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A Piece of Land to Start From Scratch: Co-
creating Kamza From Below
Dorina Pllumbi

During five decades of totalitarian state-socialism in Albania, the 
movement of the population was extremely limited and centrally con-
trolled. Anarchic times followed the fall of the regime in 1991, and the 
state weakened to the point of losing control over the territory. This 
triggered a migratory wave, not only out of the country but also with-
in, towards the capital city of Tirana and its vicinity. Kamza, from an 
agrarian area close to the capital, turned into an arrival settlement for 
many families moving from the northeastern part of Albania where 
they had massively lost their jobs and social services previously provid-
ed by the state. First shelters resembled the primordial hut made out of 
local materials, like wood, plastic, or metal sheets. In the absence of the 
state, during the first years of settling in Kamza, the inhabitants had to 
rely fully on communal resources, in solidarity, kinship, and traditional 
oral regulations inherited from the place of origin. This gave Kamza 
the character of an autonomous, anarchic city, whose inhabitants were 
constantly stigmatized and othered as the newcomers, the squatters of 
land, and as those abiding by tribal customary self-organizational rules 
beyond the state and the market.

I employ the concept of commons and commoning to reveal stories of 
co-creation of the city but also to recognize and evaluate the capacity 
of this concept to be fully operational in political transition and ex-
ceptional times of the absence of the state. Practices of commoning in 
Kamza are not a sporadic manifestation, but the entire city is created 
out of them. Looking into Kamza through the lens of the theory of 
urban commons subverts the mainstream stigma towards this place as 
an anomalous reality fabricated both from the domestic politics and 
professionals of the discipline of architecture and urbanism. Methods 
of investigation include consultation of several family archives, oral 
and visual ethnographic exploration including video-recording, and 
common exploration together with a collective of activists that operate 
in Kamza named Grupi ATA.

Dorina Pllumbi is an architect and 
PhD researcher at the Faculty of 
Architecture and the Built Envi-
ronment, TUDelft. She explores 
the theme of commoning as ma-
terial and spatial engagement in 
realities of political transition, de-
parting from her lived experience as 
born and raised in a country going 
through drastic transformation like 
Albania. Her aim is to learn from 
and through non-canonical real-
ities and discourses. Her writings 
have appeared in several Albanian 
press and cultural journals, at the 
Danish journal Politiken, and at the 
peer-reviewed journal Architecture 
and Culture. She has contributed 
to issues of Architectural Review 
and Architectural Design. Her latest 
chapter contribution was published 
in the book Design Commons: Prac-
tices, Processes, and Crossovers 

(2022).

José Núñez Collado is a Lecturer 
in Architecture at Victoria Univer-
sity of Wellington (New Zealand). 
His research lies at the intersection 
of urbanism, history, public poli-
cy, and sustainability. Through the 
lenses of socio-environmental ex-
clusion, his work looks at the histo-
ries and contemporary implications 
of built environment interventions 
in creating, upholding, or disman-
tling structures of inequality and 
marginalization. He has conducted 
fieldwork in the Dominican Repub-
lic, Taiwan, the United States, the 
Philippines, Colombia, and Cuba. 
José holds a degree in Architecture, 
a Master in Environmental Sustain-
able Development, and a Ph.D. in 
Architecture.

Urbanism of Slavery: Power, Space, and Race 
in Colonial Havana, Cuba
José Núñez Collado

This article investigates the urbanism of slavery and the spatial man-
ifestation of power and race subjugation in Havana during the XVI 
and XVII centuries. Cuba was one of the earliest and most significant 
geographies of enslavement in the Americas, yet the spatial manifesta-
tion of this is poorly documented. While the slave trade in Cuba was 
largely an engine for the plantations, it was also an important urban 
institution, particularly in Havana.

As one of the main ports for the early transatlantic slave trade, the city 
not only had specific spaces designed and built to facilitate this ne-
farious practice, but it was also the site for everyday life for many en-
slaved people. This paper draws from fieldwork carried out in Havana, 
including the analysis of primary and secondary sources in the form 
of historical maps, plans, and archival documents. The article shows 
how in Havana, the slave trade was aided by urban and architectur-
al spaces, while concurrently, the city’s urban form and development 
were directly shaped by the institution of slavery. Importantly, the pa-
per examines the rural-urban divide and the socio-spatial relationship 
of the city to the plantations, where most enslaved people were des-
tined to. Though the article focuses on a historical reconstruction, it 
also discusses findings in relation to global efforts to bring forth the 
untold stories of the slave trade. It highlights the importance of spatial 
memory in combating the enduring legacies of racial and spatial dis-
crimination in the Atlantic world.
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