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“Student City”: 
A City Within    

The City of  Tirana. 



“Student City” is a campus district located in the capital of Albania, Tira-
na. The rich historical background of Tirana is reflected in the diverse archi-
tecture of the urban fabric. Official sources proclaim the construction of the 
first buildings of the campus during the 1940s Communist regime. Howev-
er, due to lenient laws and active corruption, many of the old historic build-
ings and sites have been demolished in the interest of the business-develop-
er elite, resulting in the erasure of a significant part of the country’s identity. 

Although educational matters go beyond architecture, this thesis explores 
how architecture contributes to the improvement of the educational sys-
tem through the redesign of the new “Student City.” The new proposal aims 
to turn “Student City” into the central educational hub in the city and a pivot-
al draw for keeping youth at home in Tirana’s universities while navigating the 
realities of the country’s troubled economy and the changes that now exist. 
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“ Student City” is a higher education campus located in Tirana, Albania. Built 

under the communist rule in Albania, it has lost its prestige and identity in the 

city of Tirana throughout the years. Although the universities of Tirana are dis-

tributed among the city, this site brings them all together as it provides their ac-

commodations. Due to its program and historical importance, the site’s preser-

vation becomes the central theme of the thesis. To achieve the new proposal, 

multiple aspects need to be studied to develop a proper student campus with 

contemporary conditions for student life for the first time in Albania. Therefore, 

the first part of this thesis gives a general understanding of the development of 

Albania and, more specifically, Tirana. A personal conclusion is drawn from 

each section, as the first step in developing the new proposal for “Student City.” 

Albania is a small European country situated in the southwestern part of the 

Balkans. The country was ruled by foreign forces and only gained its indepen-

dence in 1912—the rich historical background results from the multiple con-

quests it faced. Although it is prosperously located in Europe, it is considered 

a third-world country. Unfortunately, the different occupations slowly dimin-

ished the original identity of Albania, and today the country sufferers from 

political, economic and social instability. However, they are the reason behind 

the historical diversity of the urban fabric. The first chapters of Part 1 of this 

thesis give a general insight into the impact of the historical background on the 

city’s development. The new “Student City” proposal aims to solve some defi-

ciencies within Tirana. The study of Tirana’s urban evolution will allow achiev-

ing an appropriate new proposal for “Student City” that strengthens connec-

tions throughout the city of Tirana and does not disrupt its diverse urban fabric. 
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The fifty years Albania was under the communist regime were considered the 

darkest years in national history and the reason for the poor conditions today. For 

the past ten years, this excuse has been used to demolish all historical heritage 

sites. However, the real reason behind these demolitions is that they are built by 

the business elite for personal investments and profits. “Student City” is one of 

the few remaining heritage sites that has only undergone minor reconstruction 

while preserving its original identity. Within the “Student City” walls,  the 90s 

generation of students living on campus was the first initiators of one of the most 

significant revolutions in Albania against the brutal communist dictatorship. 

Therefore another central theme of this thesis is the historical preservation of the 

campus while navigating the reasons behind the unwanted communist heritage. 

This thesis does not argue against the modernization of Tirana’s urban fab-

ric. Instead, it suggests that the new proposal should incorporate elements of 

the past as they form history and have witnessed the creation of today’s soci-

ety and city. The following chapters further elaborate on the importance of his-

toric preservation, and chapter five explains the philosophy of communism. 

In order to dismantle the negative connotations associated with communism 

as a result of the dictatorship, the population needs to be educated on the phi-

losophy of communism rather than the political ideology. It will directly affect 

the way they deal with communist heritage architecture. As the philosophy of 

communism aspired for equality and unity, the new “Student City” further 

enhances them by reserving certain principles and providing a space to en-

courage the population to unite and fight back for the Albania they aspire to. 
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As the primary occupants of the site are the youth generation of Albania, to conduct 

a new design of the campus with current conditions, facilitating their everyday life, 

it is also essential to understand the generic stances of this part of the population. 

Although very optimistic about their personal future, the youth of Tirana are some-

how unsustainable when it comes to the future of Albania as a result of the exist-

ing conditions in the country. Recently the emigration numbers of this generation 

have increased, one of the main reasons being the educational system. Although 

education goes beyond architectural matters, the newly proposed “Student City” 

serves as an example of how architecture could improve the Albanian educational 

system. Consecutively, the other major theme of this thesis is how to keep the 

youth at home by providing them with a physical space to improve and facilitate 

their educational experience. To conclude Part 1,  the conclusion discusses how 

architecture can positively impact and improve the educational system in Albania. 

The second part of this thesis examines the historical development, existing condi-

tions and the new proposal for “Student City .” I am one of the fortunate of Albania’s 

youth generation, born and raised in my country but emigrated to Canada initially 

to pursue a better education. My parents were part of the last generation residing 

in “Student City” during the communist rule and were part of the 90s student re-

volt. The history forming the identity of the “Student City” was told to me by them 

as bedtime stories. Therefore the preservation of this site is also a personal matter. 

However, because of my experience living in a third and first world country and 

being a student for the past years, I am able to compare and understand the rea-

sons for my emigration and the low quality of the educational system in Albania. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF ALBANIA01
As Tirana’s diverse urban fabric is a result of the multiple occupations it has 

been through, it is essential first to have a general understanding of the histor-

ical background of Albania. Albania’s three significant historical developments 

were the Ottoman rule, Italian Fascist occupation, and Communist influence. 

Albania is a southeastern European country bordered by Montenegro to the 

North, Kosovo to the northwest, Macedonia to the east, and Greece to the south. 

It sits on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea on the West, across from the southern 

coast of Italy. It is primarily a mountainous country with a Mediterranean climate, 

where summers are hot and winters temperate. Although historians have estab-

lished that Albania is one of the first European countries, the five hundred years 

spent under the Ottoman rule and the influence of Fascist Italy and the Commu-

nist Party slowly diminished its original identity. It is a small democratic country 

that has become a member of the UN, NATO, The Organization of Security and 

Co-operation in Europe, Council of Europe, and the World Trade Organization.

After years of fighting against the five-hundred-year rule of the Ottoman Em-

pire, Albania finally gained its independence on November 28th, 19121. In ear-

ly 1920 for a short period of time, Albania was declared a democratic mon-

archy, where Ahmet Zogu was appointed king, with the support of Benito 

Mussolini, the Italian Fascist dictator2. The financial crisis and enormous debt 

obligated King Zog to sell Albania to Italy in 1939, where Benito Mussolini 

overthrew King Zog from the throne and invaded Albania3. Mussolini saw Al-
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bania as a historical part of the Roman Empire, and the invasion was meant 

to fulfill Mussolini’s dream of creating an Italian Empire4. The country went 

through a forced Italianization policy where further investments were made to 

modernize Albania, specifically Tirana, for propaganda and military reasons. 

In November 1944, a new era dawned in Albania as the Communist Party, with 

Enver Hoxha as the leader, ruled the country for the following fifty years5. Hox-

ha was the first leader of a communist country to denounce the revisionism of 

Josip Broz Tito, as Albania was under the process of becoming the eighth Yo-

guslavian country6.Instead, he became a satellite of Stalin, implementing his 

program and beliefs in social and economic life. The Soviet model changed the 

face of the country and further contributed to the modernization of Albania. 

After 1961, the country went into complete isolation until the 1990s, as Hox-

ha believed that the other countries drifted from the Marxism doctrine. The 

country faced the most brutal communist regime in Europe and was the last 

socialist country to break from it. In the early 1990s, Albania emerged from 

the collapse of insular communism as one of the poorest countries in Europe7. 

After the regime’s collapse, the country transitioned from a country with top-

down repression, to a vibrant state. The transition to democracy and a free-mar-

ket economy was not easy to achieve. Many powers competed for supremacy re-

garding Albania’s new direction in development, economic, political, and social 

aspects. The country was quickly transformed from a country with closed bor-

ders to a smuggler’s dream, from an atheist state to a playground for religions, 

from a land with no private cars to a jumble of belching cars, buses, and trucks8. 

Critics proclaim that the poor conditions the country is facing today are the re-
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Figure 1.1  Map of Albania in European context. 

sults of the long communist rule and isolation period, as the country today faces 

high corruption, a lack of effective reforms, and struggles against crime. It still 

is considered a country in transition, as it has not yet established its identity. 
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THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF TIRANA02

Figure 2.1  Tirana today. 
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In order for the new proposal of “Student City” to not disrupt the existing di-

verse urban fabric of Tirana, a study of the city’s development is conducted. 

Also, as one of the main themes of this thesis is the preservation of history in 

architecture, to incorporate the historical elements in the new design, a gen-

eral understanding of each period’s architectural characteristics is required. 

Tirana is a direct urban product of two dictatorial systems, the short Italian Fas-

cist occupation and the long Communist dictatorship that ended in the 1990s. 

Although a considerable part of the city during the Ottoman period remained 

intact, the city still transmits to a large extent the presence of the real socialist 

city. At first, Tirana seems like a modern Mediterranean capital that does not 

make urban sense. However, after understanding the historical background, the 

chaotic urban context demonstrates the diversity of the different architectural 

styles. The city is geographically located in the country’s center, which makes it 

the most important economic, financial, political and trade center of Albania. 

Tirana was founded as a city in 1614 during Ottoman rule but became the capital 

in 1920 due to the chaotic and political landscape after WWI and shifting borders. 

Although Tirana functioned as a pragmatic political ground, it still lacked the 

necessary infrastructure to be the capital city. It was announced as the European 

Youth Capital of 2022 due to the multiple projects involving the youth population. 

“Student City”: A city within the city of Tirana 
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b. fascist influence

a. ottoman influence

Until it gained its independence, the city’s architecture and urban planning were 

highly influenced by the Ottoman Empire. The population of Tirana at the time 

was 17,000 inhabitants in an area of 3 square kilometers 9. It resembled a small Ot-

toman town, where the urban fabric consisted of low buildings constructed with 

local materials, minarets of mosques as orientation points, and the Old Bazaar10. 

During Tirana’s first years as a capital, the city center was also the same area as to-

day’s center, where the Old Bazaar was the focal landmark. Residential construc-

tion, designed in Islamic vernacular style, surrounded the city’s center. The Old Ba-

zaar was a lively ottoman style bazaar with clustered multipurpose stores. The main 

roads radiated from the center out of the town, and they remain today’s primary 

circulation arteries. Throughout the city runs the narrow, 4 km long river of Lana. 

The main aim in 1920, after Tirana was established as the capital, was to create a new 

modern western city11. During Ahmet Zogus’s rule and Italian occupation, signifi-

cant developments happened with respect to the architectural activity. The official 

architectural language became “stile Littorio12 ‘’: simplified classicism, stony solid-

ity, marble, and travertine coverings, repetitively used simple elements, bas reliefs 

on facades, and beautification of squares with statues were the hallmarks of this 

style. During his reign, Zog hired four Italian architects to create a new western-

ized city, where Armando Brasini and Gherardo de Bosio had the most influence. 
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Armando Brasini, with his master plan concept in 1925, was one to mark the first 

stage of rational urban planning for Tirana13. With his final proposal, Brasini sug-

gested a master plan with a prominent north-south axis where the middle point 

would be the city center, creating the separation between the new modernized 

area and old Ottoman quarters. He also established the final and existing city 

center, Skanderbeg Square (Piazza del Minister), proposing it as the governmental 

square. Although his proposal was not executed, it laid the foundation for upcom-

ing architects and planners today, and today still remains the main feature of the 

city’s urban plan.

The most ambitious design and definitive plan of Tirana were achieved by the 

architect Gherardo Bosio, during the Italian occupation between 1936-193914. He 

culminated the south of the Brasinis axis with ‘Piazza Littoria’, today known as 

‘Mother Teresa Square’. The square was defined by the three surrounding build-

ings that functioned as educational spaces for the youth to induce the Fascist ide-

ology further. Bosio also defined the southern part of the axis by proposing the 

new major political and cultural buildings along the new boulevard “Deshmoret e 

Kombit”. His new urban and design strategy also remains today, further establish-

ing Tirana’s architectural identity. 
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c. communist influence
In early 1940, once the communists gained power, there was repression in ev-

ery aspect of life, and outright control characterized the country’s internal sit-

uation. Hoxha tried to shape a new nation out of the fragmented country, 

dismissing history as much as possible15. In architecture, this meant the adap-

tation of the Soviet models in the late 194016, as Hoxha was a strong support-

er of Stalin’s doctrine. Following the isolation, the neoclassical features of 

Stalinist architecture were dropped, but its principles remained. Through ar-

chitecture, they tried to portray the policies and ideologies of the regime. 

During the communist regime, housing blocks were the main architectural con-

struction due to the increase of the population to accommodate the accelerated 

rise of the urban density. Although the construction system changed, the quality 

of building typology and the apartment layout remained poor. Concrete prefabri-

cated panel systems were introduced in the late 1970s. By April 1946, all existing 

buildings were nationalized, demolishing or converted the Italian and Ottoman 

buildings were to service the inducement of the communist doctrine. One of the 

most unfortunate architectural annihilations was the demolition of the Old Ba-

zaar to make room for the Palace of Culture. Also, the buildings surrounding the 

“Mother Teresa Square” were converted into the first universities in the country, 

today known as the Polytechnical University of Tirana and the Institute of Arts. Af-

ter establishing the universities, “Student City” was constructed responding to the 

need for accommodation for students from all over Albania. Additionally, another 

major innovation was the construction of the Artificial Lake and its surrounding 

Park. Once Albania went into complete isolation, slogans “by our own efforts” were 

distributed among the city, justifying the free labor of the citizens and real short-

ages and low technological levels that came as a result of the country’s stagnation. 
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Figure 2.3
 

1st stage of Tiranas 
urban development. 

(under Fascist regime)

 Armando Brasini 
master plan
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 Skanderbeg Square 

as the focal point of the city

Figure 2.2
Tirana city during the 

Ottoman conquest. 
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Figure 2.4

2nd stage of Tiranas 
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(under Fascist regime) 
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 Skenderbeg Square 

as governmental 
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Culminating the 
North-South axis with 
“ M o t h e r - Te r e s a” 

square.

Surrounding square 
with  Fascist 

educational buildings 
 

Gherardo Bosio 
masterplan

Figure 2.5

Tiranas urban 
development under the

communist rule.  

Repurposing the 
Fascist educational

buildings to the 
first universities in the

country. 

New developments:
 

Student City campus
Artificial Lake 

Artificial Lake Park
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d. Tirana today

Tirana is one of the liveliest capitals of Europe, where everything comes togeth-

er: communism, capitalism, hyper-capitalist structures, national traditionalism, 

brutal globalization, the neo Ottomanism of Turkish investors, bustling activity, 

and tranquility17. The political and economic changes after the 1990s were consid-

ered the beginning of a new era of modern architecture18. Today, the architectural 

situation of Tirana remains in transition and consists of the familiar manifesta-

tions of privatization, restitution, and international investments that represent a 

difficult terrain for the creation of high-quality architecture. The transition pe-

riod led to the seizing of many open spaces and green areas of Tirana19. Inter-

nal immigration caused random and rapid construction, disrespecting munici-

pal regulations, traffic and transport problems, the absence of broad roads, lack 

of public spaces, and difficulties in managing water and emergency services. In 

the present day,  the city’s architecture is in the hands of ordinary people, be-

coming initiators of the “informal eclectic architecture” without identity20. Af-

ter the fall of communism in the 1990s, 427 000 units emerged in the form of 

illegal structures everywhere in the public or private lands, following the logic 

of low-cost and self-constructed architecture. Uncontrolled building expansion 

and its spontaneous spatial voracity changed the meaning of urban context21.

“Student City”: A city within the city of Tirana 

24



Figure 2.6  Tirana today city plan
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Figure 2.7 

 Tirana today. 

The mayors painting 

canvas. 

Today’s architecture has exceeded the cultural and conceptual ideology and 

the mental and creative uniformity of the communist regime and is focused 

on a new practice of modernity. The town has become overcrowded, and it 

has grown without rules to the limits of possibility, straining its cultural as-

sets and political and democratic conduction, which ensue the deterioration 

of the cultural assets and its political and democratic aspect. During the first 

years of the 2000s, mayor Edi Rama was the first to rehabilitate and renew the 

process of city development. First, public space recovery was addressed, fol-

lowing the renewal and creative urban complexity. By painting the facades of 

the existing communist buildings, he intended to transform Tirana into a city 

art, challenging the communist uniformity, although only in a superficial way. 
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Figure 2.8
  

Tirana Today

Painted communist 
buildings 

Figure 2.9
  

Tirana Today

Painted communist 
buildings.

Symbiosis of 
communist

 building with 
ottoman mosque

Figure 2.10
  

Tirana Today

Painted communist 
buildings.
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Numerous architectural international firms have also contributed to the modern-

ization of Albania. They aim to educate the public and local architects. The latter 

still bore the isolation complex of the past by merging the existing urban condi-

tions with the innovative ideas of the Western cultural trends and currents. Except 

for the new revolutionary designs, most of these firms are also responsible for ren-

ovating the existing communist heritage buildings. MVRDV was commissioned 

to reconstruct Tirana’s Pyramid, a structure originally built to commemorate the 

communist dictator, Enver Hoxha. BIG also influenced the city’s urban fabric as it 

was commissioned to transform and design the new National Theater. Although 

their new designs are revolutionary for the city’s architecture, they have been crit-

icized for their new proposals. They entirely demolish the existing structures, do 

not fit within the diverse urban fabric of Tirana, and dismiss the historical past. 

The new proposal for “Student City” aspires to serve as an example of how to 

deal with the communist heritage without going through the process of to-

tal erasure. The following chapters address the reasons behind the unwant-

ed communist heritage in Tirana and aim to educate the population on the 

communism philosophy rather than communism as a political ideology. 
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Figure 2.11

MVRDVs 
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Figure 2.12  
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Figure 2.13  
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Figure 2.15  
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Figure 2.14
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This part of the thesis draws personal conclusions on the existing architectural sit-

uation in Tirana. The political context in totalitarian countries, especially Albania, 

has been of overriding importance for the creation of architecture. The new identity 

Albania is aiming to establish should further continue to modernize and develop 

the country while still preserving the diversity that characterizes the urban fabric. 

One of the first observations after studying the development of Tirana was that 

the process of erasing historical buildings started under communist rule. As 

discussed earlier, the first and most important stages of Tirana’s urban develop-

ment happened under the monarchy and Fascist Influence. Although architects 

were commissioned to modernize the capital, they proposed a double design 

strategy to preserve the Ottoman architectural identity. Brasinis’ north-south 

axis strategy created a separation between the old and new. Likewise, Gherar-

do Bosio’s proposal framed the Ottoman city within a more rational layout of 

administrative buildings and public spaces, while still maintaining the traces 

of the Muslim city by incorporating mosques and other “oriental” elements as 

interspersed landmarks with the new “civilized” urban profile in his designs22.

In contrast, during communist rule, architectural heritage was condemned. 

Enver, Hoxha ordered the demolition of most of the significant public build-

ings constructed during the previous conquests to erase their presence. How-

ever, due to the poor economic conditions, some of them were instead repur-

posed as facilities that would further induce the political communist ideology. 

HISTORICAL CONCLUSION03
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In countries where there was the presence of a totalitarian regime, architecture 

was used as a tool to enhance the dictator’s political ideologies further. However, 

architecture’s only purpose should be to improve human life. Following the steps 

of the previous rulers, it seems that the existing leaders of Albania used architec-

ture to further their political propaganda. The annihilation of the historical build-

ings to further modernize the country is the excuse used by these leaders, but in 

reality, it is only for their financial benefit. Therefore, this thesis serves as an ini-

tiator in re-establishing the purpose of architecture as a human facilitator instead 

of a political and financial enhancer in Albania. The new “Student City” cam-

pus will be a politically neutral environment, equal to all genders, and econom-

ic and social statuses, where its primary purpose serves the students of Tirana. 

This thesis also intends to bring solutions to the chaotic conditions of Tira-

na’s urban fabric. As mentioned above, Tirana today is transformed into a 

concrete jungle, with no organizational logic, rules, architectural coheren-

cy and limited green spaces. Together with the artificial lake, the new orga-

nizational strategy of “Student City” will provide another significant public 

green space for the citizens of Tirana to compensate for the stolen ones due to 

the illegal construction. The new proposal aims to further assist in the mod-

ernization of Tirana’s urban fabric while still preserving the identity of the site 

and its historical past, intending to maintain the diversity of the architectur-

al styles. The new organizational and circulation strategy will bring some order 

to the irregular surrounding urban fabric, following codes and safety measures. 
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WHY is THE POPULATION AGAINST COMMUNIST HERITAGE? 04
After the fall of the communist dictatorship, all former Eastern Bloc countries 

followed the path of liberalization and regime change by building a sense of na-

tional memory, saving certain aspects of it and often neglecting others23. Defining 

what was to be kept or demolished, is the same as defining national identity, the 

product of a complex convergence of socio-political, economic and cultural fac-

tors24. As in other former Eastern Bloc countries, during the years of transition 

in Albania, the communist dictatorship period was perceived as a burden that 

had to be deliberately and quickly forgotten to embrace the new set of values of 

the Western world. Although the communist past is still evident in the existing 

urban fabric of Tirana, monumental heritage, especially the one that does not 

easily fit into categories of nationalism and national pride, was either systemat-

ically eliminated or abandoned both as part of a deliberate public policy and as 

a result of a semi-intentional strategy of neglect25. All the approaches to redevel-

oping Tirana define the heritage of the communist period as unwanted. Beyond 

their materialization in concrete buildings and memorials, it is the presence of a 

painful experience that lies at the base of denial of the existing communist struc-

tures. Albanians have always rebelled against the manifestations of the socialist 

identity that pervaded every aspect of life during communism. The population 

shared a sense of fear and anxiety regarding the regime. The psychological effects 

of this aesthetic regime were severe, and they influenced the way that the Alba-

nians today interact with the material heritage of the communist period26. How-

ever, these communist structures emphasize the hard conditions of the regime, 

the difference from the present and the difficulties of the transition to democracy. 
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We are currently witnessing the acceleration of demolition the historical com-

munist buildings are experiencing. Thus, questions have arisen about whether 

it is healthy for the development of the urban plan of Tirana. The preservation 

process is part of a broader strategy for the urban regeneration process and sus-

tainable development, which advances the economic, social, and cultural devel-

opments. Heritage buildings and sites are vital in transferring the cultural identity 

for upcoming generations, and their preservation and reconstruction would avoid 

the process of historical erasure. Regarding the social benefits, heritage sites and 

buildings represent society’s memory. They can retain attractive streetscapes and 

character and provide status and image to an organization through massive and 

highly crafted materials. The importance of preserving these historical heritage 

artifacts goes beyond the local interest. The attention and curiosity toward the 

remaining structures are among the main tourist attractions these countries have. 

Recently the population of Albania has been educated and aware of the “unwant-

ed buildings”, resulting in their involvement with the preservation of these build-

ings through protests27. Therefore, this thesis aims to serve as an example for the 

remaining communist architectural heritage, where the preservation process 

would incorporate some form of erasure. However, it will be symbolic rather 

than material. In order to respect the dark memories of the population associat-

ed with the communist years, the new proposal preserves the spirit and identity 

of “Student Housing” rather than the political ideology it was built under. 
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF COMMUNISM 05
Around the 1840s, the Capitalist society was composed of the fortunate Bour-

geoisie and the oppressed Proletariat. The Bourgeoisie comprised the minority 

of society and exploited the Proletariat for their labor in exchange for monetary 

compensation. As a result of this inequality, class segregation and unfairness, Karl 

Marx and Freidrich Engles questioned the equity of the minority’s possession of 

the majority of wealth and power in a society. To solve this injustice, they pro-

posed the creation of an equal and united Communist society, where the goals and 

theory underlying this ideology were established in the Communist Manifesto. 

This chapter aims to bring awareness to how the philosophy of this doctrine was 

deformed into the creation of totalitarian political ideologies. Understanding the 

core principles of the philosophy seeks to reduce the negative perceptions of the 

population related to this doctrine. It also facilitates the production of a well-de-

signed new student campus without further enhancing collective trauma, as this 

site was constructed during the communist dictatorship. The main argument in 

the Communist Manifesto relies on class struggles, or the exploitation of one 

class by another, as the motivating force behind all historical developments.28 The 

Bourgeoisie class formed the government and exerted power over society using 

law, education, and police. Whereas the Proletariat only owned their labor, which 

was exchanged for monetary compensation by the Bourgeoisie, only a means of 

survival. Marx and Engels proclaim that a revolution led by the Proletariat is nec-

essary to create a fair society and remove class antagonism. With the disappear-

ance of class distinction, the public power will also lose its character, as it is seen 

as nothing more than “the organized power of one class for oppressing another”.  
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Marx and Engels argue against private property as it represents a social power that 

produces inequality and serves only to exploit the oppressed majority. Therefore, 

in the new communist society, private ownership is abolished. Furthermore, they 

argue against science and religion as they further the oppressor’s power. Work is 

also redefined in the Manifesto as a tool to enrich the individual spiritually, as it 

had lost its meaning in the capitalist society. Competition was also dismissed in 

the new communist society, as it drove the Bourgeoisie to conquer the markets 

and maximize their profit. In addition, the separation of nations entrenches in-

equality worldwide, as the stronger the Bourgeoisie are, the more powerful the 

nation is. The idea of notions comes with segregation borders leading to further 

separation among all of the Proletariat. By delineating the concept of nations 

and borders, Communism seeks to take advantage of the increased connections 

to galvanize the Proletariat around the world into a single and powerful force.
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PERSONAL CONCLUSION:

 HOW THE COMMUNIST PHILOSPHY COULD BE USED IN ARCHITECTURE in the development 

of student city

06

The characteristics that were imbued with the ideology of the dictatorship 

were a challenge to incorporate into the new urban narratives of the post-com-

munist countries29. Countries where communist dictatorships had existed, 

went through a unique experience that left historical marks whose memo-

ry should not be erased but instead goes through a process of de-communiza-

tion. By erasing the past the survival of history and memory are jeopardized.

Although the communist dictator of Albania considered himself the only faithful 

follower of the Marxist philosophy30, there was a massive contradiction with it in 

his form of governance. The communist dictatorship he imposed in the country 

further promoted social segregation and injustice between the fortunate ones, the 

members of the Party, and the unfortunate ones, the majority of the population. A 

parallel could be drawn between class conflicts in the Manifesto and today’s soci-

ety. The ruling powers could be seen as the Bourgeoisie oppressors and the rest of 

the population as the oppressed Proletariat. As a result, significant problems still 

are presented today regarding social segregation, class unfairness, territorial occu-

pation, and exploitation of nationalism. Therefore, the question arises whether the 

proper application of the communist philosophy in the creation of a new society 

could prevent some of the significant challenges presented today regarding society. 
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The cultural heritage of the communist dictatorship needs to offer a well-rounded 

account of how the past acts upon the present, distancing itself from immedi-

ate political agendas but not negating the politically laden nature of heritage31. 

Although the design of the buildings on campus has an Italian Rationalist feel, 

official sources inform that “Student City” was a project implemented during the 

communist regime. Therefore, the campus could be classified as a communist her-

itage site. As the campus has  witnessed  the past, it serves as a lesson to prevent the 

repetition of  mistakes in the past. Careful architectural interventions are required 

to design in a country where there still exists an atmosphere of totalitarian ide-

ology. The communist architectural heritage could also be preserved in Albania, 

but only by altering the meaning of the symbols of communism and confronting 

the collective trauma. The new site organization strategy and building design for 

“Student City” will derive from the fundamental of the Marxist doctrine: equal-

ity, equity and unity. Its new proposal will illustrate how the painful memories 

associated with the political regimes could be transformed into a prosperous 

space. Moreover, it will impact how the population and the government deal with 

the remaining communist heritage. Through the development of “Student City,” 

this thesis seeks to identify the positive aspects of the time and what commu-

nism was really about. Although somehow utopian, it intends to use the com-

munist philosophy as a tool to improve the social problems today in the country.

The transformed existing buildings on-site bring a lively and playful spirit to 

campus, attract different generations, and break away from the monotony and 

brutality of communist/socialist architecture while still preserving their iden-

tity and presence on site. The new provided spaces further enhance equality 

among different social classes and genders, aiming to reduce discrimination. 
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Also, the organizational strategy provides a unified space, bringing togeth-

er the generation responsible for the future of Albania. To conclude this sec-

tion, the new “Student City” design provides a physical space where all stu-

dents are equal despite their economic status and provides common physical 

grounds for the youth generation, motivating them to unite and fight against 

the existing ruling governments, which are unfortunately plunging Albania 

rather than developing it, as their parents did during the 90s student revolt. 
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THE YOUTH OF ALBANIA AND THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM07
When the campus was first constructed, students attending university education 

were the only occupants. After the fall of the communist regime, “Student City” 

transitioned from a campus to a public gathering space for all generations residing 

in the surrounding area. To further promote the existing multigenerational char-

acter of the site, the new “Student City” design will incorporate public spaces pro-

viding activities to all ages. However, this thesis’s purpose is to recover the original 

identity of the campus, where its primary focus is the accommodation of higher 

education students. Although the new facilities proposed in the “Student City” de-

sign facilitate the educational experience of all ages of students, intending for the 

campus to become the new educational hub of Tirana. Therefore, a general under-

standing of the youth generation is required to execute a proper design. A detailed 

study was conducted in 2011 by the German “Friedrich Ebert” Foundation (FES), 

providing a general reflection on the stances of the Albanian youth and how they 

see their future in their own country32. As part of this generation, I can further 

elaborate on this study through personal experiences and perspectives. The 2011 

Population and Housing Census recorded 2.8 million residents in Albania, where 

25% of the population, approximately 700,000, are aged 19-29. The Albanian 

population is among the youngest in Europe, with a mixed age composition33.
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Figure 6.1  Map of Tiranas Universities
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Albanian society experienced fundamental societal changes throughout the 

years, including the modernization of the economy, a rising symmetry in gen-

der roles, and a more flexible life course organization34. Today it remains a pa-

triarchal society based on male predominance. Albanian youth is somehow 

unsustainable when it comes to stances on social, economic, political, and in-

herited values due to the current conditions35. Although the new generation 

is very optimistic about what their future holds for them, they are not as op-

timistic about the future of Albania. They fear their future living standards 

and the economic situation in the country, where the main concerns are be-

ing “poor,” unemployment, and corruption. As the new generation, it is in 

the hands of the Albanian youths to take charge of the future of their country. 

The current youth Albanian population ascribes to conservative and family val-

ues. They also display low levels of trust in their surrounding community36, inher-

ited from the previous generations that lived through communism as a result of 

the espionage system the Communist Party established; family members, friends, 

and strangers would report anyone who opposed the system and the dictator in 

exchange for monetary compensation, whereas the opposers would be killed or 

tortured in persecution campus. Therefore, the main anchor for the Albanian 

youth is family, whom they rely on all their trust and is today the main essence 

of the youth’s social interactions37. The low levels of trust have caused the loss of 

connections with the more significant urban communities. Therefore, the new-

ly designed “Student City” aims to create a new social space, recover and pro-

mote social interactions among different ages, and resume the community’s trust. 
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The low levels of trust are accompanied by the same low level of voluntary civic 

commitment38. The lack of civic involvement resulted from how voluntary work 

was enhanced during the communist regime. The Party promoted voluntary work 

to enforce free labor. Therefore, Albania must identify different mechanisms that 

fight apathy and passiveness and boost the feeling of dependency and dedication 

to the community. The traditional Albanian family exercises the roles of deci-

sion-making in the youth in every aspect of their life. Despite their age or eco-

nomic status, not only during their educational experience, but the youth also 

follow a traditional approach by carrying a way of living at home with their fami-

lies39. However, the city has failed to provide the students with proper, prestigious 

accommodation. The only existing student campus in Tirana is the “Student City,” 

which is not preferred by the youth due to its deteriorating conditions and the un-

safe conditions of the area it is located in. In addition, the unstable socio-econom-

ic conditions characterizing the country are why traditional living is preferred 

over student accommodation, as it provides a stable environment for the youth. 

To further induce the feeling of warmth and security, some of the interior spaces 

of the dormitory buildings in the new campus will be designed as apartment-style 

units, with communal spaces to also further promote interaction among students. 

90% of the youth believe that in the next ten years, the country’s situation will be 

improved, but at the same time, 70% of the youth wish to leave Albania40. Corrup-

tion is one of their main concerns, especially the informal practice of using con-

nections to find jobs, receiving better treatment in hospitals, and handling gov-

ernment authorities is widespread in Albania. Education is also a reason affecting 

the emigration of the young generation, as better opportunities are provided in 

foreign countries. They have thrived and contributed more to foreign countries, 

whereas in Albania, they see it as pointless because of the unstable conditions. 
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Although the new generation has equal rights to access education at all levels 

without discrimination regardless of their social status, nationality, language, 

sex, religion, political beliefs, health situation and economic level, together with 

unemployment, it still remains a significant challenge for the youth of Albania. 

However, education is considered a national priority in the context of emancipa-

tion, progress and social development of the individual. According to the Alba-

nian Institute of Statistics (INSTAT), in 2020-2021, there were 97,38041 students 

enrolled in secondary, post-secondary education and Ph.D. studies, where 62% 

were females. Among the fourteen public universities in Albania, eight are lo-

cated in Tirana, reflected in the low number of students enrolled in university 

education. The studies on Albanian youth show that only 30% of this generation 

is “somewhat satisfied” with the education system42. Corruption is an alarming 

and leading factor in the education system, where monetary exchange occurs for 

better grades or even passing. The training within the school and university sys-

tems is not adapted to the current needs in the labor market. Also, the existing 

public institutions are in bad conditions and lack spaces to support and assist in 

their education. Most students state that they don’t feel like attending universities 

but rather “daily extracurricular courses”. Despite their concerns and the external 

factors, attending and completing university remains a fundamental objective. 
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CAN ARCHITECTURE Improve THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM ?

personal conclusion08
As education is one of the main concerns of today’s Albanian youth, this thesis rais-

es questions on how architecture could positively improve the educational system 

in the country. Although educational matters go beyond architecture, as demon-

strated during the 2019 COVID pandemic, it has also shown that the built physical 

environment dedicated to the educational process plays an essential role in the ed-

ucational experience. Education is always in continuous reform, while in Albania, 

the educational facilities have remained the same for over a century. Students spend 

a significant amount inside these facilities, becoming a part of their formation. 

Through the new “Student City” design, this thesis aims to inspire imagination and 

creativity and unite students, teachers, and the community to create a space that 

feels energized, organic, and magnetic, facilitating their educational experience.

Architecture requires a synthesis of information from various academic disciplines. 

Although an architect is not a landscaper or geologist, sociologist, or engineer, he/

she must have enough background information to conduct a proper design. They 

must understand the site they are commissioned to build in, how the new design 

fits into the existing surroundings and must understand engineering to develop a 

structural strategy that supports their design idea and parameters. Architects are 

also responsible for creating a design that meets all legal and code requirements 

within that jurisdiction while still keeping in mind and understanding the human 

perception of space. They investigate relationships more than at objects by finding 

new ways to see the problem differently. Therefore, architects do have a respon-
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sibility to improve the educational system. The new proposed facilities in the new 

“Student City” further facilitate students’ educational experience and well-being. 

The proposal aims to turn “Student City” into the first student campus in Alba-

nia, a space run by and belonging only to the youth of Albania. From the previ-

ous youth studies, it is clear that the new campus requires a drastic increase in 

density to accommodate all Tirana students. The design of the accommodation 

buildings will enhance the unity among students, regulating the low levels of trust 

they have in society. The transformed buildings will provide activities that will 

induce voluntary work to maintain the daily life on campus. Also, as the habitants 

of the area will also occupy the new facilities, it will provide new job opportu-

nities for students. However, the essential purpose of the new facilities will be 

educational and beneficial to primary students, to improve their learning process. 
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student city01
“A Student city within the big city of Tirana”. 

Figure 1.1 Arial view of Student City

Within the dense urban fabric of Tirana is found “Student City”, a campus that 

serves to accommodate the young generation responsible for the future of Al-

bania. Cambridge Dictionary defines a campus as “the buildings of a college or 

university and the land that surrounds it”43; However, the “Student City” campus 

provides only accommodation for several students attending higher education in 

the universities of Tirana. It is located in the southeastern part of the city, and this 

residential campus is a dormant national treasure and an asset for the students. 
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Written sources state that the site was built during the first years of communism in 

Albania due to housing needs for students after the construction of the first univer-

sities in the country. Until the fall of the communist regime, Student City was a pres-

tigious campus, and whoever could afford it and the high expenses of the capital was 

considered fortunate. Today, the “Student City” site has a multigenerational char-

acter. It is occupied not only by the students who live there but also by middle-class 

families that rent out some dormitory buildings. Also, Afghan refugees occupied the 

site for a short time in 2020. “Student City” is seen today more as a gathering space 

for the different generations of the neighborhood rather than a student residency.

The campus is part of one of the essential pages of Albanian modernity, as 

the revolution that overthrew the communist regime was initiated by the last 

communist student generation residing within the campus walls44. After the 

death of the country’s dictator, Ramiz Alia became the ruler as he had prom-

ised a new democratic country, but instead, he continued to impose the total-

itarian system. The communist elite controlled most aspects of Albania’s po-

litical shift, but the students took charge and rattled the regime that autumn. 

They had complained numerous times about the miserable conditions on cam-

pus regarding the offered food, deteriorated interiors and fluctuating access to 

heat, water and electricity. Therefore, they took matters into their own hands 

and decided it was the time for a change. As my father recalls, the initiative 

for change came after a group of students had heard the sounds of “Wind of 

Change” by the Scorpios, who released the song after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

 “Take me to the magic of the moment; On a glory night; Where the children of 

tomorrow dream away; In the wind of change.”
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Inspired by these words and the series of events happening in Eastern Europe due 

to liberation from the communist regime, on December 8th, they initiated one of 

the most essential revolutions in Albania against the ruling political powers. Their 

historical march started from ‘Democracy Square,’ facing the campus cafeteria, to 

‘Skanderbeg Square’ chanting “Everyone come to gather here,” and “We want Alba-

nia to be like Europe”. The rest of the population, encouraged by the student move-

ment, found the courage, and joined the protest. That generation still today recalls 

the moment they overthrew the gigantic statue of Enver Hoxha in the center of the 

city, where people were crying and hugging as they finally felt a sense of freedom. 

The 90s student revolution brought the end of the communist dictatorship and iso-

lation the country was in and was the starting point for a new Democratic Albania. 

Today the campus has lost its prestige, and the existing buildings have deteriorated. 

By redesigning the site, this thesis seeks to return to the site’s glory days and orig-

inal identity, ultimately improving the youths’ educational experience and estab-

lishing the first student hub in Tirana. The new proposal will serve as an example 

for the remaining communist heritage buildings to prevent the future annihilation 

of another historical site. As one of the most significant historical events related to 

change has happened within the site, its preservation would further educate the 

next generation and assist in the perpetuation of the historical background of the 

city. It would also be a constant reminder to the youth that they are responsible 

for the country’s future and the crucial change they aspire to, as their parents did. 

Developing the public spaces within the site, setting clear limits, and eventually 

separating the area from the informal settlements in the new proposal would en-

hance the social-cultural life on this campus. The new campus design should ac-

quire the quality and dignity that suits the next generation, and its transformation 
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Figure 1.2   90s student revolt at Democracy Square

is crucial in developing the urban fabric of Tirana. However, the contemporary 

campus will not disrupt the historical diversity of the existing urban fabric of Ti-

rana. Although it was built during the communist regime, this site should not be 

associated with the bad memories of this dictatorial system because of its histori-

cal importance and function. As mentioned above, this thesis intends to preserve 

its identity and architectural character associated with the communist philoso-

phy rather than the physical remains built during the communist dictatorship. 
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site location02
“Student City” site has a very favorable location as it is relatively close to the city 

center and far enough that it offers peace and quietness. It is part of Zone 2 of the 

Administrative Units, which is considered the second-best zone of Tirana after 

the construction of the US embassy in 1991. It also is the biggest zone regarding 

the territory, forming one/fifth of the capital’s urban footprint, and with approx-

imately 80,000 citizens has the second largest population45. Therefore, the devel-

opment of “Student City” in this area is ideal. It will provide much-needed public 

space and facilities in proximity to the majority of Tirana citizens. The student 

campus is only 5-15 minutes from Mother Teresa Square, surrounded by some 

of the most important universities in the city. It also has 25-minute proximity 

to the city center, as the main boulevard leads to it from Mother Teresa Square. 

The south of the site runs Elbasan Street, a major national street, separating the 

campus from the Artificial Lake Park. The campus is positioned on a hill with 

a natural slope of 8-10% facing south, receiving uninterrupted sunshine all day 

long. This incline also allows one to embrace in one single view the city center to 

the southwest and the wooded hills and the mountains to the east. This diversity 

of views forms a relationship with the near and far surroundings. The surround-

ing area of the campus is composed of low-rise housing sitting in irregular fabric 

composition. Some of these dwellings have also been constructed within the prop-

erty line of “Student City” after the 1990s chaos of events, in the form of illegal 

settlements with low-density housing and no public space. Therefore, through-

out the years, the site has become a multigenerational site due to these settle-

ments, in which university students coexist with different ages of the population. 
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Figure 2.1 Arial map of  Student City Surrounding

1. FACULTY OF UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA
2. FACULTY OF UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA 
3. FACULTY OF UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA 

4. national stadium 
5. GEOLOGY UNIVERSITY
6. proffesional HIGHSCHOOL 

7.FACULTY OF UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA 
8. FACULTY OF UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA 
9. private university 

10. private university 
11. swedish embassy 
12.  Us Embassy
13. middle school/highschool
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There are twenty-four educational institutions in Zone 2 where the campus is lo-

cated46.Adjacent to the southwestern part of the site is situated two of the faculties 

of the University of Tirana, whereas, facing the south of the site, the University of 

Geology lies in the Artificial Lake Park. In between the “Student City” and Mother 

Teresa Square, also a 10 min walk, is the city’s National Stadium, which has been 

renovated and reconstructed in the last five years into a gigantic element in the ur-

ban fabric. On the south of the campus, the Swedish Embassy is positioned within 

the boundaries of Student City. The US embassy is around 700m away from the 

south of the site, next to the faculties of the University of Tirana. The construc-

tion of the embassies and proximity to the Artificial Lake have encouraged new 

investments. Real estate is considered expensive in this area due to the proximity 

to the Artificial Lake, and a large number of the dwellings are occupied by for-

eigners working in Albania. One significant investment that has radically changed 

the zone’s urban figure is “Park Gate Tirana”, a 7-13 storeys residential highrise47. 

It faces the site’s main entrance to the south. Because of its revolutionary design 

and grandeur, the residential building has become an “urban sculpture” and un-

intentionally one of the leading figures of the area’s urban fabric. Another recent 

construction in the proximity of the site,  is the national stadium. It also is a prom-

inent urban figure in the zone. Although there have been recent innovative devel-

opments on-site and the area’s prestige has increased, the Student City campus is 

still considered a dangerous area by the rest of the population of Tirana, together 

with the degraded quality of the spaces. Therefore, the new proposal for “Student 

City” aims to restore the area’s quality by providing social and cultural activities 

on-site by designing the new facilities and public spaces. Because the site serves to 

improve the educational experience of the most critical generation, the new archi-

tecture tends to make a statement in the urban fabric and challenge all other resi-

dential buildings that have become the most prominent urban figures of the zone. 
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Figure 2.2

 
Park Gate Tirana, 

facing the entrance 
of “Student City”

Figure 2.3 

Arena Stadium, 
adjecent to 

“Mother Teresa Square”
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site development03
The urban development of Tirana and the historical timeline demonstrate that the site 

could have potentially been built under the rule of Mussolini, during the presence of 

Italian Fascism in  Albania, as part of Bosio’s master plan. A retired architecture pro-

fessor who practiced during the communist years mentioned that the first buildings 

of the “Student City ‘’ were first constructed in 1930 and originally functioned as the 

city’s sanatorium. The site’s then remote location seems to support this, as the cam-

pus was situated in the city’s outskirts in an undeveloped area, usually where sanatori-

ums would be constructed to prevent the spread of disease. The master plan of the site 

and the architectural language used in the design of the first buildings resemble other 

sanatorium projects developed by Mussolini in Italy. Also, one of the oldest buildings 

on site is the medical center, constructed in a different architectural style and materi-

al than the rest of the existing structures, supporting, even more, the professor claims. 

Official sources date to 1940, the definite construction of Albania’s first and last stu-

dent dormitory campus. After establishing the country’s first universities, the con-

struction of “Student City” came from housing needs for the students enrolled 

in higher education. However, Tirana was the only city in Albania with universi-

ties. Therefore the site would gather students from all over the country. Although 

the Faculty of Economics and Philosophy of the University of Tirana was not part 

of the official boundary of the Student City site, sources received by the director of 

the school state that they were the reason why the student campus was built there. 
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The site started to operate as a campus with four dormitory buildings, a laundry facili-

ty, a medical center, and a police station. The dormitory buildings were segregated be-

tween gender, where only building five was dedicated to females. Built-in concrete, the 

first dormitory buildings’ plan was standardized and straightforward. Each dorm was 

no bigger than 20 msq, where up to six people would occupy the rooms. No toilets or 

laundry facilities were found within the dormitory buildings. Instead, the laundry fa-

cility was dedicated to these services, found on the northwest of the campus. There was 

no kitchen/dining space, forcing students to cook in their rooms using gas bombilates. 

In 1968 the city built a main electrical substation to serve only the “Student City” cam-

pus. After the “electrification” of the site, “Student City” became a small self-function-

ing city, inspiring the name that the campus still maintains today. After this event, the 

campus was seen as the “Student City” within the big city of Tirana. Two years later, 

the construction of the cafeterias started on site. At the time, there were three cafete-

rias serving food to the students. Building fifteen, positioned relatively at the center of 

the site, was the biggest out of all the cafeterias and was the first public space on cam-

pus to promote student interaction. It remains on site but has lost its identity as half 

of the building has been privatized by the locals and transformed into a fast-food 

chain, coffee shop, and minimarkets. The other half is a big traditional classroom. Fac-

ing the north of the building was the other cafeteria, serving only desserts and it was 

the most frequented and favorable building on campus. The architectural elements 

seem to resemble the Italian style rather than the socialist realism style, where a vast 

spiral staircase is the distinctive feature of the building. Throughout the years, the caf-

eteria program was transformed into today’s administration building for the campus.
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Figure 3.1

 “Student City” 1940

Four dormitory buildings
A medical center
A laudry facility
A police station

Figure 3.2

“Student City” 1970

Six dormitory buildings
Caffeteria 

Multifunctional Building
Woodshop 

Electrical Cabin
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In the following years, the campus also continued with constructing the electri-

cal cabin and more dormitories to accommodate the rising number of students. 

Washrooms were added within the existing dormitory buildings. Since the orig-

inal designs did not incorporate washrooms within the building, mould start-

ed to appear, leading to structural deterioration. These problems remain nowa-

days, and the dorms adjacent to the newly added washrooms are not occupied. 

In 1978, a multifunctional building was added to the site called the Student Club. The 

building served as a public space, further promoting the interactions between students. It 

offered a variety of programs, such as a small library, a movie theatre, conference rooms, and 

game rooms. Like many other existing buildings on site, the Student Club buildings also 

lost their initial function, and now they are used by universities as temporary classrooms. 

By the 1990s, eight new dormitory buildings were constructed to accommodate many stu-

dents. Also, specific information is not found, but “Student City” used to be a walled site. 
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Figure 3.3

 “Student City” 1990

Four dormitory buildings
A medical center
A laudry facility
A police station

Figure 3.4

 “Student City” 2021

Four dormitory buildings
A medical center
A laudry facility
A police station
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existing conditions on site04
Today “Student City” campus houses approximately 13,000 university students out of the 

97,000 enrolled in the city. The total surface area of the site is 25ha (248 435 msq), of which 

8ha (67 800 msq) is the territory occupied by the illegal construction, which emerged 

after the fall of the communist regime. The main entrance of the campus is in the south 

of it through Elbasan Street. Other informal entrance points are on site, as other city 

roads run through the campus. Therefore, the campus is considered a transitional zone. 

Through the northwest and south of the campus runs another city road Pjeter Budy, cre-

ating some separation between the informal settlements and the campus. The circulation 

system has been very irregular with no logic behind it, as the urban context surrounding 

the site. The informal settlements are located to the north, south-west and east of the site. 

Currently, 29 dormitory buildings and seven public facilities are connected through the 

vast green space and irregular circulation system. Twenty of the dormitory buildings are 

dedicated to females, whereas six are dedicated to men. Low-class families occupy three 

of the dormitory buildings. The severe earthquake in 2019 caused the collapse of two dor-

mitory buildings on the east of the campus. The facilities on site have been dormant for the 

past years due to their bad condition. The cafeteria is located north of Democracy Square, 

forming the site’s focal point. Facing the existing cafeteria to the south is a two-story 

building functioning as the administration center and library. To the right of the admin-

istration is a big supermarket. The laundry facility is located on the northwestern part of 

the site, and a police station is located to the northeast. There is also a boiler room that 

serves to heat up the site and, together with the laundry facility, is no longer functional.  
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Democracy Square is the most important square on campus due to its presence and historical 

event. Slightly to the square’s west, a giant staircase connects the entrance road with the north 

of the campus between building six and seven. Facing the staircase is a smaller square known 

as the Student Square. Today the square serves as an essential orientation point throughout 

the site and is the primary visual interaction upon arrival on site. The southern part of the 

site is vacant greenery, which allows the visual connection with the Artificial Lake Park. 

The site’s existing conditions do not live up to the requirements for a proper student 

complex. There is no sense of community, large unorganized vacant spaces and no archi-

tectural character, and they do not follow European standards. Some of the dormitory 

buildings are not functional due to mold issues, deterioration of their structural integrity, 

and lack of seismic forces. Other deficiencies on-site are related to water waste manage-

ment, as there is no proper infrastructure and fire emergency systems. There is still no 

proper heating system in buildings or ventilation and no constant access to water. Apart 

from the residences and “Democracy Square”, there are no other facilities to promote in-

teraction and fulfill students’ educational, cultural, and social needs, as the existing ones 

do not meet the requirements. A public cafeteria is also missing in the organization of 

the site. The informal pattern of buildings surrounding the campus confuses the bound-

ary of the sites and the spatial hierarchy and connections with the city. Due to the large 

number of university students currently enrolled in Tirana, this design proposal aspires 

to reach the new required densification and must be able to accommodate the majority. 
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Figure 4.1

 “Student City” 
existing site plan, 

major buildings
adjecent to site

Figure 4.3

 “Student City” 
existing site plan, 

illegal construction

Figure 4.5 
“Student City” 

existing site plan, 
facilities

Figure 4.7
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Figure 4.9 Arial view of Eastern part of campus

Figure 4.10 Dormitory
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Figure 4.16  Entrance Building

Figure 4.18  Multiple Entrance points Figure 4.19  Cafeteria

Figure 4.20  Administration

Figure 4.22  Administration

Figure 4.21  Police Station

Figure 4.17  Bus terminal at entrance
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Figure 4.23  Democracy Square arial view

Figure 4.24  Democracy Square arial view

DEMOCRACY SQUARE
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The thesis’s final objective is the development of new ideas that will lead to the 

creation of an exquisite new student compound with contemporary conditions 

for student life and improved public spaces. In order to generate a new campus, 

the existing forces at play need to be transformed. A reorganization of the spatial 

qualities of the campus is necessary to provide a hierarchy and create connections 

with the city. At the same time, an invisible boundary is required to separate the 

campus from the illegal settlements and surrounding residential buildings. The 

new proposed identity for the “Student City” is based on the symbiotic relation-

ship between the existing and new. A series of new facilities are proposed in the 

new organizational strategy to fulfill the campus’s purpose. The site will become 

a space of intense, spontaneous, and planned cultural activities to encourage fur-

ther connections with the city and dialogue with the educational system. The 

students will play the primary role as initiators of this cultural process, as they 

are the primary occupants of the site. However, the proposed facilities will also 

attract new possible users, intending to improve the quality of the neighborhood.

“Student City”: A city within the city of Tirana 

66

NEW CAMPUS PROPOSAL05



As a result of the considerate number of educational facilities in the campus’s 

proximity, the new proposal aims to create a new educational hub serving differ-

ent ages of students studying in the city. By designing new communal spaces, the 

new proposal intends to enhance the social-cultural life on campus by providing 

activities that promote further interaction. The generation residing on-site due 

to the “illegal” dwellings will also play a role in regulating the social-cultural life 

on campus due to the new proposed public spaces. Their involvement on campus 

will further continue the multigeneration characteristic by which the campus is 

identified. The informal settlement that protrudes into the site’s campus boundary 

has brought some livable layers consisting of small bars, restaurants, and fast food. 

Their demolition is not necessary as they do not interfere with the life on campus. 

 

A low number of existing buildings on site will be demolished as they do not fit 

this thesis’s new organizational strategy. The illegal structures on the site’s west 

southern and east southern parts will remain, whereas those on the north will be 

demolished to allow more space for the proposed new entrance gate. The existing 

cafeteria, administration building, library, and supermarket will also be demol-

ished and reconstructed to fit the new organizational strategy and fulfill the re-

quired standards. However, the existing dormitory buildings will remain the gen-

esis of the new “Student City” proposal. Although, as mentioned above, this thesis 

does not aim to preserve the physical structures on site but rather the identity they 

give to the whole campus. To respect the bad memories the population associate 

with the time these buildings were constructed and their existing deteriorated 

conditions, “Student City” becomes a cemetery for these communist buildings, as 

the new proposal suggests their transformation rather than their transformation. 
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Figure 5.1
 

“Student City” 
existing condition

Figure 5.2
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Entrance points 

The main entrance on campus will remain through Elbasan Street, as it is a major 

city street and connects Tirana with other cities in Albania. Out of all the cur-

rent informal entrances, five have been selected and enhanced in this proposal 

as formal secondary entrances in the new proposal. They were strategically cho-

sen to allow connections with the site and allow multiple accesses points from 

the surrounding residential area. The northern entrance connects a senior hous-

ing with the center of the site, where the new proposed facilities will be located. 

 

New Circulation Strategy 
 

The chosen entrances inspired the final circulation scheme. The intersection of 

the paths formed by these entrances falls approximately at Democracy Square 

but does not allow for its further expansion. Therefore, a secondary circula-

tion scheme was proposed to regulate the existing irregular fabric in the sur-

rounding area. The final circulation design combines the existing streets on 

site and the proposed regular strategy. Because the city roads run through-

out the site, pedestrian circulation is highly promoted within the campus
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Figure 5.3
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“Student City” 
Chosen Entrances

First circulation 
Strategy. 

Transformed buildings 
demolished

MAJOR GREEN SPACES
UNIVERSITIES

Illegal Buildings

Transformed buildings 
circulation

MAJOR GREEN SPACES
UNIVERSITIES

illegal buildings



“Student City”: A city within the city of Tirana. 

71

Figure 5.5
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“Student City” 
Final Circulation 

Strategy

Expansion of 
Democracy Square

Southern vacant 
green space

 becomes new 
Sports Area

Extrude 
Democracy Square

and
Southern vacant 

Green space

Transformed buildings 
circulation

MAJOR GREEN SPACES
illegal buildings



Democracy and Square

 Democracy Square occupies the central public area of the site. A part of the 

square is paved and functions as a patio area for the fast food and the coffee shops 

in the cafeteria buildings. In the northwestern part of the paved area sits the stat-

ues of Enver Hoxha’s successor, Ramiz Alia. Most of the square is a landscape area 

and serves as a public green space for the students and high-density families sur-

rounding the site. On sunny days, throughout the whole year, on the square, you 

see children running around, adults socializing, students interacting or simply 

just resting, and older men playing chess. To complement the importance of the 

square and further enhance its spatial quality in the urban context of the campus, 

it is necessary to enlarge the existing square. Additionally, preserving this square 

intends to serve as a constant reminder for the youth that the most significant 

change in Albania came from the generation of the 90s students; therefore, it is in 

their hands to bring change and solutions to the existing problems in the country. 

In the new proposal, Democracy Square becomes the focal point of the “Student 

City” campus with its own identity, surrounded by the new suggested public facil-

ities. The southern part of the existing campus is an empty, unused space, allowing 

a direct visual connection with the Artificial Lake Park from Democracy Square. 

Also, due to the slightly inclined topography on the site, the multiple layers of the 

different styles of the urban fabric of Tirana are evident throughout the square. 

Therefore, to maintain this visual connection with Tiranas’ diverse urban fabric 

and the Artificial Lake Park, the new project proposes maintaining the southern 

part of the site unoccupied by buildings. Instead, the southern area would be trans-

formed into the new sports center of the site and would provide athletic fields for 

the students of Tirana. In order to complement the importance of the square and 

enhance its spatial quality in the urban context of the campus, the new proposal 
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suggests the enlargement of it. The square and sports area have been leveled up with 

the eastern part of the site, to provide underground parking. Commercial build-

ings are proposed on the west of this elevated part as they face the Student Square.  

Student square

 Another essential part of the site is the Student Square, as it is the first visual 

interaction with the campus while entering the site. The square and celebratory 

staircase are preserved in the new proposal, but they are enlarged to enhance 

their spatial quality. The staircase will lead to the northwestern part of Democ-

racy Square through the library’s entrance, creating connections between these 

spaces. As it is known as the “Student Square”, its enlargement will also form a 

statement that the students are the primary occupants of the site. A unique el-

ement of the square are two fountains that will also be preserved and repeat-

ed throughout the staircase, forming resting platforms for the site’s occupants.  
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Figure 5.8   “Student City”  New Democracy Square 

Figure 5.9 Arial View of existing “Student Square”

Figure 5.11 Arial View of New “Student Square” Figure 5.12 New “Student Square”, Fountain and Stair Element

Figure 5.10 “Student Square”, fountain and staircase element



Building typologies 

 The new proposed buildings of “Student City” can be characterized in 

three different typologies. 

The first typology is the transformed existing dormitory buildings. In the new 

proposal, the transformed dormitories become new public interaction spac-

es contributing to the site’s occupants and residents surrounding it, ensur-

ing the continuation of their presence on site. Their transformation will be 

achieved by dismantling the existing buildings while preserving the urban 

footprint, form and structure and demolishing their facades and internal logic. 

The second typology is the new proposed dormitory buildings, identified in two 

groups. The first group of buildings is situated along the site’s perimeter to imitate 

the walled campus in its initial stages. They would act as the new “Student City” 

boundary separating it from the surrounding residential area and illegal construc-

tions. The dormitories’ ground floor that defines the new entrances will serve as 

public and commercial space to distinguish it from the other peripheral dormi-

tories. Although their primary purpose is to form a clear distinction between the 

campus and residential area, these buildings will also allow for interaction between 

the students and the other generations. Also, they imitated the Bazaar typology, 

which was an essential part of the city during Ottoman rule. The dormitory build-

ings that define the secondary entrance points of the site will also differ from the 

rest in this typology because of their facade treatment. Although the facades of ex-

isting dormitories have deteriorated, the colors and wall art are still evident. There-

fore, to encourage sustainability and preserve their character in the new proposal, 

the facades are recycled and incorporated into parts of the new facades in these 
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buildings. This strategy furthers the connections with the city as it imitates the 

previous mayor’s efforts to reinvent Tirana. As mentioned above, he repainted the 

facades of the communist buildings in Tirana to give the city an artistic expression 

while erasing the communist identity of the existing buildings. However, this pro-

posal intends to make a statement regarding the communist heritage and mem-

ories at the first entrance points of the site by repurposing the colorful facades. 

The second group of dormitory buildings are positioned within the site’s 

interior after evidencing the location of the existing buildings and pe-

ripheral dormitories, forming public courtyards among the buildings. 

Most new dormitory buildings are connected to the existing transformed ones 

to form a relationship between the old and new. The new dormitory struc-

tures will inscribe and merge with the transformed buildings, providing views 

or connections within these new public spaces due to their transformation. 

The final typology consists of the major public buildings defining Democ-

racy Square. The new cafeteria is to the north of the square, to the west is the 

library, and to the east are the two new multifunctional buildings. The li-

brary’s design would incorporate the existing buildings, reconstructed and 

repurposed to the library’s archives. It contrasts what is considered pub-

lic or private, as the public ones incorporate the existing structures in an 

adaptive reuse form in their new design. In contrast, the transformed ones 

will be dismantled to form new public spaces for the dormitory buildings.  
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Figure 5.13
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The new master plan design breaks from the communist principles; the new propos-

al is against the “Build out, not up” principle. The new height would reach the zone’s 

limit of 15 stories and challenge all other tall buildings on the premise by breaking 

from the pedestrian scale design. The new design would be evident in the urban fab-

ric by forming a statement that the site deserves. The first building typology would 

imitate the low-rise surrounding residential dwelling to achieve a more subtle height 

transfer to the central high-rise buildings. In order to not clash with the complexi-

ty and richness of the urban experience, the building design should remain simple. 
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The transformed buildings 

A new lively character on site is sought by transforming the existing buildings. The 

following images demonstrate the relationship between the old and the new. The 

existing footprint of the dormitory building will be the basis of this design propos-

al, the steel staircase, and the existing structure. Most of the proposed dormitory 

buildings wrap around the existing footprint, forming the first architectural con-

nection between the existing and new. In order to have proper and healthy access 

to light, a single loaded corridor is proposed for the dormitories merged with the 

transformed spaces. The typical floor plan is a hybrid between apartment-style 

housing on the site’s periphery and a traditional dormitory. The existing staircases 

are enlarged for better spatial quality and to enhance the steel stair element on site. 

Each transformed dormitories have a particular program. Some of these spac-

es are transformed into greenhouses, either enclosed or open. The greenhouse 

will serve as a leisure and interaction space or offer gardening services. Not only 

would they attract the students but also the residents of the area, encouraging 

their interaction and providing new activities for different generations. The stu-

dents will use the produce from the gardening maintenance on campus or sell it to 

the residents surrounding it either for monetary exchange or voluntary work. This 

idea also came from one self-sufficient utopian communist principle, which this 

thesis supports. However, it seeks to transform the population’s negative percep-

tion of voluntary work due to the communist trauma. It also aims to promote fur-

ther voluntary work, which the young generation is not educated on as mentioned 

during their study. Other existing dormitories would be transformed into public 

enclosed playgrounds, art galleries, or simply interaction and leisure spaces. The 
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new proposed dorms wrap around the transformed buildings. They are single 

loaded corridor buildings, exposed to the new spaces. The interior of the trans-

formed spaces mimics the exciting steel staircase element present today on site.

The interior of the dormitories would consist of various combinations of rooms 

and will be occupied by 2-6 students. As mentioned above, the main pillar of 

the students’ lives is their family due to the low levels of trust in their surround-

ing community. Therefore, the dormitory buildings that form a boundary on the 

extremity of the site, will be designed in an apartment-style housing to encour-

age trust and interaction among the students. Kitchens, living rooms and study 

rooms would be incorporated within the apartment dorms while also having 

public study areas and a public cafeteria around site. In contrast, the rest of the 

dormitory buildings will follow a traditional dormitory design approach, with 

shared communal spaces. Also, toilets would be provided within each room, 

together with collective spaces such as laundry, tv room. Mid-rise and high-

rise buildings will be equipped with elevators and proper exit stairs. Also, out-

door steel staircases would be added in different parts of the site to mimic and 

continue the existing ones to form connections between different structures. 
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Figure 5.16
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Figure 5.24
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TRANSFORMED BUILDINGS INTO GREENHOUSES
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Figure 5.27
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Figure 5.28

Example of 
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existing dormitory 
into student 

intercation space

Peripheral buildings

Connects all 
generations together

Behind the staircase
childrens 

playground

Figure 5.29

Example of 
Transformed 

existing dormitory 
into 

interaction/common  
space for students 

TRANSFORMED BUILDINGS INTO CHILDRENS PLAYGROUND
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Figure 5.30
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Figure 5.31

Example of 
transformed 

existing dormitory 
into 

interaction/common  
space for students

Relationship 
between old and new

Figure 5.32

Example of 
transformed 

existing dormitory 
into 

interaction/common  
space for students

Relationship 
between old and new

TRANSFORMED BUILDINGS INTO INTERACTION SPACES
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Proposed facilities 
 

A new spatial organization, with organized public space and new facilities, is re-

quired for the proposal. Although there is a library on-site, it remains dormant 

today and is used only by the administration as storage space because of its poor 

conditions. Therefore, in the new proposal, the spatial quality of the library on-

site is enhanced by relocating it to complement the importance of this public 

library. Except for the National Library, located in the city’s center, there are no 

other public libraries in Tirana. The youth of Albania have not been appropriately 

educated about the importance and benefits of libraries. Therefore, the major-

ity of them do not access these spaces. The new “Student City”, Public Library 

will be positioned between Democracy Square and Student Square’s giant cel-

ebratory staircase. Together with the Student Square, it will be the first visual 

interaction while entering the site to enhance the importance of this building.

The archives of a library are considered one of the most critical parts. Therefore, 

to further enhance the quality of the present structures on site, the new proposal 

suggests that the dormitory buildings to the west of Democracy Square be trans-

formed into the archives of the library building. The enlarged staircase will di-

rectly take you to the entrance of the library. A new cafeteria is also required to 

facilitate a student’s life on site. The new proposed cafeteria is slightly shifted to 

the north of the enlarged Democracy Square, so it does not interrupt its spatial 

quality. Also, the spatial logic of the new location resembles the one today and 

continues the historical importance of the connection between the cafeteria and 

the square during the student 90s revolt. To the east of Democracy Square, the 

existing dormitories will also be enlarged and transformed into public facilities. 

The new proposal suggests an Art Center, with spaces to perform cultural activ-
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ities and a new Student Building, providing entertainment and study areas. The 

four new facilities proposed, Library, Cafeteria, Student Building and Art Center, 

define and surround Democracy Square. They also do not only benefit the stu-

dents but also could be used by the surrounding residents occupying the area, 

promoting interaction among the different generations and city and turning the 

“Student City” into a new educational hub. More public spaces are provided to the 

students and residents due to the transformed building. Each one has a particu-

lar program and character. Except for the greenhouses, these spaces function as 

children’s playgrounds, study areas, interaction areas, etc. Democracy Square is 

extended to the south forming an uninterrupted circulation and connection with 
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Figure 5.34

New Proposed
Facilities

the sports center and establishing the relationship with the urban fabric and Park 

of the Artificial Lake. Therefore, mobile circulation is proposed under the squares. 

Together with the Artificial Lake Park, the square will become the new green core 

open to the south for the whole area. Although living with parents facilitates a 

student’s life, “Student Campus” will provide the occupants with the necessary 

spaces to achieve the aspired success throughout their university experience. It 

will allow them to grow, become independent, learn hard work, interact with 

their peers in everyday life, and learn from the old generations residing on site. 
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Figure 5.34

Extension of 
Democracy Square

towards new 
Sports Area
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As the urban fabric of the city of Tirana continues to develop and modernize, 

the architectural historical artifacts are demolished or left to ruin. The business 

elite has profited for years out of this erasure as it has allowed developers to con-

struct modern high rises in desired neighborhoods of the city. Additionally, a 

large portion of the population associates these heritage structures with past po-

litical regimes - especially those during communist rule. However, not only do 

these sites and buildings represent essential periods in the city’s history, but they 

have also witnessed critical moments in its past. Therefore, the current situation 

of Tirana and the future of the remaining historical sites were the initial driver 

and primary objectives of this thesis. The chosen site, the “Student City” cam-

pus, is one of the oldest and few remaining communist sites in Tirana, which 

has been minorly renovated since its initial construction. It has great importance, 

architecturally and historically, as it witnessed and inspired the start of the 90s 

student revolt, a protest that led to the end of the communist regime. Through 

the campus’s redesign, this thesis aims to serve as an example of how to deal 

with the remaining heritage buildings. The new proposal strategically preserves 

architectural elements representing the communist history on campus. More-

over, the initial purpose of the campus as a student accommodation site will be 

preserved but adapted to fit future generations. This thesis does not intend to 

reinvent communism as a political ideology or philosophy but rather embrace 

the perpetuation of history over an erasure. While the memories associated with 

these heritage sites are not always pleasant, they serve as reminders to learn from 

the past to avoid repetitions of the painful past. In the case of “Student City”, its 

redevelopment will further protect the memory of its historical events and serve 
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as a reminder for the students who, like previous generations, have the power 

to create change. Santayana’s familiar quotation reinforces this thesis objective 

as he states: “Those who cannot remember the past are doomed to repeat it.”

A series of architectural aspects have been developed and reorganized in the exist-

ing master plan of the campus to establish the architectural relationship between 

the old and new. The new scheme offers a variety of facilities and commercial 

spaces, updated residences, a regular circulation system, multiple entrances into 

campus and organized greenspaces. However, because of the size and complexity 

of the site, this thesis does not intend to complete a full proposal. Instead, it pres-

ents strategic design concepts for dealing with communist heritage sites. Since 

these sites trigger traumatic experiences in the population, careful architectural 

interventions are required. Therefore, this thesis suggests transformative archi-

tecture as an approach to preserve their historical architectural identity while re-

specting the painful memories of the population. On the “Student City” campus, 

a big part of its historical identity is formed by the existing buildings connected 

through vast green space. Therefore, out of the salvaged dormitories, the building 

footprint, form, structure, and vertical circulation are maintained as the foun-

dation for the new student accommodations. The internal logic is redesigned to 

transform the buildings into provocative interaction spaces. The new proposed 

dormitory buildings wrap around the existing – creating shared spaces between 

the old and new. To reinvent the original walled “Student City” the peripheral 

dormitory buildings act as the site’s boundary. The ones that define the site’s main 

entrances will further preserve the communist identity as their building envelope 

will be composed of recycled material from the existing facades. Furthermore, 

the new proposal enhances the spatial quality of the Democracy and Student 
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Square. This main square is celebrated and enlarged to pay homage to its role 

in the 1990s student revolt. A typical exit strategy in communist construction, 

the steel staircase element is replicated as the primary circulation within the new 

public transformed spaces. With these strategies, this thesis showcases that the ar-

chitectural heritage can be preserved while adapting its program and atmosphere. 

The fundamental observation of this thesis is that these heritage sites have lost 

their architectural importance. They are either demolished in favor of profitability 

or forgotten as they are associated with a political ideology. In the case of “Student 

City” some buildings have observed a superficial fascist architecture aesthetic, 

whereas others have a communist one. However, the new campus’s proposal is 

nothing in line with that belief system. Fascist and communist architecture was 

largely rhetorical, aspiring to make history “black and white”. During these regimes, 

architecture was used as a tool to demand reverence, indoctrination, and totalitar-

ianism. In contrast, the proposed transformed architecture in the new “Student 

City” choreographs social interaction, encouraging conversations and promoting 

sharing and plurality. The buildings in the new proposal are not about a rhetor-

ical gesture but rather aspire to create an active, vital space. One that provides a 

range of activities and services that promote interaction and self-sufficiency. To-

gether with the proposed facilities, they will attract the students on site and draw 

in individuals of all ages – transforming the campus into a hub for stories, ideas, 

and intergenerational interaction. Therefore, this thesis aims to establish architec-

ture’s sole purpose and importance without associating it with a political ideology.  

To conclude, the other primary driver for the development of “Student City” was 

the concerns of the students surrounding the educational system of Tirana. Al-

though educational matters go beyond architecture, this thesis aspires to demon-
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strate that architecture can positively impact the educational system. For the past 

50 years, “Student City” has accommodated hundreds of thousands of students 

from all over Albania. However, the existing architectural conditions on campus 

are not suitable for the daily life of a student as they are mostly deteriorated and 

lacking in public amenities. The new proposal advances the site’s initial purpose, 

from a student accommodation campus to the first educational hub in Tirana. 

Together with new modern residential buildings for university students, the pro-

posed facilities and transformative spaces will attract all ages of students and offer 

a wide range of activities and services that complement their educational expe-

rience. This thesis’s final aspiration is to develop new ideas for “Student city” to 

achieve an exquisite student compound with contemporary conditions for student 

life that preserve the original architectural identity. The new spaces offer a pleasant 

and lively atmosphere among the students and all generations of the city. While 

the developed “Student City” campus preserves essential elements of the commu-

nist site, it dissociates from communism as a political ideology. The new campus 

is now an educational space with no political agenda that acknowledges the past 

while creating a nurturing learning environment for future generations to come.      
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