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Abstract: Contemporary architecture is crucial for post-socialist urban identity formation of cities in transition, and in particular of Tirana. 

During the last thirty years, the city has undergone a transition from the centralized socialist model into diverse, complex and ambivalent 

metropolitan space. This research examines the relationships between contemporary architecture and urban identity formation in Tirana 

using a mixed-methods approach, incorporating qualitative spatial analysis and quantitative data based on the citizens‟ perceptions 

analysis. The qualitative analysis explores three main urban interventions (Skanderbeg Square, the Pyramid of Tirana, the “Deshmoret e 

Kombit” Boulevard), and the quantitative analysis is based on the survey findings. The results suggest that Tirana„s urban identity has 

become increasingly hybrid, through interaction of historical layers and global modern influences, and continues to develop new identities. 

But it is in tension with the forces that seek to preserve existing sources of urban identity and to modernise the city. This research increases 

the discussion on post-socialist cities and proposes an analytical framework of three perspectives, based on citizens‟ perceptions [7], [10], 

[14]. 

Keywords: CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE; URBAN IDENTITY; URBAN TRANSFORMATION; POST-SOCIALIST CITIES; TIRANA; 

MIXED-METHOD APPROACH; PUBLIC PERCEPTION.  

 

1. Introduction 

Urban transformation is one of the major processes of the 

emerging contemporary city which is often among the most 

complex processes. Since globalization and liberalization processes 

the post-socialist cities experienced a fast and largely uncontrolled 

transition from the centrally operated cities to the market-oriented 

urban models [7], [9], [10]. These processes have represented a 

great change and had important implications not only over urban 

form but [also]social life, the spatial model and symbolic expression 

[5], [6]. 

The city that emerges as „a paradigmatic example of a rapid 

urban change‟ in the group of above cities is Tirana. Since early 

1990 the city has experienced a rapid pace of demographic growth, 

large-scale construction and a transformation of land-uses and land 

use patterns which have created a fragmented, heterogeneous urban 

fabric where different planning logics, planning practices, styles, 

and types coexist [17], [18] ranging from informal settlements, to 

mass new developments to aestheticised public spaces. 

While the physical changes of the city are evident, the ongoing 

impact of contemporary architecture to urban identity is a critical 

issue that needs to be further studied. Many contemporary 

architectural interventions, from high-profile public projects to 

privatized projects, have imported new formal languages and used 

state of the art material and new spatial ideas that embodied 

contemporary architectural trends and socio-economic changes 

around the world[11], [15]. Nonetheless, such interventions created 

worries about the conservation of the urban layering, culture and 

history [2], [5]. 

Urban identity is thus seen as a dynamic and polycentric 

process emerging through the continuous interaction of spatial 

(re)formations, social practices and collective meanings [3], [4], [5]. 

The fast paced urban changes in Tirana have led to the integration 

of a hybrid urban identity in the city as many layers of history 

merge with the present [7], [10], [14]. This state of transition has 

led to debates on the disappearance of local identity and the 

simultaneous production of new global city representations. 

Hence, this study intends to research on the association between 

people‟s perception and transformation of urban identity with the 

contemporary architectural interventions. In this respect, the 

research will attempt to answer the following research question: 

how do the contemporary architectural interventions affect the 

perception and transformation of urban identity of Tirana? By the 

answer of this question, this research intends to reveal the processes 

of change on urban identity in Tirana and to help architects take into 

consideration various local aspects to create more balanced urban 

development. 

2. Literature review 

The concept of urban identity is a highly debatable issue, which can 

not be summarized simply as a critical term. It reveals itself as a 

multi-dimensional idea, which contains physical, social, and 

symbolic components of the urban environment [1], [5]. Kevin 

Lynch emphasizes the importance of urban form and spatial 

legibility in shaping the imageability of the city [1]. Aldo Rossi 

considers the city as a repository of collective memory shaped 

through historical continuity and urban artifacts [2]. Relph and Tuan 

have formulated a phenomenological approach which emphasizes 

the significance of human life, perception and relationship to the 

place in the formation of identity [3] [4]. Urban identity in post-

socialist cities has increasingly become a fluid and process of 

ongoing redefinition, shaped and redefined by globalization, 

market-oriented development and socio-spatial reordering [7], [8], 

[10], [14]. Transition also results in hybridities of identities that sit 

in between remnants of socialist history, urban compact and 

pressures of global economic integration [9], [10]. 

 

Urban identity, therefore, should not be considered as a tangible, 

static state, but an ongoing socio-spatial process influenced by 

political-economic-culturo-historical changes [14], [16]. 

3. Methodology 

A methodology based on a mixed-methods qualitative and 

quantitative approach is utilized in this study to examine the 

relationship between contemporary architecture and urban identity 

in Tirana. 

The analytical framework is built around three major axes that 

appear in both Urban theory and the urban design literature: 

(i) the morphological dimension, consisting of the city shape, 

structures and types of space; 

(ii) the functional dimension, that is related to land use, urban uses 

and open space. 

(iii) The symbolic level or dimension which relates to meaning, 

collective memory and the development of identity [1], [5], [11]. 

The form of this work is qualitative and features urban and visual 

analysis of three case studies, which show how three campaigns in 

Tirana: Skanderbeg Square, the Pyramid of Tirana, and the 

“Deshmoret e Kombit” Boulevard, interpret urban and architectural 

space for the city and the identity of its urban fabric. 
Quantitative analysis is obtained from a questionnaire survey which was 

administered to the residents of Tirana on a 5-point Likert scale (1–5). 

The questionnaire examined citizens‟ opinions about urban 

processes, modern architecture, cultural heritage and urban identity. 

The responses were analyzed by means of descriptive statistics in 

order to grasp general trends about the citizens‟ view towards 

modern urban processes. Combining qualitative and quantitative 
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approaches produces a more holistic picture of urban change, 

providing a means to understand the spatial characteristics of 

architectural interventions in conjunction with the voices of the 

people [11], [12]. 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of urban identity based on 

morphological, functional, and symbolic dimensions (author) 

Diagram shows the relationship between the three analytical 

dimensions and their level of contribution to urban identity. 

Morphological dimension is related to the spatial form and urban 

morphology; also as the Functional dimension related to land uses, 

activities and the use of public spaces and symbolic dimension to 

the; meanings, collective memories and social perception. 

4. Urban Transformation of Tirana 

The modernization of Tirana is considered one of the most 

prominent examples of post-socialist urban evolution in Southeast 

Europe. During the past three decades the city has experienced 

massive population increase, spatial growth and architectural 

change as a result of the political transition, market liberalization 

and globalization dynamics [7], [10], [18]. 

The urban form of Tirana could be understood as a complex layered 

spatial arrangement, which has emerged from different historical-

political phases of the city: the Ottoman city, the Italian planning, 

the socialist urbanism and the post-socialist periphery. Due to the 

coexistence of these layers, the city portrays an heterogeneous 

appearance in terms of architectural styles, planning principles and 

spatial arrangements [2], [7].  

In socialist period, the urban form was mainly directed by centrally-

planned control: modernization was implemented through high 

popular standardization, zoning of functions and monumentalized 

design in architectures and public spaces [7], [10]. Thus, the city 

formed a more uniforme urban formdominated with collective 

housing blocks, monumental public places and pluralistic public 

institutions. Contrary to the socialist period, in the post-socialist era 

informal and unregulated processes of urban transformation 

emerged almost instantly. Migration, demographic increase, 

privatization and city deregulation, promoted informal construction, 

urban consolidation and dispersed spatial development [9], [16], 

[18]. As a result, the urban pattern of Tirana is a mixture of layers of 

historic urban fabric, modern architecture and global urban 

processes. This process of transformation has deeply impacted the 

way urban identity is perceived and constructed. Modern projects of 

architecture, public spaces regeneration and new urban 

developments have helped to develop a hybrid urban identity, 

somewhere between the past and the future [14], [15].  

In order to have a better insight of these urban transformations and 

their contribution to the urban identity, the next section will focus 

on three case studies of each of them in Tirana, namely: Skanderbeg 

square, the Pyramid of Tirana and the “Deshmoret e Kombit” 

Boulevard. 

4.1 Skanderbeg Square 

Skanderbeg Square represents a significant urban intervention 

that has redefined the role of public space in Tirana. The redesign 

has enhanced accessibility, pedestrian connectivity, and functional 

flexibility, transforming the square into a central civic space [11], 

[12]. It reflects an effort to construct a contemporary urban identity, 

while simultaneously incorporating elements that resonate with 

local context. However, the project also illustrates the influence of 

global design trends in shaping urban space. 

   

Figure 2: Evolution of the Skanderbeg Square 

a) View in 1990; b) View in 2020 

Source: Google Earth Pro and authors‟ elaboration. 

 

It shows how the Skanderbeg Square evolves from a traffic-

dependent and monumental urban space to a civic square built for 

pedestrians. Morphologically, the intervention redefines the 

morphological shape of the city centre by enabling the enclosure of 

the square and intensifying pedestrian permeability. Functionally, 

the intervention transforms the square from circulation to two 

categories of use; vehicular circulation into public use and civic 

activities. Symbolically, the square now stands as a contemporary 

symbol of the transitional urban identity of Tirana. 

4.2 Pyramid of Tirana 

One of the most symbolic restructuring of architectural spaces 

since the end of socialist Albania is the pyramid of Tirana. The 

pyramid which was initially built as a museum for the Albanian 

communist leader Enver Hoxha, has been subjected to several 

interpretations symbolizing national political shifts, cultures and 

social changes [14]. The intervention reconfigured the Pyramid as a 

multifunctional civic and cultural institution that maintained its 

historic location within the city while also becoming a site for 

education, creativity and sociability. This form of adaptive reuse 

exemplifies an approach to contemporary architecture that 

appreciates and celebrates the value of historic monuments.  

  

Figure 3: Evolution of the Pyramid of Tirana 

a) View in 1990; b) View in 2025 

Source: Google Earth Pro and authors‟ elaboration. 

    

From the morphological point of view, the intervention retained the 

geometrical figure of the building as well as the original spatial 

identity of the structure, although it repackaged it with modern 

architectural language and a system of open access circulation. The 

new design produced a more permeable and accessible relation 

between the building and the urban context. 

From the point of view of its use, the Pyramid became a publicly 

accessible and flexible building used for educational, cultural and 

recreational purposes and converted from a solely restricted 

symbolic monument. It had a fundamental impact on the city„s 

social life. 

The Pyramid keep the symbolic meaning of the reinterpretation of 

the collective memory in the post-socialist Tirana [2], [14] by 

managing to not delete the historic meaning of the building but in 

the same time to project its mean into a new one symbol, openness 

and transition towards a new urban identity. 

4.3 “Deshmoret e Kombit” Boulevard 

The “Deshmoret e Kombit” Boulevard functions as a major 

historical axis that embodies the continuity of Tirana‟s urban 

development [2], [7]. It connects different periods of the city‟s 

evolution, linking monumental structures, public institutions, and 
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open spaces. As a linear urban element, it reflects both the historical 

layering and the ongoing transformation of the city, serving as a key 

component in the construction of urban identity. 

     

Figure 4: Evolution of the Deshmoret e Kombit” Boulevard 

a) View in 1990; b) View in 2025 

Source: Google Earth Pro and authors‟ elaboration. 

 

The visual comparison confirms that the “Deshmoret e Kombit” 

Boulevard has continued to be one of the main urban axes of the 

city. Morphologically, the boulevard keeps its original linear 

morphology even after recent densification and vertical urban 

growth. Functionally, the boulevard has shifted from an 

administrative and institutional corridor to a multifunctional urban 

space where cultural, commercial and public uses take place. 

Symbolically, the boulevard keeps standing as an important 

historical and political layer of the city, together with its image as a 

“new” part of the city where the current identity of Tirana is 

practically built. 

4.4 Survey Results and Public Perception Analysis 

A completed five-point scale on questionnaire survey was 

applied for the residents of Tirana in order to find out the public 

attitudes toward contemporary architecture, urban change, urban 

identity, and cultural heritage conservation. The survey was based 

on 186 respondents and focus on the citizens attitudes toward 

current architectural and urban change in place. 

 Figure 5. Urban Development Perception 

Source: Authors‟ elaboration based on survey results (2026). 

 

From the analysis it appears that residents view Tirana as a city 

in transitory dynamics between modernity and tradition. The most 

highly rated statement was “Tirana is a city in transition between 

tradition and modernity”, listed in the mid-range with an average 

score 3.30. This indicates that people perceive the city strongly in 

terms of a juxtaposition or hybrid places. 

The survey also identified concerns about the preservation of 

local identity and cultural heritage. Preservation of historical 

buildings was regarded as crucial for the good identity of the city 

(Mean = 3.43). Conversely, urbanizations were perceived as not 

respecting cultural heritage (Mean = 3.21), which indicates an 

opinion that the fast expansion of the city and new developments 

may also threaten the historical and symbolic character of the city. 

Also, respondents worried about the erosion of the identity of 

Tirana, as it is altering very quickly under urban development 

pressures and accelerated building activities, (Mean = 3.29). The 

above points to the fact that modern interventions are more likely to 

be welcom within the cityscape but citizens do however feel more 

hesitant about the maintenance of historical continuity and cultural 

identity [10], [14]. 

With respect to modern architecture, participants displayed 

neutral to somewhat positive attitudes toward it. The statement 

“Modern architectural projects follow international trends of 

design” obtained 3,20, suggesting that citizens are aware of the 

influence of international architectural trends on the urban image of 

Tirana [15]. Similar was the Citizens‟ evaluation of the statement 

“Modern architecture improve the city image”. This garnered an 

average score of 2,97.  

On the other hand, the results for the integration of recent 

developments into the urban fabric were less positive (Mean = 

2.22).  

 

Figure 6. Public perceptions regarding urban transformation 

Source: Authors‟ elaboration based on survey results (2026) 

 

This highlights that a significant number of the respondents feel 

there is not a proper relation between current buildings and the 

historic fabric of the city. 

Additionally, the survey data show the discontent with aspects 

of urban management and planning processes. There was -although 

many of the questions show high standard deviations- low public 

involvement with urban planning and decision-making procedures 

with the statement: “Citizens participate sufficiently in planning 

procedures” (Mean=1.80). Urban transformations, were, also 

perceived to have been insufficiently organized (Mean=2.04). 

Other indicators that scored poorly included perceptions 

associated with environmental sustainability and quality of life. It 

appears that citizens are skeptical with respect to the degree to 

which urban development accommodates environmental 

sustainability (Mean=2.23) and enhances people„s daily quality of 

life (services, mobility, environmental conditions) (Mean=2.28). 

These values imply that while urban development has reconfigured 

the face of the city of Tirana, citizens are not entirely satisfied that 

these changes have had a significant impact in terms of urban 

functionality and sustainability. 

Public spaces, although, were rated a little more favorably. 

There was recognition that public spaces have improved in recent 

years (Mean=2.20) with regard to the ease of walkability and 

revival of the center of the city. In general, the findings indicated 

that Urban identity in the case of Tirana is an ongoing and dynamic 

process5 between the local influences and external ones, such as the 

global,2 in the present age and the imprint in time, heritage, history, 

urban context and urbanization,3, [4], [5], [10], [14]. These are the 

feelings and observations of the citizens about contemporary 

architecture‟s contribution to the redefinition of the city image, 

which coexists with worries towards the safeguarding of the 

existing cultural memory, local identity, urban cohesion and 

participative planning. 
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Figure 7. Public perceptions regarding heritage and urban identity 

Source: Authors‟ elaboration based on survey results (2026). 

 

 
Figure 8. Public perceptions regarding contemporary architecture 

Source: Authors‟ elaboration based on survey results (2026). 

 

These findings concur with the qualitative findings described in 

this work and strengthen the argument for the hybrid urban 

condition to exist and that Tirana is a hybrid urban condition in 

which „global contemporary influences and traditional urban 

memory coexist at some levels in a complex and, at times, 

contradictory relationship‟. 

5. Discussion 

The conclusion that emerges from this study is that the City of 

Tirana, is constructing its hybrid urban identity through the process 

of interacting between past and present layers of city building 

interventions. This new urban identity appears to be a constitutive 

factor of the process of developing itself. Nevertheless, the process 

also involves with a bundle of tensions. These start from the 

dilemma between „preservation of historic parts‟ and „urban change‟ 

as high–rise developments threaten the continuity of the old 

structure; „formal‟ vs „informal‟ development which is derived from 

diverse planning principles that inform policy and regulations; and 

between „local identity‟ and „global images‟ as the city adopts 

global building trends and architecture while losing its sense of 

place. 

Overall, the quantitative findings affirm the previous qualitative 

analysis. They show that urban identity in Tirana is not yet 

constituted, but remains in a process of ongoing formation. The 

citizens‟ perceptions demonstrate a dual attitude, as both chronicle 

the new changes while concern about the possible disregard of 

cultural and territorial identity. 

On the whole, this discussion underpins the idea that Urban identity 

is a dynamic process of continuous „negotiation‟, instead of a 

„fixed‟ condition [5], [10], [14] with many different, and sometimes 

conflicting urban realities. It underpins the demand for a more 

pluralist, and contextually aware urban development policy 

framework that can reconcile innovation with continuity. 

6. Recommendations 

Based on the results of the present work, a few suggestions could be 

made in order to address the issue of a more balanced and 

sustainable urban development of Tirana. First, the role of cultural 

heritage should be more effectively integrated into urban 

development policies [2], [14] approaches which involve historic 

cities of numerous layers should be adopted. Second, stronger 

community participation in planning and decision-making processes 

is necessary [11], [17] and decision-making activities should be 

promoted with a hope of meeting citizens‟ needs and increasing 

their sense of ownership. Third, an enhanced control of informal 

urban development requires stronger regulation and governance 

mechanisms [9], [18] needs to be achieved through better 

regulations and more efficient urban governance; forth, a spurring 

of context-sensitive architectural approaches should be encouraged 

in order to preserve spatial continuity and local identity [15], [16] 

should be strongly supported, highlighting design strategies based 

on local contexts and spatial continuity over another model copied 

from the global context. Guidelines that follow are meant to serve 

the policy makers, planners and designers toward an integrated and 

identiy centered approach. 

7. Conclusions 

The urban condition of Tirana is presented as a hybrid and 

multidimensional urban process [7], [10], [14] influenced both by 

the contemporary built environment and a wide range of socio-

economic changes. The analysis indicates that the city is in the 

process of reflecting both its historical past and new developments. 

Yet, this process demands the existence of well-balanced policies to 

prevent the loss of cultural identity and heritage while leading the 

city to a more sustainable and inclusive urban development [17], 

[18] of the future. Urban planning becomes more successful when 

physical, social and symbolic considerations are equally addressed 

and incorporated. These findings overall enhance knowledge of 

post-socialist urban change, as well as demonstrate a need for 

holistic and context-sensitive urban approaches [11], [16], [17] in 

current urban processes. 
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