2.1 Memories and emotions 

In the background chapter, the historical events before, during and after the fall of the Communist 

regime have been explained. Many respondents have told me abou the Albanian (communist) 

history. Often, they considered it important to explain the context of the past and the present and 

wanted to share their visions on it.  Many stressed the power of the regime, and the impotence of 

the population: 

άώΦΦΦϐ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ people feel a little bit afraid, when the 

younger generation is educated every day [that] religion is an opium for the people9, 

of course, the result was in the favour of the Communist regime.  [...] So, this was the 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for BBC) 

                                                             
9
 This is a well-ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ YŀǊƭ aŀǊȄΥ άReligion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a 

heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.έ όaŀǊȄ мупп ƛƴ hΩaŀƭƭŜȅ мфунΣ 

131). 
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 ά9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘΦ CƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ǝiven 

with portions. ώΧϐ CƻǊŜƛƎƴ ŀƛŘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦέ (Mr. Kongoli (50-60), 

Albanian national tourism agency) 

άLŦ ƻƴŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƘƻŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

Holland (thus foreign), the persecutors coǳƭŘ ǎŜƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΦέ 
(interview translator (70-80) at Tirana times) 

ά¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ [...] controlled évery aspect of the Albanian life. [...] 

We had all these purges, [in] ΩпуΣ ΩрнΣ ΩррΣ ΩслΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘe party. If 

you had had the control of the party then, you had the control of the country. [...]  

People he thought would threat to his personal rule [were eliminated]. [...] But who 

were enemies? In the very beginning [...], rich people were declared enemies. Then 

[...] people who would not join the Communist movement and the struggle against 

fascism. Then [...] people who had another opinion about [...] the development of the 

country. [...] Another group of enemies were people who had another approach 

towŀǊŘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and 

interpreter for BBC) 

άI am inside a little bit of the story, because my father has been [arrested] these 

years. My father was a member of central committee and it was мфтоκΩтп ǿƘŜƴ 

Enver Hoxha started ώΧϐ ǘƘe first putch against the liberals, which was my father and 

my ex-father in law. ώΧϐ And one year after, he made the putch in the army. ώΧϐ IŜ 

ǎŀƛŘ Ψȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŀƛǘƻǊǎΩ, ώΧϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŜ ώΧϐ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ώΧϐΦ .ǳǘ this is his paranoia. 

ώΧϐ he has mistrusted everyone and so he started to be sick. And so he gave the order 

to build bunkers, to make [a] frontal war. And then they started to build 750.000 

bunkers, everywhere in the country.έ (expert interview Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, 

journalist and former prisoner) 

The death of Enver Hoxha was big shock in the country. Some were devastated, others were relieved. 

Respondents that were children at the time remember it well. One respondent (40-50) remembered 

his father crying for the first time, another (40-50) said that his family did not speak of it. For others it 

was a moment of hope: the breaking with China resulted in years of economical crisis and a shortage 

ƻŦ ŦƻƻŘΦ wŀƳƛȊ !ƭƛŀ ǘƻƻƪ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǎ ƭŜŀŘer of the country. Eduard Kurtezi explained the hope of 

the population for better times: 

άLƴ ΩурΣ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ ǿŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊΣ ŀǘ 

that time I was 40, 45 years old. And we thought that [a] more liberal leader was 

coming. We thought that Alia, the president of Albania, the leader of the party of 

Albania, was more liberal, more flexible, you see. But [...] he ŘƛŘƴΩǘ undertake reforms 

within the party, within the country, [he] tried to delay reforms, to drag this reforms 

and changes. At that time, [...] the other Eastern-European countries had started [...] 

the execution of Ceaucescu, the fall of Berlin wall, all these changes. And the party of 

ƭŀōƻǳǊ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired 

English teacher and interpreter for BBC) 
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Then, in 1990, a revolution started and the regime was pressured to organised elections for the first 

time. Mr. Kongoli (50-60) from the Albanian national tourism agency was 21 or 22 when he 

participated in the student protest of 1990 and remembers this event well:  άLǘ ǿŀǎ the first 

demonstration in Tirana, it was amazing, a big mass protest!έ The regime fell, and the democratic 

party took over the power, for the first time. However, it led to a chaotic period of time. The society 

collapsed in 1997 with the Pyramid Schemes and civil unrest occurred. This went hand in hand with a 

second wave of mass emigration (the first wave being in 1991). This explained why many of the 

respondents of this research between the age of 20 and 35 grew up abroad. Many respondents 

stressed how unsafe this time was. It was referred to ŀǎ ŀ άǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜέ, άon ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǿŀǊέ, 

and:     

άмффт ǿŀǎ ŀ ōŀŘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΥ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇȅǊŀƳƛŘ ǎŎƘŜƳŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅΥ ȅƻu 

put in 1000 euroΩs and then you would receive the double amount, without doing 

anything. This did not work of course. At the beginning it happened for a few people. 

And then if you saw this happening for your neighbour, you tried it yourself. So many 

people did. This way, very many people have lost a lot of money, and many people 

ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΦέ (interview Kliton Gerxhani (40-рлύΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ Ψ!ƭōŀƴƛŀ IƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΩ όǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

Dutch) 

άAfter 1990 at least you had not this political pressure, ideological pressure, which 

you experienced from morning til you fell asleep. So it was quite another life. But to 

be open, these years have been with a lot of problems. We had these pyramid 

ǎŎƘŜƳŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻǎǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ωфт, [which 

was] terrible. We had the same events repeated in 1998. Big conflict, social conflict 

[...]. In 1997 we were on the edge of a civil war. Because people joined large protests 

because they lost money, wanted the monŜȅΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ (interview 

Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for BBC) 

As explained in the background chapter, former military areas were filled with ammunition. They 

were no longer protected due to the loss of power of the state. This has brought the lives of many 

people at risk, including the Kuçi family in the village of Marikaj. They are the owners of a farm, 

which is located on a former military base. The property has five bunker tunnels. The landlady 

explained that during the conflict in 19фтΣ άŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀέΣ criminals would come 

with big guns to get the ammunition. However, they did not know of the damage that an accidental 

explosion could bring, she explained. She got upset while telling what happened on her and her 

husōŀƴŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΥ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

villagers were very concerned about their safety. An explosion would both risk Tirana and Durres, an 

important harbour town near the capital. άLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴέΦ The local 

population, including them, were protecting the area, and sometimes even helped with the 

transportation of the ammunition. ά.ǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

area how we could. It was terrƛŦȅƛƴƎΦέ (interview ms. Kuçi, translated by Onelda Perndreca). 

The emigration situation in Albanians has been, and still is, dividing many families. When visiting 

IŀƧŘŀǊ YǳœƛΩǎ ŦŀǊƳ ƛƴ aŀǊƛƪŀƧΣ ǿŜ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ he was 

ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƴ ǘŜŀǊǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ IŜ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ άfeels real hurt in his 

ƘŜŀǊǘέ (translated from Albanian by Onelda Perndreca).  Another respondent argued the following: 
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άIǘΩǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǿŀǾŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƻǇƛƴƛon, desperate than the previous 

ƻƴŜǎΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇƻƻǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŜƳƛƎǊŀǘŜǎΦ [...] .ǳǘ ƴƻǿ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǘΩǎΣ 

after a lot of years that looked like everything is ok, and people were staying, now 

ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘhat is leaving: people with money. 

People who had good businesses [...]Φ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ǿŀȅ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǊŜŀŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ hƪ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ   
(Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel employee) 

Others were optimistic about the possibilities that travel has been providing to youth:  

 άLΩƳ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ǇǊƻǳŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

education of their children. They did this during Communism, tried their best, to send  

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ Ψулǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ 

education was almost 100%, [...] and a very great number went to university. [...] 

After the period of Communism, again, they sacrificed a lot, to send their children to 

be educated abroad.έ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for 

BBC) 

In almost every interview, the subject landed on Albanians contemporary situation. Dissatisfaction 

about the current social and political situation in Albania is very high. Many respondents said they 

are unhappy. About their family members leaving, about the low level of justice and democracy, 

about the governmental reckless spending of public money and about the feeling of poverty. 

άLǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǇǇȅΦ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ [...] are these screams of the 

population for more justice and more democracy [...]. (About the prime minister:) I 

have the government, I own your money and your public property, and do whatever [I 

want]Φ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ.Φ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ (sadύΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ 

country, because poor countries remain poor countries, usually. But at least to have 

ǎƻƳŜ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ŦŜŜƭ ŀƭƭ ǎƻ ǇƻƻǊΦέ (Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter 

and hostel employee) 

After talking to many different Albanians in Tirana, the indication was given that the average wage 

ƭƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ олл ŜǳǊƻΩǎ ǇŜǊ ƳƻƴǘƘΦ CƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ the capital, this is not enough. A man (20-

30) in the airplane said that his uncle, who lives in Albania and is a year older than his father, who 

lives abroad (61 and 60 years), seems to be 20 years older. ά.ŀŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƘŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ 

ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƭƛŦŜΥ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƘŀǊŘ ƭƛŦŜέΦ People are getting tired and fed up with the current situation. In Rruga 

Skënderbeg, the street which houses most foreign embassies and language centres, rows of people 

are waiting every day to get language certificates, visas and other arrangings for leaving. This is the 

third wave of emigration. Those who stay, are either making a statement or do not have the ability to 

leave.  

άI am sad about the Albanians. The generation of my parents had hopes. The happiest 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŘŘŜǎǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŦǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊe: they 

move and become strangers there, but they also become strangers in their own 

country. [...] I also thought of leaving, but who will take care of my mum? The 

government? No. (becomes upset, silent). No one is happy here. My destiny is the 
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same as for all the Albanians here. [...] I have a good life, but I am not happy because 

L ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŘƴŜǎǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜΦέ (interview Resmije Allmeta (20-30), hostel receptionist) 

The current protests in Tirana were often mentioned. Respondents spoke positively of the student 

protest in December: 

 άThere was never violence, the whole country was shocked immediately. It was such 

a powerful vibe, going everywhere, that wooow, that something this big is 

happening, without touching any policeman or anything. Because people felt it was a 

ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ƭƛƪŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦέ 
(Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel employee) 

However, few were hopeful for the current protests by the opposition. In the view of most 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ άƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ than the current government.  

άWe had last night one big demonstration in front of parliament [...]. They blocked 

the parliament, they blocked the entrances. [...] There was teargas, there were 

clashes, for like three hours. [...] ¢ƻƳƻǊǊƻǿ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

ōƛƎ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘΣ ώΦΦΦϐ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅΥ  Ψȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǇŜŀŎŜΩΦέ (Interview Edvin Parruca 

(43), television presenter and hostel employee) 

Other respondents were more hopŜŦǳƭ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ  ǘƘŜƛǊ  

role in society, and wanted to build up their country. They are staying and working hard on their jobs 

and on the improvement of democracy. They argued that leaving was useless.  

άPeople should stay. That is why we are here with you now. To work on your country, 

on the improvement of democracy, people have to stay and start building up things. It 

is stupid to leave, what is that going to do?έ (expert interview Ols Lafe (40-50), Heritage 

Director at Aleksandër Moisiu University) 

There was also visible pride among some respondents about the Albanian population. They have 

overcome a long history of occupation and still stand, as a peaceful people. Albanism, or 

Albanianism, indicates this also. 

Albanism? ά̧ ŜǎΣ ōŜƛƴƎ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴΦ [ŜǘΩǎ ǎŀȅΣ ōŜƛƴƎ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦέ (expert 

interview Saimir Kristo (31), Vice Dean faculty of Architecture at POLIS Univeristy, Tirana) 

 ά¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƻǳǊ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΣ ǘŜƭƭǎ Ƙƻǿ strong our 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƛǎΦ ώΧϐ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ, ώΧϐ religions have changed, but not 

the character of the AlōŀƴƛŀƴǎΦέ (interview Kliton Gerxhani (40-рлύΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ Ψ!ƭōŀƴƛŀ IƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΩ 

(translated from Dutch) 
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5.2.2 Reflections on the past 

In interviews with experts it has become clear that there are opposing views when it comes to the 

Communist regime. The different perspectives towards the time are not easily compatible and there 

are groups that hardly talk to each other. Mirian from Cultural heritage without Borders (CHWB) 

Albania explained this. His organisation coordinates events in which these groups are brought 

together for dialogue.   

άώΦΦΦϐ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ƘŜŀǊ ǘǿƻ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ Lƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻƴŜǎ ǎŀȅ (complain) that 

nowadays we still tend to glorify the communist past and what the Communist 

dictatorship did for the country: [the] rectification of the country [by] building cities, 

building industries and stuff like that. The other people will say that these guys that 

suffered during Communism [...] deserved it, because they were spies, they were 

collaborators with foreign forces and stuff like that. [...] I would [...] divide it in terms 

of people whose families have suffered during that past, and people whose families 

[have] not suffered, that were either perpetrators or just standbyers, in a way. And 

this happens because none of these people is really exposed to the histories of other 

people. You see what I mean? So these guys that suffered during Communism are 

always hanging out together. [...] There [are] no multiple narratives, so in a way 

ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǎǘƛŎƪǎ ǘƻ ώǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴϐ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

With multiple narratives, he meant a national, larger narrative in which the experiences of these 

varied groups are respected and included. A polarisation of opinions about Communism was also 

found in a study by the Organisation for Security and Organisation in Europe, in which is indicated 

how people think about former dictator Enver Hoxha and Communism in general (figure 6 and 7). 

The outcomes are almost 50/50 positive and negative, with some variations under age groups and 

education levels.  

Figure 6: National opinions about Enver Hoxha (Source: OSCE 2015). 
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Figure 7: National opinions about Communism in Albania (Source: OSCE 2015). 

The respondents of this thesis research were not as outspoken polarised as in this graph, or as in the 

situation that Mirian sketched. However, multiple respondents did reflect on the positive and 

negative sides of Communism in comparison to today. They mentioned that although terrible events 

have happened (all respondents acknowledged this), there were also some elements that were good. 

There was usually nuance in their answers. Kliton Gerxhani, for example, explained: 

ά5ǳǊƛƴƎ Communism ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǿ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ƘǳƳŀƴΩΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

think. A cloned socialist being. A bunkerised being. ̧ ƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ if you could 

not buy any milk any more, or no cheese or no breadΦ ώΧϐ But not everything was bad. 

Every system has good and bad sides, and best and worst times. ώΧϐ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎΣ 

Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΚ ώΧϐ ώ!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 

world war,] we had ώΧϐ nothing at all. ώΧϐ So it was really a bad situation, also for the 

Communist government, to be honest. Everything was built from the ground. 

Electricity, schools, a healthcare system, just piece by piece something was built. And 

ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ тлΩǎΣ ǎƻ ŦƻǊ ол ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ ²Ŝ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘǎΣ 

the train stations, the harbours, so the economy was good. ώΧϐ aǳŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜΦέ 
(interview Kliton Gerxhani (40-рлύΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ Ψ!ƭōŀƴƛŀ IƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΩ όtranslated from Dutch) 

9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ 

respondents who spoke of their parents (generation), mentioned that good developments were 

made also. After all, after the second world war, the country was left in a state of chaos. This was 

also illustrated by Kliton Gerxhani (40-50). He explained the position of his father, who had studied 

ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΦ ά{ƻ my father says: Ψhe built the university for us, to give that 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΦ ώΧϐ  IŜ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊΣ ώΧϐ ƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦέ Kliton said that he had discussions with his father about the balance of good and bad. 

His father did his best to make the country better, he said. ά.ǳǘ [he] should recognize that [Enver 

IƻȄƘŀϐ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦǊŜŜƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŀŘΦέ The balance for his 
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father lies differently. άCƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ōŀŘέ. Mirian from CHWB Albania also 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ άI was raised and brought up for 

most in my life in a [...] free-er environment and context. Less brainwashed compared to them and 

they lived most of their lives in Communism under a heavy propaganda, under a very restricted [...] 

environment, from all different levels. So, I think I tend to have a broader view of the problem, 

compared to them. And I think this is the case for many families where people are kind of split when it 

comes to interpreting what has happened or are very divided when it comes to understanding and 

ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦέ         

 Also a translator (70-80) of a newspaper told of this period of time. His family was close with 

Communists: his dad had been a partisan and a member of the party. He explained that at the time, 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΥ άAt the end they 

ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘΦ .ǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦέΦ He himself was satisfied with his life during that time: 

he had friends and relatives who he saw in the evenings. Now life is the same, he said. He has 

evenings with friends every Friday when they drink raki and sing songs. On Sunday he rests with his 

family and spends time with friends. He had a happy life then, and now. 

The first few decades of the regime affected most people differently than later during the 

dictatorship, when the country became increasingly isolated, bunkerised and with increased 

paranoia. However, there were respondents that referred to specific elements during the Communist 

regime, that were better organised than they are today. They mentioned for example employment, 

pollution, healthcare and retirement wages. Democracy brought freedom, ownership and travel, but 

also jealousy and inequality. In an informal talk with a security guard of the national art gallery (50-

60), he indicated that Communism was a really bad period of time, politically. However, regulations 

were better, for example for healthcare. Another respondent, Resmije Allmeta, did not like to speak 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ άǘƘŀƴƪ DƻŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊέ, but did recognise a few advantages: 

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǳǇǇŜǘǎΣ ōǵǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ everyone else. They would be 

so happy with bread and tomato, it was the best thing. There was equality, everyone 

was all together. Even Hoxha was the same, maybe a little more luxurious because he 

had money but still, very simple. And éveryone used to work. [...] Kids worked already 

from the age of 6/7: they would help to collect corn in the fields. [...] The children 

ǿŜǊŜ ƘŀǇǇȅΥ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦέ (interview Resmije 

Allmeta (20-30), hostel receptionist) 

Edvin Parruca, stressed some other elements about contemporary society that he was deeply 

dissatisfied with: 

ά¢ƘŜ ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ridiculousΦ LǘΩǎ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƎŜǘ млл ŜǳǊƻΩs a month, 

200 euroΩs a month. What can you do? What do you pay for, the electricity bill? Or 

the medicines? Or the food? [...]You have to pray that your husband will not die 

because you will be left only with one retirement salary after that. You cannot survive. 

[...]. As always, people start to think that [...] it was not so bad before. Even before 20 

years, ah maybe it was not so bad. During Communism, ah during Communism, at 

least thŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƴƎŜǊ.έ  (Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and 

hostel employee) 
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The disapproval and frustration with the contemporary situation and poor facilities make people 

reflect on how it was before. By some respondents, these reflections were referred to as Nostalgia. 

However, it rather seemed to be disappointment with the present. After thirty years of democracy, 

people had expected a different life. This was also argued by Eduard Kurtezi, who said with a chuckle:   

άL ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΦώΦΦΦϐ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΣ L 

am of the opinion that there is not a nostalgia for the past as a system. [...] Here and 

there, [you] can hear [...]: it was better before. [...] Albanians use this for specific 

ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ Ψƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ 

they do not like what is happening [...]. So, what they say [...] it means not the system 

itself, because the people were fed up by political oppression [and the] political 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher 

and interpreter for BBC) 

The subject of nostalgia did return a few times. It was mentioned by a few respondents between the 

age of 20 and 30, who spoke of the generation of their parents. They have lived in different systems, 

and had their hopes rise and faint.  

άώ¢ƘŜϐ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ [...] is seeing how politics is being done, seeing and 

hearing ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ ŦƻǊ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘŀǘΣ ол  ȅŜŀǊǎ ƴƻǿΚ {ƻ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

ŦŜŘ ǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨƘƳΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŦǘΦΩ !ƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ 

ƛǘǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻƪΣ things are going to pick up, corruption is 

ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ  ώΦΦΦϐ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǳǇǎƛŘŜǎ ƴƻǿΣ ȅŜŀƘΦέ (interview Sidonja Manushi 

(20-30), journalist Tirana Times) 

These feelings are possibly related to the post-revolution in the 1990s, described by Iacono (2018). 

People strongly reacted on the fall of the regime, which has influenced the way the past is 

remembered and heritage is shaped (Iacono 2018). It created space for new beliefs and hopes for a 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ [ƻǿŜƴǘƘŀƭ όмффуΣ суύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǾƛŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŀƴέΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

accounts for  legacies in general. With the meandering of the present the reflection of the past alters 

in a parallel way. Disappointment of the present and the unknown of the future creates retrospective 

on the past, which can be made more sentimental than it in reality was. This is also what Lowenthal 

(1998) describes as the battle between heritage and history: heritage extracts from history what it 

needs. Such a change in perspective and reflection on history is described by Remije Allmeta, who 

speaks about her father: 

 άώaȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊϐ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŀȅΥ Ψ!ƘΣ 9ƴǾŜǊ IƻȄƘŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳΩΦ ώΦΦΦϐ [ƻǘǎ of 

parents are nostalgic. Democracy came, gates were open, and finally people saw the 

world. [...] CƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ generation it was a scary feeling. My dad was so excited, 

he could not wait for the future to come and was so enthusiastic about democracy. 

With two fingers (on each hand) in the air, we ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƛƴƎΥ Ψ{ŀƭƛ .ŜǊƛǎƘŀΩΣ Ψ{ŀƭƛ .ŜǊƛǎƘŀΩΣ 

(the name of the first democratic president in 1992) with me and my brother. 

Because many people were so hopeful and really thought great things were going to 

come for the country. [...] But they got disappointed. And my dad used to go back in 

IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀs better then. [...] It was little things. In 

democracy, you can see the differences between people over time. But in 
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Communism, it was all simple. [...] There was no poor versus rich. There were no 

beggars in the streets. My father was very upset about this, beggarsΦέ (interview Resmije 

Allmeta (20-30), hostel receptionist) 

Despite this sentiment of nostalgia, or rather disappointment with the present, most respondents 

said that life is better now. 

άhŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ it is [better now], [..] it was a system of feaǊΦ ώΧϐ aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩs uncle was 

killed by the CommunistǎώΧϐΦ ώIŜϐ ǿŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ώǘƘŜƳϐΦ  aŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŀǘ 

that time. [My] uncle went to medical school, and he could never have done it without 

my cousin, who was a Communist. They decided who was allowed to go to school and 

what level. If your family was opposing the Communist regime, or your uncle or 

parents were in jail, you would never would be allowed to go to school, because no 

one would approve you. Because you were an enemy of the state.έ (interview Onelda 

Perndreca (30-40), unemployed) 

The main factors mentioned that contributed to life being better now were freedom, ownership and 

travel. This was also indicated in an interview by Fatos Ayazi (69), a retired military man with a large 

property with bunkers. He said that life is definitely better now, because he lives in a democracy and 

has the liberty to do different things. His daughter and son live abroad and have freedom, instead of 

during the time that the gates were closed. άYes, there are more bad things like thieves, criminals and 

corruption, but also in that time it was hard, because if you would do something wrong, they would 

just (claques tongue) Ŏǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘέΦ IŜ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘΦ άIn that time, we ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ 

asideέΦ ²ƘŜƴ wŜǎƳƛƧŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƻǊΣ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΥ άyes, but you were equal with everyone. No one had 

something more than you.έΣ Cŀǘƻǎ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΥ άȅŜǎ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ !ƴŘ ƴƻǿ I have this 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ L Ŏŀƴ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴέ (translated from Albanian by Resmije Allmeta). This 

freedom was also experienced by the mother of Hadar Kuçi, a farm owner in Marikaj. She was 85 or 

86 years old. When she understood that the translator, my friend and I came from different 

countries, she said: άsee, now people are closer together because before we were not allowed to 

ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ώΧϐ bƻǿ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊǇƭŀƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎΦέ 

(informal interview Kuçi family, translated from Albanian by Onelda Perndreca). She meant this in 

very positive way.           

 When speaking of the future, there were respondents that saw a dark time ahead, and 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎΣ άƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΗέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired 

English teacher and interpreter for BBC) 

 

5.3 Silencing the past in families and schools 

As explained previously, discussions about  the communist past are slowly getting started. On an 

individual level, respondents spoke of it freely. However, it was indicated by Mirian from CHWB 

Albania that there are still many families who do not speak of the subject. He added that the media 

never really tackled the issue of dealing with the past either. Finally, schools teach the subject poorly. 

This was indicated by multiple respondents. The subject is thus in many cases ignored, as it is 

politically. As described, foreigners and the new generation contribute to opening the debate by 

asking questions. Academic research on the topic is also slowly growing, mostly among foreign 
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researchers, but also some Albanians. There are also a few Albanian institutions focusing on the 

processing of memory. The debate however is in its infancy.  

Silence in families                                         

Among the respondents of this research, some argued that their parents talked to them about 

communism, or that they talked about it with their children, and others did not. Mirian from CHWB 

Albania explained that it is very common for Albanian families to not speak of the communist past:   

άThis is a very small country. Three million inhabitants, where everyone knows 

everyone, with very strong family ties. [...] In the same large family, you might have 

people that were perpetrators and again people that were executed or being treated 

as enemies of the state. [...] [Families decided] not to talk about what happened in 

the past anymore as a mechanism of self-defence: [...] they were trying to avoid 

problems and further conflicts within families or within neighbours. So it was a very 

ΨǎǘǊƛŎǘΩ ŎƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōȅ ƭittle has been broken now, but yeah. 

[...]έ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

One respondent argued the opposite and found it very important to speak of the past: 

άL ǿŀǎ нл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻld when Communism ŦŜƭƭΦ ώΧϐ L Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ about my 

twenty years. I have had good and bad things. Like my father, it is my life. I cannot tell 

Ƴȅ ǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴƻΣ ƴƻΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŀŘΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘƘƛǎΦΩ bƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴǘΦ ²Ŝ Ƴǳst learn what was bad ánd 

good.έ (Interview Kliton Gerxhani, translated from Dutch). 

Silences about the past within families have also to do with their economic situations. Most of the of 

the respondents under 40 worried about other issues than the Communist legacy. Big social 

problems in the country, reflected in the current mass protests in Tirana, are more on the minds of 

the people. Figure 8 shows the main current topics of concern in the country: the Communist legacy 

is of a lower concern than education, healthcare, corruption, impunity, the economy and 

environmental pollution (OSCE 2015). 

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

nowadays, the interpretation of history, and whatever has happened in the past tends 

to be considered ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ƛǎǎǳŜέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania). 
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Figure 8: Main topics of concern in Albania (Source: OSCE 2015).           

Those who do speak of the past with their children can experience difficulty in transferring their 

stories or knowledge. The fundamental different way of life is not always understood by children or 

youth.  A translator (70-80) of a newspaper indicated that he did not speak about Communism to his 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘέΦ He told a story: in 2002, when his son was twelve years 

old, they climbed the Gramosi mountain together to collect some çaj (mountain tea). He explained 

his child that during Communism there was a belt of soft earth around all the country borders of six 

meters wide, all along the foot of the mountain. At the time, when someone would cross the belt, he 

explained, he or she would leave traces in the soft earth and the soldiers would know that someone 

had tried to fled the country. This was a severe crime, and part of the oppression during the regime. 

His son did not understand the story, of how you could not be free. 

Finally, some people do not speak of it because it is painful, or scary. Not talking about it can be a 

way to not having to think about it. A tourguide (40-50) of Tirana said that when he was a child life 

was simple, unless you got into trouble. It happened in his neighbourhood: the father of a neighbour 

child was arrested. He could not play with the boy anymore. άLǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦ L ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 

because it is my work, but it is ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ώΦΦΦϐέΦ     

 Resmije Allmeta (20-30, hostel receptionist) was born after the Communist regime fell. Her 

parents talked with her about the past, and when they spoke of it, they would transmit a bit of that 

feeling. Her dad would tell her stories, mostly of how he was a young superhero, helping everyone 

that needed him. But now, she said: άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻǊ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ ¢Ƙŀƴƪ ƎƻŘ 

ƛǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 
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Silence in schools              

Since views on the Communist regime vary and no national narrative has taken shape yet, the subject 

is poorly included in school curriculae. Cultural Heritage Without Borders Albania aims to address this 

problem, by creating dialogues on contested Communist sites (for example the former prison of 

Spaç) with varied groups of people. 

 ά²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ώŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜǎϐ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΣ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ 

[in] the textbooks, nothing on the national curricula, and teachers are always more 

younger and themselves they do not feel equipped, or [...] ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴ 

teaching that history without having a personal connection [to it]. [...]The general 

opinion is that [the subject of Communism ƛǎϐ ƴƻǘ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƻǊ ƛǘΩǎ ŘƻǿƴǎƛȊŜŘΣ ƻǊ 

sometƛƳŜǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŜŘΦΦέ (Interview Mirian (30-

40) from CHWB Albania). 

Young respondents between 20 to 30 years old were asked what they remembered learning in 

school about the Communist regime. They explained: 

άI was alwŀȅǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘΩ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

learn anything about CommunismΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ 

in the book. So we skipped it largely. Because it was so shortly after the regime, that 

there was no way to tell the history yet. There ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜΦέ (interview Onelda 

Perndreca (30-40), unemployed) 

άǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ ²Ŝ 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Communism. We learned that 

there was a dictator, that there was spying on everyone, and that people got 

ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦέ (interview 

Resmije Allmeta (20-30), hostel receptionist) 

άLƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƳall chapter on Communism. It was about the love and 

hate relationships with Russia, China and Yugoslavia. Enver Hoxha was mentioned. It 

was perhaps the shortest topic of the high school year.έ (Interview Eljana Zeqiraj (21), 

student) 

In addition, there is also a lack of interest on the subject. Eljana Zeqiraj, an archaeology student, 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘΥ άYoung people hate history: they want to do subjects like business, law school and medicine. 

¢ƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƴƻǘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ōƻǊƛƴƎΦέ She explained that her younger brother is not interested in 

history. She said that parents do share their stories about the past, but that kids are not always 

interested. Teens/kids lack communication with their parents and grandparents. άThey talk to their 

phones and tablets, as everywheǊŜΦέ         

 This lack of teaching about communism, combined with a certain level of disinterest, are two 

factors in a phenomenon that will be elaborated on in the next section: the historical disconnection 

of youth. 
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5.4 Historical disconnection of youth: A gap between generations 

As mentioned in the methodological chapter, age is an important factor in this research. Different 

associations with the communist past both within and among generations (as explained in chapter 

5.2). Naturally, everyone under the age of 28 has not experienced living under a Communist regime 

and thus only knows it from stories of their family, from schools, books, or media sources. Many 

young people however, do not know about it at all. There seems to be a large gap between youth 

that grew up in the current democratic climate, and people around 35 and older who grew up during 

(and remember) the Communist regime. We can therefore speak for a certain historical 

disconnection of youth. The majority of the youth is not informed, nor interested about the 

Communist legacy. This was explained by a few respondents: 

ά¢ƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ [...]. They are disconnected: they have no clue 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ мффлΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ Communism ƛǎΦέ (interview 

Ols Lafe (40-50), director and Eljana Zeqiraj (21), student assistant) 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ώCommunism] and 

consider this as pure science fiction, because of the disconnection they have between 

the places where these atrocities happened and the people that committed them. 

ώΦΦΦϐέ (Interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

In figure 9, three graphs from OSCE (2015) show the level of knowledge and interest in Communist 

history in Albania. They indicates that 70% of the people between the age of 16 and 35 is mostly 

uninformed. During this research, youth under 20 years old was not included, but the phenomenon 

became clear due to the input of respondents.  

       
Figure 9: three graphs on Albanian interest in Communism (Source:  OSCE 2015) 
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This historical disconnection is influenced by the factors explained in the sections above. The subject 

is emotional, there are many different views upon it and there is silencing in families in schools. This 

all together contributes to a poor narration of history, so the youth is not well-educated on this topic. 

This lack of knowledge transfer might seem harmless in the eyes of some, but harmful in the eyes of 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ !ǎ aƻƴŘŀƭŜ όмффпΣ мрύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎΥ άhur pasts have consequences: if we celebrate a 

meretricious (deceptive) ǇŀǎǘΣ ǿŜ ŎƘŜŀǇŜƴ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ This enlarges the gap between history and 

heritage (Lowenthal 1998): history is then shaped into a certain truth that does not always co-align 

with the complex processes that in reality happened. Lowenthal (1998, xvi) writes that heritage can 

ōŜ ŀ ΨƳeƴŀŎƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŜŦƛŜƭŘΩ ƻǊ ŀ ΨƴƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊǾŜƭΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴƭȅ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ  the communist past 

are remembered, sometimes in a nostalgic manner, the first is more likely. άHeritage by its very 

ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŜȄŎƛǘŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜǎέ (Lowenthal 1998, xiv), and the changed memory of the past can 

become oppressive, defeatist and decadent (Lowenthal 1998). By reminiscing only positive aspects or 

changed memories of nostalgia, the politics of that time are neutralized (Bender 1992). Multiple 

respondents spoke of being concerned about this gap between generations. They indicated that the 

lack of knowledge and disinterest among youth problematic, or even dangerous. 

ά!ƭōŀƴƛŀ ƛǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƻ you can say most of the population of Albania now 

has nothing to do with CommunismΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŜŀǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 

debates among young people saying about what was good and what was bad during 

CommunismΣ ŀƴŘ L ŀƳ ƭƛƪŜ ΨƴŜƘ ƘŀƘŀ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘΦ ώΦΦΦϐ {ƻ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƭŜǎǎ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ 

Which is dangerous because it can be repeated ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΦέ (Interview 

Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel employee) 

ά ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΦ We tend to leave out a big part of 

our history in a very big sense. There is also another problem in Albania that [certain 

young people] are trying to idealise the dictatorship. How nice was then, everyone 

had a job, everywhere was clean, there was not uncontrolled construction, in the 

middle of nature, we were all equal. [...] {ƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ [...] ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ 

strange. [...] TƘŜǎŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘΦ .Ŝcause they see these 

old photographs, with Albania and nostalgia, you know, ah how beautiful Tirana 

without cars, or without constructions.έ (expert interview Saimir Kristo (31), Vice Dean faculty 

of Architecture at POLIS University, Tirana) 

Lowenthal (1985) describes the power of forgetting, which can cause the changing of existing 

memories and invent new ones. This seems to be happening in Albania, when studying the results of 

the OSCE (2015) study. How the Communist regime was perceived on a national level in 2015 can be 

read in the statistics of figure 10. The division of opinions on the matter can be seen in this chart. In 

ŦƛƎǳǊŜ сΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎƳ ǘƻ ōŜ άa good idea 

poorly implementedέ όh{/9 нлмрΣ сύ. In figure 7 we saw that the majority of participants of the 

survey also gave a positive opinion on Enver Hoxha. Iacono (2018) explains this as follows: Hoxha was 

the objective of a personal cult when he was alive, and through time this has translated into an 

irrationally optimistic judgement about his ruling. This has been told through the familiar memory 

channel to new generations, without alternative elaboration (Iacono 2018). The memory of him is 

thus too narrow-sided. This was confirmed by Mirian from CHWB Albania, who explained that 
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memories and knowledge about  the communist past are not passed on systematically to the 

younger generations:  

 ά{ƻΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŀ 

then you are, of course, you do not tend to have interest about something that no one 

ŜƭǎŜ ƛǎ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΦέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

Figure 10: National opinions on communicating knowledge about Communism to future generations (Source: OSCE 2015) 

This lack of knowledge transfer to youth is considered problematic in literature and among several 

respondents. As Mirian explained, it might be a way to peacefully deal with what happened in the 

past: since communist crimes were never dealt with as a nation, it is easier not to speak of it and 

focus on the future. It might be a way to cope with complex contradictions. As a result, the narratives 

that we can see being shaped among youth are black and white opposites: there is nostalgic 

reflection and anti-nostalgia (Velikonja 2009): the impression that it was all terrible and traumatic.  

Eduard Kurtezi problematised this, and stressed that there is a lot of grey between the black and 

white:   

 άώΦΦΦϐ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ол ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ the Communist 

regime. I think that while dealing with the past, time and again we make some 

mistakes. Because we bring the picture only in white and black, you see. While in the 

reality there is some grey between. And the grey was the life of most of the people in 

Albania. [...] In order to understand, it is a main burden of the older generation to 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜΦ .ǳǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǎƻ 

far, because the past is very important. You have to explain totally the things, 

because sometime, this young generations go to the extreme left, without knowing 

things that they make the wrong interpretations of the situations.έ (interview Eduard 

Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for BBC)  

 

5.5 Silencing the past in the government  

Finally, it is important to include that although the Communist regime has fallen in 1991, its effects 

are far from over. It is part of the reason that the studying of this history is important: it still 

influences the everyday lives of all Albanians. The transition from the Communist dictatorship to a 
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democracy has been far from smooth, and all respondents indicated that it is not over and very 

problematic.   

In many Central and Eastern European countries, the memory of Communist terror could be linked to 

an external element, for example an intervention by the Soviet Union (Assmann 2013 in Iacono 

2018). This happened for example in Poland and the Czech Republic, which enabled them to project 

themselves as victims of the Russian perpetrators (Applebaum 2012 in Iacono 2018). For Albania, this 

was not an option because it was largely an internal struggle, since Albania was isolated for a long 

time. άIn Albania, the memorial contraposition between victims and perpetrators has remained 

deadlocked in an internal confrontation which to this day continues to poison political debate with 

ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀƭ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƎǳƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜέ (Iacono 2018, 7). When democracy came, 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ΨŎƭŜŀƴ ōǊŜŀƪΩΣ ōǳǘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƻǘic transfer. This transfer towards 

democracy is ongoing.           

 Many respondents argued that current politics are not that different from thirty years ago. 

There is corruption and there are many power plays within the government. Onelda Perndreca (30-

40) argued that almost thirty years after the fall of the regime, the Albanian population is still 

oppressed. Processing the (for many Albanians) traumatic communist past in an inclusive manner 

does not seem to be a priority topic on the agenda of the current government. Up until now, 

communist crimes have still not been dealt with properly. No compensation or national apology was 

granted to the formerly persecuted. Files of Communist crimes are being destroyed (Eaton and Roshi 

2014). These processes seem to be actions of silencing. Again, the power of forgetting by Lowenthal 

(1985) comes to mind. The changes that occur in politic seems to be more cosmetic than 

fundamental.  

ά!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ǎƻ 

there is still oppression of the population. And the people that are in power now are 

the ones that did all the crimes back then. And they knew what they did, but the 

persecuted ones and the prisoners do not exactly know what was done by whom. But 

the records are now being removed, so it cannot be checked. ώΧϐ And that is a 

problem. So nobody knows who is accountable, no one was responsible for what 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦέ (interview 

Onelda Perndreca (30-40), unemployed). 

 ά9specially with this government, I see some subtle things which reminds me very 

much of the state party. For example. The prime minister, because he wants to have a 

direct shortcut, [...] he created this idea of having a website, which is 

[shǉƛǇŜǊƛŀǉŜŘǳŀƳΦŀƭϐ όŀƭōŀƴƛŀǘƘŀǘǿŜǿŀƴǘΦŀƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴύ ώΦΦΦϐΦ ώLǘ ƛǎ ŀϐ Ŏƻ-

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΦ Ψ²ŜΩƭƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦΩ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 

your problem and they resolve it immediately. [...] This sounds alarm bell in my head. 

[...] what does it mean we are co-ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΚ ώΦΦΦϐ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΦ L 

think this is like making the same, the party making as the state. The party sounding 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƴƻƴƻƴƻƴƻƴƻΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ CƻǊ 

younger generations, maybe it looks like wow ok a revolutionary move to resolve 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ (Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel employee) 
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 άHalf of the people says: it has not really changed, you know? [...] On TV even now, 

this is somŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ŘŀŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅΣ ƻǊ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΥ Ψōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ǝǳȅ ƘŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ 

ŎƻƳƳƛΣ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩΦώΦΦΦϐ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ώΦΦΦϐ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

know each other. [...] There was not a bottom down revolt of the system, but it was 

internal [.ΦΦϐ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ŦŀƪŜΦέ             
(interview Sidonja Manushi (20-30), journalist Tirana Times) 

One respondent (40-50) argued that we cannot speak of democracy in parliament, only of some 

democratic values. Openness about the past, the hearing of individual narratives, a national apology 

to the formerly persecuted and dialogues seem to be threatening to current politicians, and they are 

thus ignored and constantly delayed. That they might be guilty to some of the crimes during the 

communist past, is not something they want to bring to light. The fact that the youth is uninformed 

about this history, is in their favour.         

 Most respondents were very upset about the way contemporary politics include 

Communist practices and people. The current party in power is the socialist party, which used to be 

ǘƘŜ [ŀōƻǳǊ tŀǊǘȅ όt[!ύΣ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǊŜƴŀƳŜŘ ƛƴ мффмΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻǎƳŜǘƛŎΩ 

political changes. The current prime minister is the son of a prominent Communist before 1990. 

More former Communist leaders ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ Figure 11 shows a statistical 

graph that indicates the national thoughts on the fact that former Communist leaders are involved in 

contemporary politics. 73% of the population finds this inacceptable. (OSCE 2015). 

ά[The political parties] have longstanding leadership, they have people who have 

been for 30 years in Albanian politics, after 1990. Where is Lech Walťsa in Poland? 

Gone. Where is Gorbachov? Gone. Where is Petre Roman of Romania? Gone. [...] 

While here we have these people still here. This is time to quit with that. Expel them 

from the Albanian politics. [Albania is] always delayed, my friend, always late. Always 

ƭŀǘŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for 

BBC) 

For the opposition, which largely consists of the democratic party, the same can be said, according to 

many respondents. In one informal conversation (40-рлύ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀlists are the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ 

interests, only with slightly different perspectives. However, they are always fighting each other, 

therefore never building up anything constructive. True democracy is not seen.  

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ [the parties] several times now in the last 30 years. [...] We were 

never happy with none of them. When we have elections, the losing party always 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǎέ (Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel employee) 

It goes without saying that tƘƛǎ ΨŦŀƪŜΩ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 

knowledge about communism in the new generation, combined with the governmental 

practices of shallow change, is dangerous. With people not realising to a full extent the 

dangers that Communism brought, the effect of crimes and problems in contemporary 

politics are also to a certain extent ignored and accepted. That the government is doing the 

same, is only noticed by those who remember the past.  
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Figure 11: opinions on the positions of former Communist leaders in                                                                                                   

the current political administration (Source: OSCE 2015) 

 

5.6 Discussing the Communist memory  

This chapter aimed to answer sub question one of this thesis: How do contemporary Albanians relate 

to their Communist past? The answer is that the relationship is both contested and troublesome. 28 

years has not been enough time to process the difficult experience of fifty years of communist 

dictatorship. People have different or even opposing memories of that time and silencing occurs in 

families, schools, media and politics. These silences are rooted in the fact that there was nƻ ΨŎƭŜŀƴ 

ōǊŜŀƪΩ ƛƴ мффм ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƴŜǿ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǇǊƛƻǊ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ 

apology to those who suffered has not been granted. There is a lot of dissatisfaction about this 

amongst Albanians, many people do not feel heard. Their peaceful way of processing this was just by 

not speaking about it. Teachers are often uncomfortable with the sensitive subject.   

 We can also see that the processing of the past is not a priority in contemporary society. This 

is partly caused by the poverty that haunts many Albanians and causes them to focus on 

contemporary issues. That these are rooted in the past however, is something that was seen in this 

chapter. Current politicians are advantaged by the oblivion of the communist difficult memories. The 

ignoring of what happened stimulates people to forget, and disables them from taking away its 

lessons. Dialogue and processing of the subject is thus not stimulated. The disconnection of the 
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Albanian youth to this particular history, works therefore in favour of the government. ±ŜƭƛƪƻƴƧŀΩǎ 

(2009) fourth type of remembering Communism, amnesia, was clearly seen. άHere arise the familiar 

ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŀǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǎǘŀǊǘΦέ (Velikonja 2009, 537). 

The fall of the regƛƳŜ ƛƴ мффм ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ ΨǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ΨǿƘŜƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŎŀƳŜΩΣ ƻǊ 

ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ΨǘƘŜ  Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ΨŎƭŜŀƴ ōǊŜŀƪΩΣ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŜǊŀΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

cast aside. As we have seen however, the opposite is true. The forgetting of this past amongst youth, 

and the changing of memories (Lowenthal 1985), possibly as a strategy of the current government, 

has been indicated as problematic and upsetting by many respondents.  Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎΩ 

enables the government to not pursue more democratic values, but to keep the power and use it for 

its own interests. ΨFƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ŀƭǎo a form of steering of the past (Lowenthal 1985). This seems to 

be the collective process of dealing with the communist past.      

 As to personal relations with communist history, two more of VelikonjaΩǎ (2009) reflections 

on communism were recognised. Anti-nostalgia, the blacking out of the time, was seen among many 

respondents, although many of them were nuanced in their answers and aware of the different 

opinions among generations. These were often between their own and those of their parents. 

Nostalgia was mentioned by multiple respondents, but it seemed that it was rather disappointment 

with the present that made people long for certain elements of  the communist past, than that they 

were actually longing for returning to a similar system. Historical revisionism, the full reinterpretation 

of the past, was not clearly observed, except that many respondents related the isolation and 

bunkerisation to IƻȄƘŀΩǎ Ǉaranoia. However, it is likely that this paranoia went hand in hand with 

strategic and political decision making.   

Mondale (1994) wrote that the past has different meanings for different ages. This was clearly 

recognised, especially above the average age of 35 and below it. The new generation of Albanians 

seems to both be forgotten and idealised. One respondent argued that he saw young people looking 

at photographs and thinking how much cleaner and more neat it was, for example. People under the 

age of 35 often thought in black and white, and people who were older were often more nuanced 

about the different views on Communism. Especially among youth, we see that certain groups 

choose certain narratives to be true and others to be false. By doing so they are celebrating a 

deceptive past (Mondale 1994). This representation of history is not realistic, nor are the decisions 

based on this past. The forgetting of the traumatic communist history and its nuances changes 

existing memories and invents new ones, as explained by Lowenthal (1985). It was a difficult time for 

many people, with a variety of memories and individual legacies. Dealing with this past in a collective 

manner is therefore hard and complicated, and seems to be avoided. In the case of Albania, this 

seems to be in the advantage of the ruling political party. This is upsetting many Albanians.  

In the next two chapters, this kneading of narratives will be studied through the lens of material 

heritage form communism. Chapter 6 studies the Communist monuments and museums of Tirana, in 

which efforts to creating a narrative of the past are studied. 
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6. Steering the Communist memory through heritage in Tirana 
Having explained the collective process of forgetting, and the private processes of remembering of 

Communism in Albania, a specific focus will now be taken on the material heritage of Tirana, and 

how this is trying to shape narratives on Communism. The way it is treated and affiliated with is an 

important factor in the malleable past, because it possibly reflects the way people think about this 

time. This chapter answers the second sub question of this thesis: How do contemporary Albanians 

relate to the contested cultural heritage from Communism? The first section gives an overview of the 

communist architecture of Tirana and how it is addressed, the second what role museums play in the 

processing of Communist memory, the third concerns former prisons and places of suffering, the 

fourth how heritage is treated in the political agenda and the fifth section draws a link between 

Communist heritage and tourism.  

 

6.1 Contested Communist architecture in Tirana 

As explained in the previous chapter, there is a difficulty in the addressing of the communist past in 

Albanian society. Debates have slowly started but this is a recent trend, as mentioned. This also 

accounts for material culture that belongs to it, since it is physically part of the spoils of history that 

lie all around us (Lowenthal 1998). After the fall of the regime, a long silence fell in regard to the 

meaning of Communism and its corresponding architecture (Iacono 2018). When democracy was 

installed, the buildings and bunkers were framed in a sense of trauma and terror, similarly as was 

done in other countries in the former Easter Bloc (Iacono 2018). Understandably, showing the failings 

of the former regime implicitly reassured citizens that the Albanian population has better prospects 

in the new (democratic) way of living (Iacono 2018). This is consistent with that what Vilikonja (2009) 

describes as historical revisionism: a new period of time had arrived.     

 Currently, in the media  cyclical debates occur about the conversion, transformation and 

elimination of Communist architecture (Iacono and Këlliçi 2015). άThough these sites have survived 

even as ruins until the present day, few are willing to confront their terriblŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŬŎŀƴŎŜέ (Eaton and 

Roshi 2014, 315). The material Communist heritage can thus ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩΣ ƻǊ 

ΨŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎΦ Since the last 

few years, some initiatives started to bring the Communist period to the public and open the debate. 

Albania has a few museums about Communism and they have all been recently initiated. The first 

exhibition ever to be held on the terror of Communism was in 2012 by the National Historical 

Museum. {ƛƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǾŜǎΩ όŀ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜύ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΣ  

.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 and .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2, have been opened. 

Iacono (2018, 6) describes an ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǎŜŘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΥ άLƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ 

discourse adopted in post-socialist Albania, the regime experience was regularly framed in terms of 

trauma and terror, abiding to a general trend occurring over much of the former Eastern Bloc. This 

represented the authorised heritage discourse ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎƳέ. This discourse can be seen in the 

Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ǇŀǾƛƭƛƻƴΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1, but 

especially .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 provides information. This one-dimensional narrative has been criticized. 
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The architecture of Communism exists of factories, prisons, statues, apartment buildings (now 

painted in bright colours), museums, city structures the concrete defence system (which will be the 

subject of the next chapter) and more. Depending on the region, these structures have been 

destroyed, abandoned, reused or actively transformed into places of memory. These are museums, 

monuments, signs or active places of commemoration. This section will describe a few of these 

places in Tirana, since the research largely took place here. Naturally, what is described below is only 

a selection of the Communist heritage. In Tirana the architectural influence of Communism on the 

city layout is clearly visible. Many of the Communist structures are still in use, which have been built 

through forced labour. 

άIŜǊŜ ƛƴ ¢ƛǊŀƴŀ you can see that still to a large extent our built environment dates 

from the Communist period. [...] The buildings that you see [of] five stories, six stories, 

were built by forced labour. And [...]the terminal at the airport where your airplane 

landed is also built by forced labour. Many many types of public works have been 

done through forced labour. [...] By forced labour, I mean, [by] the prisoners [and] [...] 

volunteering actions, people were forced to volunteer. Not all of them, there were 

people that were genuinely volunteering, you know, [...] to build [up] the country. 

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 

contributes to building a stronger and you know, a healthier Albania, and a self-

sustainable Albaniŀ ώΦΦΦϐΦέ (Interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

An up-and-coming neighbourhood in Tirana is ΨLǎƘ-.ƭƭƻƪǳΩ, where stores, bars, cafés and nightlife are 

concentrated. Thirty years ago, this was the residence area of the Communist elite, including Enver 

Hoxha. His house (figure 12) is not accessible to the public but can be seen from the outside. The 

garden is maintained but it is not decided what to do with 

the building. It is owned by the directory of state services, 

and on occasion there are meetings there for specific 

groups, political proposals or dinners, according to a 

respondent. There are no signs on the gate, but it is well-

known and indicated on every map. All city tours pass it.  

The Ish-Blloku area used to be closed for the population 

and was guarded by a ΨŎƘŜŎƪǇƻƛƴǘΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ has also become 

the name of an art installation that was created here in 

2013 to commemorate life during the regime (figure 13). It 

ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ψtƻǎǘōƭƭƻƪ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ǇŀǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ consists of 

an original bunker, from which the area was guarded, an 

piece of the Berlin wall, which was a gift from Germany, 

and a part of the foundation of the mines in Spaç, one of 

the former prison camps. In the park, two more small 

mushroom bunkers can be seen.  

                  
Figure 12 (top): the former residence of Enver Hoxha.                                                                                                                                

Figure 13 (bottom): the checkpoint art installation in                                                                                                                                                 

the postbllok memorial park (source: own photographs) 
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CǳǊǘƘŜǊ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƭŜǾŀǊŘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨtƛǊŀƳƛŘŀΩ, a decaying, 

empty pyramid-shaped building that ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ мфуу ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ9ƴǾŜǊ IƻȄƘŀ aǳǎŜǳƳΩ (figure 14 and 

15). During that time visits to the museum were mandatory for school classes. It is now empty, and 

popularly used to climb and slide down from by local youth and tourists. In march 2019 they closed 

the access to it with fences, because new plans for renovations were accepted. On the national 

ΨǎǳƳƳŜǊ ŘŀȅΩ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ƻǇŜƴ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭƛƳōŜŘ ŀƭƭ Řŀȅ ōȅ 

young and old people.  

 

Figure 14 and 15: the Piramida in the centre of Tirana, climbed by young and old on Summer Day (Source: own photographs) 

A little further up the boulevard stands the national art gallery. In here many Communist paintings 

are displayed. Few information panels are provided. Through a glass door in a modern exhibition 

space, one could see a dark room in which dozens of Communist statues were stored. Behind the 

museum stands a group of statues: two of Stalin, one of Lenin, and one of Hoxha (figure16). there 

were also two small statues of workers and a female 

soviet warrior. During Communism, such statues used 

to stand all over the country. While visiting this location 

I was in company of a Ukrainian man, who was shocked 

by the sight of them and felt very uncomfortable. He 

had never seen a statue of Stalin before, because they 

have all been destroyed in the Ukraine. That these 

statues were indeed controversial was indicated by 

their location. They stood in the backyard of the 

museum, not visible from the boulevard. From the 

museum, they could be seen from one large window. 

They had no central role in the museum, one had to 

know that they were there. They did not have any 

shelter and were receptive for all kinds of weather. Ten 

metres to the right was another property, where they 

were building a new structure and a pile driver was 

used (figure 17). The statues seem to be a sensitive 

topic, which is reflected in their location.      

 Figure 16 and 17: statues of Stalin, Lenin, Hoxha and Communist 

workers (Source: own photographs)                
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The main square at the end of the Boulevard is called Skanderbeg Square. Skanderbeg (his real name 

was Gjergj Kastrioti) was a military commander and leader in a rebellion against the Ottoman empire 

in the 15th century. The rebellion unified Albanians. He is the most celebrated historical figure in 

Albania, perhaps aside from Mother Theresa. He is considered a national hero, many respondents 

confirmed this. The large statue of him on a horse is iconic and often seen on travel photographs to 

represent Tirana. Previously, on the same location stood a statue of Joseph Stalin. The square also 

used to show a statue of Enver Hoxha, which was removed in 1991 during the student 

demonstrations.            

 On the east side of the square stands the former opera building which built during 

Communism and is now largely empty. On the north side of the square stands the national history 

museum. Here, history is told from the Illirians to modern history, although the chronology ended 

with an exhibition on independence (which included the second world war and the fight of the 

partisans). Communist influences were shown, but not greatly elaborated on. However, they did 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǇŀǾƛƭƛƻƴ ƻƴ ΨŎǊƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊΩΦ There were only few translations on this floor, but the 

message was clear: terrible crimes have happened during Communism. Photographs, objects and 

torture tools were displayed. A noticeable object was a piece of the rope that was used to pull down 

the statue of Enver Hoxha in Gjirokastër, his birth town (figure 18). This was a symbolic act in 1991 

when the regime had fallen. When visiting Gjirokastër, it was noticed that the former location of this 

statue was indicated on the (tourist) map10. The indication on the map and the platform on which the 

statue used to stand can be seen in figure 19 and 20. Figure 21 shows the building in front of the 

ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ Ψ9ƴǾŜǊΩ ǿƛǘƘ Communist stars has been painted in 

graffiti.   

               

Figure 18 (upper ƭŜŦǘύΥ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ Řƻǿƴ 9ƴǾŜǊ IƻȄƘŀΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳŜ ƛƴ DƧƛǊƻƪŀǎǘšǊΣ мффмΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳō caption. Figure 

19 (upper right): the indication of the former statue on a Vector tourist map. Figure 20 (bottom left): the platform where the 

statue of Enver Hoxha was pulled down as an iconic act. After 30 years, it is still there. Figure 21 (bottom right): Two 

Communist ǎǘŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ Ψ9ƴǾŜǊΩ ŀǊŜ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƎǊŀŦŦƛǘƛ ƻn the house across the platform (Source: own photographs) 

                                                             
10 This map had no date written on it, but was made by the brand Vector. 
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6.2 Museums   

In Albania there are a five (well-known) museums that focus only on Communism. There are many 

more museums in the country, some of which have elements about Communism or briefly mention 

it. The five main ones however are thŜ Ψ{ƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΩ ƛƴ {ƘƪƻŘšǊ, which is the former 

security and interrogations office)Σ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƭŘ ǿŀǊ ǘǳƴƴŜƭΩ ƛƴ DƧƛǊƻƪŀǎǘšǊ (a tunnel complex under the 

city castle), and .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1, .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 and the House of Leaves in Tirana. .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 and 2 are 

underground tunnel complexes that have been transformed into museums by a private initiative. 

They will be elaborated on in the next section together with the House of Leaves. The latter is the 

museum of secret surveillance, where the sigurimi used to have their headquarters to spy on the 

population. This museum is a state initiative. One of the respondents, Elton Caushi, also had a 

Ψaemorabilia collectionΩ ƻŦ Communist objects. He welcomes people to see it. It holds the middle 

between a museum and a private collection, containing Communist objects, books, magazines, 

clothing, furniture, and much more.         

 Respondents had varying opinions about the museums. Some younger respondents (20-30) 

thought there was a lot of attention for the communist past because of the museums on the topic. 

Others were dissatisfied with the way that the communist history was presented. Others just didnΩǘ 

care. Museums are interesting to study because it tells something about the narrative the creator 

(the state or a private owner) wants to tell. This was also explained by Mirian from Cultural Heritage 

without Borders Albania: 

άMuseums are always very interesting to kind of tackle new subjects. As they are 

tricky, because [...] the narrative that you choose to display in a museum might be 

very problematic sometimes, [as well as] the way you come up to that narrative. How 

do you involve people that were actors of what has happened [in] the histories that 

[you] are telling you in museums? [...] The process of doing that is as important as the 

result that you have at the end [...]. And to Albania one of the challenges is [...] how 

do you memorialize spaces [...]Φ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŜǿ ΨǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

require a skill set and knowledge that is also new for this country, so, this is an 

adjustment period as well for professionals like us here, or for others [...]. Of course, 

ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜΣ 

because these are typically subjects that are very very difficult to change, you know. It 

ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘǎΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ¸ƻǳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ōǊƛŎƪ ōȅ ōǊƛŎƪ ώΦΦΦϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ 

maybe a subject we will see in five, ten years time.έ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from 

CHWB Albania) 

Upheaval around .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 and .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2  

.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 and 2 are tunnel bunkers under Tirana that have been transformed into museums on 

Communism (figure 22 and 23). .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 is located  in the outskirts of the city, and is a popular 

tourist attraction being in the close vicinity of the cable car that leads up to Dajti mountain. It is often 

a combined daytrip. The bunker complex were built for Enver Hoxha and his administration to take 

shelter in case of a (nuclear) attack. It consists of more than one hundred rooms, for living, governing 

and military purposes. The museum that was built inside is dedicated to the history of the 

Communist army and the daily lives of Albanians during the Regime. .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 is a complex of 

tunnels under the city centre and is connected to several ministry buildings. The museum today is 
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dedicated to the ministry of internal affairs at the time, the working of the Sigurimi and of prisons, 

working camps and victims. 

   

Figure 22 (left): .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1. Figure 23 (right): BunkΩŀǊǘ 2 

Most of the respondents considered .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ good museums. However, they almost always 

recommended .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 over .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ нΦ ά.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ м ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƻƴŜέ, they said. Or: άȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ǝƻ ǘƻ 

the cable car, but only if you go see .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ мέΦ After visiting both museums, most tourists 

considered the first one to be άōŜǘǘŜǊέΣ άƳƻǊŜ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎέ ƻǊ άƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜέΦ .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 on the other 

hand has many more information panels, which cannot all be read in one visit. This preference of 

.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 over .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 was often noticed. Tourists simply seemed to like the kind of experience 

better. Locals however often seemed to have a more political opinion about it, that it did not tell the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŦŀƪŜΩ ōǳƴƪŜǊΥ ŀ ƴŜw construction. .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 

caused a lot of public reactions: 

 άThe .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ м ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ǎŜŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ōǳƴƪŜǊǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 

the real one. The two is a fake one, of course. You know, the bunker in the front of the 

number 2 is built from the beginning, is not an old bunker. [...] .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ [2] was built 

and it created a lot of reactions. Because people that were politically exiled, and they 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ŀ 

symbol of dictatorship. Why to build a new one? We have so many already. Is a 

ǇǊƻǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ώǘƻ ƎŜǘϐ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŀŎƪΚ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƭƻǎŜ ώǘƘŜ 

country] again? You know, imagine how someone would see that. [...] I cannot go in 

the philosophy of these people. They have every right to do so. You know, they were 

the ones suffering 50 years of dictatorship.έ (expert interview Saimir Kristo (31), Vice Dean 

faculty of Architecture at POLIS University, Tirana)  

.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1 opened late 2014. It was realised by the socialist party that is currently in power, which 

rose protest at the beginning. άThe exhibition [...] reiterates the old connection between communism 

and the Revolution/Liberation. The fact that the government in power ς and thus responsible for the 

realisation of .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ ς was a socialist one, as the Albanian socialist party has emerged from the 
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ashes of the communist party in the 1990, has been criticised as, among other things, an attempt to 

ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǊŜƎƛƳŜέ (Iacono 2018, 8). Nevertheless, the museum became 

successful and attracted a lot of people, both Albanians and foreigners. In the first two months the 

access was free, so that locals were able to see what had been hidden from them for so long.

 Following on this success, it was decided to make a second museum in the city centre: 

.ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2. This museum was not as well-received and led to debate and controversy (Iacono 2018). 

It is criticized to be focused on tourism: the ticket price is not in balance with the average wage of 

the local population. This limits the potential of the museum to stimulate discussion amongst 

Albanians (Iacono 2018). The strongest element of controversy however, was the entrance that was 

made to access the underground tunnel system. It was a new mushroom-shaped bunker, as 

mentioned. It was meant to show tourists an example of the kind of bunkers that can be seen all over 

Albania. This provoked upheaval, so much so that a big protest was organised in December 2015. 

People tried to destroy it with hammers and set the bunker on fire (figure 24-27). It showed that for 

at least for some, bunkers are a loaded subject that remind of a dark past.  

Figure 24-27 (top left, top right, bottom left, bottom right): images from the protest against the new bunker in the centre of 

Tirana in December 2015. (Sources: figure 24: https://balkaneu.com. Figure 25: www.aljazeera.com. Figure 26: 

https://balkaninsight.com. Figure 27: https://www.google.com/search?biw=1536) 

A few different reasons were given for the demonstration against .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2, in literature and 

interviews. For some, the museum was considered an attempt of disneyfication/ commodification 

(Prideaux 2003 and Waitt 2000 in Iacono 2018) of their communist memories. It was also criticised 

that the museum only represented the perspective of terror and trauma (the authorised heritage 

discourse) and no other visions (Iacono 2018). Ols Lafe (40-50, heritage director at the Aleksandër 

Moisiu University, called ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōǳƴƪŜǊǎ άthe million dollar 

questionέ. He emphasized that it was only a fraction of the inhabitants of Tirana that protested 

against .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2. Some of them were (relatives of) formerly prosecuted people. The protesters 

were backed by the opposition, because in a way it was a protest against the current government. 

https://balkaneu.com/
http://www.aljazeera.com/
https://balkaninsight.com/
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Ols stressed that it was a protest against the entrance of the museum, against the new bunker. The 

museum itself was not the target of the demonstration. A tourguide (40-50) of Tirana explained that 

people could not see what was being built, since the tunnel complex lies underground and there was 

a wooden fence around the construction site. People did not understand why a new bunker was 

being constructed and were afraid that the current government started building bunkers again. Mr. 

Kongoli (50-60) from the Albanian national tourism agency argued that it was because people had 

painful associations with bunkers: 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŀ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ƛƴ 

the centre of Tirana, because it recalls a very hard time. A very hard time, for them 

ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦέ 

Since the bunker was made of concrete, people could not set it on fire. However, the holes that were 

made in the top by hammers during the protest, are today covered in plastic, instead of being 

repaired with concrete (figure 28). This was to show the voices of the protesters. Now, during the 

current protests in Tirana, it is often seen that the police guards this area to prevent people from 

attacking the bunker again. The bunker symbolises the socialist government, which many people are 

dissatisfied with.   

 

Figure 28: Plastic cover of gap in .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 (Source: own photograph) 

One respondent, a tourguide of Tirana (40-50), was still suspicious about the .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ initiative as a 

whole. He found it strange that .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ is a private company, because the bunkers were built with 

state moneyΦ άNow they lease it, manage it and make a profit without investing anything: they just 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƛǘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΦ ²Ƙƻ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅΚέ 

He was suspicious that corruption was involved, because officially it cannot be found who is the 

owner, he said. As a museum he preferred the House of Leaves, because it is more transparent and 

belongs to the state.          

 Fatos Lubonja (68), a heritage expert and a former prisoner during the regime did not 

approve of the .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 museum, but for a different reason. He argues that sites of suffering 

should be made into museums of suffering, and .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 was never such a place. It should 
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represent what it used to be. He would have preferred to see the prison of Spaç being the museum 

that is now .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 2 (see the next section). 

άL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƭŀŘΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǘƘŀƴ 

ŦƻǊ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴǎΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ ώΧϐ They link them with the 

persecution of prisoners. Especially the second one, I have not seen the first one. [It] is 

too theatrical and there is manipulation because Enver Hoxha has never been there. It 

ǿŀǎ ŀ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƴǳŎƭŜŀǊ ŀǘǘŀŎƪΦ ώΧϐ It was not a place of suffering, of torturing 

people, it was nothing like that. So in my, in my conception of history, they should 

have been kept like they were ώΧϐΣ ǘo be what it was instead of a torture museum 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘΦ ώΧϐ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ƳƛȄ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǊǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ ώΧϐΦI am very, very angry 

that they manipulate with those two bunkers, they lie for many things, and this house 

ƻŦ ƭŜŀǾŜǎΦ !ƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŀƭƭ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ώΧϐ.έ (Expert interview Fatos 

Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, journalist and former prisoner) 

Most respondents however indicated that the museum has been more or less accepted by the 

majority of the population now. During the protests that were held in the fieldwork period, .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 

2 was never a topic of debate.  

Discussions about the House of Leaves 

The House of Leaves, the former headquarters of the Sigurimi, is another museum that has raises 

discussion. The director, Etleva Demollari (40-50), explained that there were some prejudices with 

the opening of the museum since it was the former office of the Sigurimi. Some wondered: άǿƘȅ 

commemorate the building where the authƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛƳŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΚέ Prejudices came mainly from 

the persecuted people. They do not visit the museum, according to her, because the ones who have 

prejudices make also make political connections. Since the socialist party is ruling now, they connect 

it with Communism and they have prejudices. They wanted Spaç to become a museum instead of the 

House of Leaves. Etleva Demollari stressed however that this museum has the same purpose. It was 

made for those who suffered in the house and under the regime, so these prejudices faded 

somewhat away. Also, she argued, all society suffered, not only those who were persecuted. It was 

psychological terror ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΥ άthe walls had earsέ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ could not say what you were thinking 

all the time. ά.ǳǘ L ƻƴƭȅ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ώƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅϐέΦ There are also persecuted 

people that come to the museum every week to tell their stories to young people. The museum has 

many educational programmes for youth in which they are taught what happened in the past. After 

all, even during the regime itself people ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ ά²Ŝ ƪƴŜǿ 

about the listening and spying, because we could see someone getting arrested for having said 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƴƻǿ 

then, let alone the people born after that time, they cannot even imagine. So we are showing the 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΦέ The educational 

programmes are for free and there are days with free museum entrance, so that not only tourists, 

but also Albanians can come and visit. 
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6.3 Former prison(er)s and places of suffering 

A heated discussion exists on the former Communist prisons and what should be done with them. A 

large group of people (including many former prisoners) find it important that some of them become 

museums. One such initiative is being undertaken at the former prison of Spaç, by Cultural heritage 

without borders Albania. They aim to make use of the potential of Communist architecture in the 

Albanian landscape, which has a capacity of healing as it can re-signify Communist sites of memory 

for heritage of reconciliation (Eaton 2011).  They want to turn Spaç into a museum, which they call a 

space for ΨŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ  

άIt offers the right conditions for people of different backgrounds and different 

opinions, to come together and visit, and discuss about the difficult past, and about 

individual and connective roles as well in the perpetration of massacres or you know, 

a perpetration of dictatorship like the one in Albania. As you know, this is a very, very 

Ƙƻǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƛŦ L Ƴŀȅ ǎŀȅΣ ŦƻǊ !ƭōŀƴƛŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎΦέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) 

from CHWB Albania) 

This is mainly in the interest of former prisoners, although more people agree in the creation of a 

museum in Spaç. 

άWe started with the former persecuted persons, which, again, is very interesting to 

see that half of them is verȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƭŦ ǎŀȅǎ ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ 

ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΦ tǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƛǘǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƎƻŜǎ 

ŀǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΩΦέ (expert interview Mirian (30-40) from CHWB Albania) 

During an observation of a discussion during the ΨaŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 5ŀȅǎ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩ11, where many former 

prisoners were present, it was mentioned that the abandonment of Communist heritage is 

problematic. Prisons should become museums, they said, and the opposite is happening. Only in 

Spaç some projects have been started, but also this site is in great decay. During this discussion, it 

seemed that some of the former prisoners often feel cheated by Ψempty apologiesΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ 

happened to them in the past. !ƴ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇŀǊŘƻƴΩ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ƙŀǎ not come. They 

mentioned how crimes of the Communist regime have never been followed up on, and that even the 

streets still have the names of Communists. The debate got very heated and people stood up to 

speak passionately and there were many interruptions of the presenters. One man mentioned that 

his children have no idea of the existence of the prisons: that you forget a lot when the visual is no 

longer there. One former prisoner that was interviewed during fieldwork, Fatos Lubonja, also 

stressed the importance of managing and keeping the former prisons, to remember and to educate 

others: 

ώΧϐ !ll places of suffering are destroyed ώΧϐΦ trime minister Edi Rama went to visit the 

Turkish Factory (a new mine that has opened in the same location as the former 

prison)Σ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǘƻǇ ŀǘ {Ǉŀç (very upset). ώΧϐ They want to forget about it. 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ǝǳƛƭǘiness of those who are in power. They have been all Communists. 

                                                             
11 The conference lasted a week, and was in light of the Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎƳ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ŘŀȅǎΩΦ L ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀ ŘŜōŀǘŜ 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά¢ǊŀǎƘšƎƛƳƛŀ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ Ŝ ƪƻƳǳƴƛȊƳƛǘ ƴš ǎƘǉƛǇšǊƛέΥ the material heritage of Communism in Albania. 
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ώΧϐ I have a long story with Spac, because I have been there, I have seen how it [was] 

destroyed, I have hundreds of pictures [of] how it was and how it became when I 

found people there taking the iron of buildings. ώΧϐ ¢hey destroyed the terrace where 

people had made the raw coal, and [the inhabitants] took the iron. They took the 

barbed wires to surround their own gardens haha you know with barbed wires. It was 

fantastic, Spaç, to see with two barbed wires all around the mountain, with lights and 

watchtowers. To have it like it was, woah it was fantastic. In winter, all snow and this 

lights, and all this place. (expert interview Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, 

journalist and former prisoner)       

 ώΧϐ άL ƘŀǾŜ ώǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ {Ǉŀœϐ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ L Ǝƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎȅ 

ƻŦ ōƛǘǘŜǊƴŜǎǎΦ ώΧϐ Lǘǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎȅ ǘo be nostalgic[only] of good events 

ώΧϐ bƻǎǘŀƭƎȅ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ formed you, that have been very 

important for you. That have learned you a lot of things. And this is my nostalgy. I 

mean nostalgy of the writer. Nostalgy of.. of war. If you are in war, if you are a soldier 

ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ώΧϐ its bad feelings but at the same time nostalgy. Not to repeat it 

but to live it, to relive it. To re-, to, to live with it, as part of your life. Anyhow. And of 

course to transmit it to the others, you know to understand what happenedΦ ώΧϐ And  

people should go there. And not foreigners. But Albanians, young Albanians, to go the 

path of the persecuted, of the prisoners, to go to the mine. It was fantástic, Spac. To 

ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΦ ώΧϐ ¢ƘŜȅ Ƙave given to the Turks now. The Turks have build in the 

landscape of suffering, they have build a big, big factory there, which is bigger than 

the buildings of the prison, which was part the place of suffering. Like inside 

Auschwitz [one] could [never] build a fabric.έ (expert interview Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage 

specialist, journalist and former prisoner) 

He explained that Turkey has been granted permission to build a big factory in the mines of Spaç, on 

the location where the former prison used to stand. The factory is of an economical nature and does 

ƴƻǘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Cŀǘƻǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΩΦ In 

the quantitative research of OSCE (2015), the situation of the mining company in the historical site of 

suffering was addressed  and people were asked what they thought about it. As can be seen in figure 

29, the economical value of the mine is prioritised, although a majority of the people does think that 

restrictions should be in place to protect the historical location. 
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Figure 29: national opinions on the preservation of a former prison versus the interests of a mining company (Source: OSCE 

2015) 

 

6.4 Heritage and the political agenda: mass disinterest 

άLŦ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ƭōŀƴƛŀns, this book has always remained in 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊέΦ  (expert interview Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, journalist and former 

prisoner) 

Many of the respondents found it important that attention is paid to monumental heritage in Tirana. 

Some rose deep discontent about the way this is currently treated in the city. This is because the 

current political agenda does not give priority to the preservation of historical architecture 

(Communist or prior), but to (personal) economical growth. This is leading to a few poignant 

situations. Saimir Kristo, the vice dean of the faculty of architecture design at POLIS university in 

Tirana explained these during an interview which included a short walk around the centre. On the 

square Saimir stood still to sketch a map of the city. He explained that the façade of Tirana has 

Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƭŀȅƻǳǘΦ Many 

people are unhappy about this. Fatos Lubonja, heritage expert and critic, explained:  

ά¢ƘŜre is a tendency that those who come in power act through the principle that the 

history begins with me, with us. And ώΧϐ instead of adding their creativity in 

architecture, they destroy the old ones, in order to build their own monuments, their 

own historȅΦ ώΧϐ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ 

respect for history. ώΧϐ And this is a sickness of infantilism somehow of society, or a 
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syndrome of young people. ώΧϐ !ƭƭ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ (expert interview 

Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, journalist and former prisoner) 

According to Saimir Kristo, the changing of the facades is another trend that new politicians seem to 

do. The Italians did it, then Hoxha did it by building new facades over old Ottoman houses and 

neighbourhoods (the Palace of culture was built over the old bazaar and ottoman villas). When the 

regime fell, it happened again when the Communist buildings were painted in bright colours (figure 

30). He said that this was nice, but that there was no money left for more important matters. Today, 

prime minister Edi Rama is doing the same, he explained: painting buildings and buidling towers 

everywhere in the city centre. Most respondents agreed that these towers are used for the 

whitewashing of money.  We were standing in 

front of the most recent example:  next to the 

opera building on Skanderbeg Square lay the 

remains of a recently destroyed building. Boys 

between the age of 12 and 19 were happily 

walking away from it with pipes and metal 

frames from the former building in their arms. 

Saimir was shocked that the building was gone: 

άL ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΗέ he 

found it extra ironic that a big Albanian flag 

ǿŀǎ ǿŀǾƛƴƎ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƛǘΣ άlike it is a patriotic act 

ŦƻǊ !ƭōŀƴƛŀέ.           Figure 30: Communist apartment building, painted in                
              bright colours (Source: photograph by Dayar van de Steeg)  

Another example is the football stadium, which was built by an Italian architect during fascism. 

Overnight, Saimir explained, it was removed from the monument listing and destroyed. Now there is 

a new stadium, with a ǘƻǿŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŀŎǘƛŎ ƛǎ ŦŜŀǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 

built in the same period of time as the old stadium. The complex exists of two theatres and next to 

each other, with a garden and open air pool in between. The government wants to destroy it to build 

one smaller theatre and six towers. There are protests happening every day by actors and other 

people involved with the theatre.  

[...]They deŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƎƛǾŜ 

ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǎƛȄ ōƛƎ ōƭƻŎƪǎΦ !ƴŘ ŀ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜΣ ŎƻƳŜ ƻƴΩΦ Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΚ 

Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΚ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ ƭŀƴŘ ώΦΦΦϐΗ !ƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ 

majority in the city council, who should have voted for this, they created a special law 

[which] they put in the parliament, where they have the majority to approve it. [...] 

tǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ƛǘΗ .ǳƛƭŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘƘŜŀǘǊŜ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ώŜƭǎŜϐΦ !ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

use our public money for [it]. (Interview Edvin Parruca (43), television presenter and hostel 

employee) 

These situations are influenced by the power of the government, but also because of the historical 

disconnection of the younger generations. As explained in the previous chapter, this concerns the 

ΨǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ CommunismΩΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ standing up against these acts of destruction of the historical 

city centre. Saimir Kristo explained that this is influenced by the fact that people have no connection 

to public spaces and thus do not feel attached to it:  
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 άThe political system [and] the lack of power to the masses is not bringing enough 

sensitivity to protect history, or to keep the palimpsest of the city. [...]  And here 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƻǎŜ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎe they are not really connected with their part 

of the city, you know? [...]. {ƻ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

see the square as their space. [...]So if no one has this memory [of spending time in 

public places], as a kid, then how are you pǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ƎǊƻǿ ƻƭŘŜǊΚέ (expert 

interview Saimir Kristo (31), Vice Dean faculty of Architecture at POLIS University, Tirana) 

Fatos Lubonja sees a pattern in the destruction of historical sites and prisons by those who are in 

power. He speaks of άthe manipulation of people with the idea to show the modern and the new 

time, and to destroy the old. ώΧϐ This is the mentality where you find very much this spirit of 

capitalismΣ ώΧϐΣ ώƻŦϐ ƴeo-liberalism, just try to get rich as quick as possible. Which was taken 

[immediately] ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ωфм ώΧϐ and without any critical spirit. Without having 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ !ƴŘ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅΣ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ƻƭŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ 

money became the main trend here. {ƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƛƴ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΣ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ¢ƛǊŀƴŀΣ 

ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ 

take care of themselves, of their interest, without considering that there are some things, that there 

are things which are much more important.έ (expert interview Fatos Lubonja (68), heritage specialist, journalist 

and former prisoner)  

 

6.5 (Dark) tourism and the commercialising of Communism 

According to Mirian from Cultural heritage without Borders Albania, there is a rising segment of 

tourism in Albania that is specifically asking for bunkers and other Communist related heritage. 

Interest in the communist past is abundant among foreigners, and plays a small but growing role in 

the tourist industry of Albania (which is growing significantly in general). Many of the respondents 

were aware by the interest of tourists, which was in most cases bigger than their own interest in the 

subject. To some extent, the tourist industry is anticipating to this. 

 άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ Communism thing is used to attract tourism. Well just the fact that 

three of your main museums in Tirana are Communist-related. The house of leaves, 

the two .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘs, who are the most famous and popular ones, are all Communist 

relatedΦ ώΦΦΦϐ ¢ƻǳǊƛǎǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ LΩǾŜ talked ǘƻΣ ώǿƘƻϐ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

ƪƴƻǿ ŀ ƭƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǎŀƛŘ ΨƻƘΣ ōǳǘ L ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōǳƴƪŜǊǎΩΣ ώƻǊϐ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ 

CommunismΦ {ƻ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƳǳŎƘΦ όsoft ironic laugh)έ (interview 

Sidonja Manushi (20-30), journalist Tirana Times) 

Some respondents called the tourism around Communist sites and buildings Ψdark tourismΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ 

ƻŦ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ΨǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǊƻŎƛǘȅ ό[Ŝƴƴƻƴ 

and Foley, 2006). Mr. Kongoli (50-60) of the Albanian national tourism agency described it as άǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘΩΦ He and Kliton Gerxhani, head of a tour operators association, 

explained the benefits and drawbacks from this interest ƛƴ ΨdŀǊƪ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΩΥ 

άώΧϐ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀ 

very harsh time, very harsh. It is good that there are these places where can be 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦέ (Mr. Kongoli (50-60) Albanian national tourism agency) 
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άL ŀƳ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ. And this is our discussion; what do 

we have to improve to set a better standard in tourism? How should we develop 

tourism, in what direction? Mass-tourism or more experiences, that kind of thing. It is 

ƴƻǘ ŀƴ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘŀǎƪΦ ώΧΦϐ Lǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ώƻǳǊ Communist heritage], [because 

you cannot ignore it, it was recent], but not to exaggerate. Because then we bring 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘŀǊƪ ǘƻǳrismΩΦ !ƴŘ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦ 

ΨŘŀǊƪ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ώǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦϐ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŜǊŀǎŜ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƴƻΣ L Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ .ǳǘ ƴƻǘΥ Ψ!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ 

coming? Because we had so much hardship during this system, and we want to show 

you thƛǎΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ōŀŘΦ ώΧϐ hǳǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ [only] the last fifty years. It is perhaps our 

worst history, but we are so old, so much has happened here.έ (interview Kliton Gerxhani 

(40-рлύΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ Ψ!ƭōŀƴƛŀ IƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΩ όtranslated from Dutch) 

Indeed, Albania offers more historical tourist locations such as Roman archaeological sites, 

ethnographical museums and medieval castles. However, the material heritage of the Communist 

regime seemed to interest many travellers that were informally spoken to in the Tirana backpackers 

hostel. This interest had several reasons. In conversations with different tourists and travellers, it 

ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ άcoolέΣ άdodgyέΣ άƻŘŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊέΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛƪŜ άexploring exciting 

grim placesέ ŀƴŘ άthis kind of [Communist] stuffέΦ  Others found it interesting because of the story 

behind it, the historical process, their role in the landscape or as an object of photography. During 

the Communist era, some tourists from leftish movements (from the UK, Scandinavia, Holland) were 

allowed a visit to Albania. Eduard Kurtezi used to be a tour guide during that time. Some of these 

tourists have come back to see Albania how it is now. 

άLƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ мфслΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ !ƭōŀƴƛŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

East European countries. Czechs, Poles, Russians, Hungarians. But after 1960, western 

tourists started to come. Mostly the people do not know, even in Albania sometimes 

they ask: was it  possible to come? [...] But Dutch tourists, Austrian tourists, English 

tourists, Scandinavians, they were coming to Albania since 1960. [...] You know, these 

ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ Ψслǎ ŀƴŘ ΨтлǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΣ ǘƘŜȅ 

were interested. [...] As long as my experience goes, first, I think they were people 

who were interested in the ecological and historic sites in Albania. [...] Second 

category were people who wanted to visit the country behind the iron curtain. So 

political interest. Thirdly the ƭŜŦǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ΨслǎΦ {ƻΣ aŀǊȄƛǎǘΣ [Ŝƴƛƴƛǎǘ  

groups, in the ΨтлǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ !ƭōŀƴƛŀΦ !ƴŘ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΥ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΣ 

[pretending to be] tourists (chuckle). [...] Some people come back after many years. 

LΩǾŜ ƳŜǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ώǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪϐ ŀƴŘ ŜƘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

country. Great, great ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ƘŜǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜΦέ (interview Eduard Kurtezi (70-80), retired English teacher and interpreter for BBC) 

The development of Communist heritage for tourism is not without its difficulties, as mentioned in 

the previous section. It is in an early stage, and it is not easy to decide what to do with certain 

buildings. This is the case for the former residence of Enver Hoxha, but also for his birth house, which 

is an ottoman building located in Gjirokastër. It is now functioning as ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ethnographic 
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museum. However, there was very little to no information about this except for the fact that it was 

his birth house, and signs above the doorposts that named the rooms (one wrote: LIVING ROOM ς 

the birth room of Hoxha). !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ DƧƛǊƻƪŀǎǘšǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ƻƭŘ ǿŀǊ ǘǳƴƴŜƭΩΣ ŀ ǘǳƴƴŜƭ 

complex under the castle which can be visited with a guide (figure 31). Since the fieldwork for this 

thesis took place in winter, very little tourists were present and the museum was not abundantly 

visited. It was also not easy to find outside the tourist season. When asking around in nearby shops, 

people did not know what was meant, did not know of a 

bunker tunnel nearby. Two men that were standing in 

front of it were convinced that it was open on a day that 

it was not. They also gave wrong directions about the 

entrance. Clearly, this museum is meant for tourists and 

not popular with locals. The guide of the tunnel tour 

explained that people are fed up with the topic of 

ōǳƴƪŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ 

be further explained on in the next chapter, which 

focuses on bunkers alone.      
       Figure 31: Cold War Tunnel in Gjirokastër (Source: own 

       photograph) 

Commercialisation of Communism              

Something that cannot go unnoticed when studying the relation of tourism and Communist heritage, 

are the souvenirs that can be bought in many different cities in Albania. During observations in Kruja, 

Berat, Tirana and Gjirokastër, it was shown that clothing, uniforms, household objects, furniture, 

historical photographs, coins, pins and even passports from the Communist era are being sold in 

markets (figure 32 and 33).  

  

Figure 32 and 33: Communist objects sold on markets and tourist shops (Source: own photographs) 

Next to this, a souvenir industry has picked up on the foreign interest in this period of time and 

created a range of Communist merchandise. The majority exists of bunker souvenirs, which will be 

explained in section 7.3.5. Furthermore, one can find books, busts and mugs of Hoxha (figure 34 and 

35). In .ǳƴƪΩŀǊǘ 1, t-ǎƘƛǊǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƭŘ ƻŦ IƻȄƘŀ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ ΨL ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ōǳƴƪŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳΩ (figure 36). 

When asking some respondents about this phenomenon, they said: 
















































































