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Managing controversial heritage 
through education.  
Experience at a site of perpetrators

Giulia Avanza*

Abstract

This essay frames sites of perpetrators as a controversial heritage and explores the 
approaches taken to manage this class of heritage through education, proposing consider-
ations from the analysis of the educational programme conceived and implemented at the 
Museum of Secret Surveillance “House of Leaves” in Tirana, located in one of the former 
offices of the Albanian communist regime’s State Security. Beginning with a review of the 
scholarly literature on controversial heritage, sites of perpetration and education in me-
morial museums, the research proceeds with a methodology that combines the analysis of 
educational materials and interviews with museum staff and collaborators in educational 
activities. The research identifies the potential and shortcomings of two key approaches o 
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managing controversial heritage through education: embracing multivocality through wit-
ness testimonies and fostering critical thinking through personal engagement. The paper 
concludes pointing to the distinction between education at sites of perpetrators and educa-
tion on perpetrators, and to underexplored educational opportunities.

Questo saggio inquadra i “sites of perpetrators” come patrimonio controverso ed esplo-
ra gli approcci adottati per gestire questa tipologia di patrimonio attraverso l’educazione, 
proponendo considerazioni a partire dall’analisi del programma educativo concepito e re-
alizzato presso il Museo della Sorveglianza Segreta “Casa delle Foglie” di Tirana, ospitato 
in uno degli ex uffici della Sicurezza di Stato del regime comunista albanese. Partendo da 
una rassegna della letteratura scientifica sul patrimonio controverso e sull’educazione nei 
musei commemorativi, la ricerca procede con una metodologia che combina l’analisi dei 
materiali didattici e quattro interviste con il personale del museo e i collaboratori delle 
attività educative. La ricerca identifica il potenziale e le carenze di due approcci alla gestio-
ne del patrimonio controverso attraverso l’educazione: favorire la multivocalità attraverso 
l’uso di testimonianze e promuovere il pensiero critico attraverso il coinvolgimento perso-
nale. L’articolo si conclude evidenziando le opportunità non ancora esplorate di sfruttare il 
potenziale educativo dei “sites of perpetrators”.

1.  Sites of perpetrators as controversial heritage

According to the Collins dictionary a controversy is a dispute, argument, 
or debate, especially one concerning a matter about which there is strong dis-
agreement and carried on in public or in the press1. In the realm of heritage, 
this has led to understanding controversial heritage as «heritage whose interest 
lies not in its aesthetic or environmental values, but in factors stirring ideologi-
cal, political, economic or environmental conflict»2. Along with controversial, 
the theme at stake in this supplement number, critical heritage studies have 
come to embrace a number of concepts to make sense of similar historical phe-
nomena surrounding contentious social understandings of heritage, the most 
recurring concepts being difficult3, dissonant4, or contested5 heritage, whose 
relevance is also evidenced by their increasing appearance in research publi-
cations6. Theoretical reflections on controversial heritage have also benefited 
from decolonial thinking that challenges eurocentric, colonial epistemology7, 

1  Collins English Dictionary. Copyright © HarperCollins Publishers, <https://www.collins-
dictionary.com/dictionary/english/controversy#>, 19.03.2025. 

2  Arroyo Mora, Cuenca López 2021. Translation my own.
3  Macdonald 2009.
4  Tunbridge, Ashworth 1996.
5  Olsen, Timothy 2002.
6  Liu et al. 2021.
7  A full review on the subject is beyond the scope of this article, however some fundamental 

references are Smith 2022 (first edition 1999), Mignolo 2018, Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13683500.2020.1774516?casa_token=iSMonNWvMn8AAAAA%3ADyGbKgs3EIvD0rVjGKRlpbOS2wloR2jyoJkzQ1A2NDs0___9R3fB_yifrRjDq94Dat2wHMx4SCfk
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and from post-critical theories and practices8 that point to new ways of engag-
ing or reimagining heritage institutions in the contemporary world.

This paper explores approaches to the management of controversial heritage 
by looking at the role of education at the sites of perpetrators, and proposes re-
flections stemming from the educational programme designed and implement-
ed at a memorial museum located in one of the former offices of the Albanian 
communist regime’s State Security, the Museum of Secret Surveillance “House 
of Leaves” in Tirana (referred to in this article as the House of Leaves). 

Sites of perpetrators are sites that are associated with the former admin-
istration or ideology of a totalitarian or authoritarian regime9, environments 
historically reserved to individuals enforcing the power system yet not di-
rectly connected to violence or extermination10, sites where the crimes were 
conceived, planned, and organised but not necessarily perpetrated11. “Site of 
perpetrators” translates the German word Täterorte, a term used in opposi-
tion to Opferorte, or “site of the victims”, which alludes to places where the 
regime’s victims suffered and died12. The two terms garnered attention in the 
context of postwar German memory culture and politics13, yet their duality 
draws criticism among some scholars who point to the blurring distinction 
between the terms. For instance, at a site now commemorating victims, per-
petrators were also present, and indeed in many cases we find evidence for 
both types of classification14. Additional critiques focus on the binary oppo-
sition of victim versus perpetrator itself. Rothberg, for example, challenges 
this dichotomy by proposing the concept of implicated subjects: individuals 
who align with systems of power and privilege without being direct agents 
of harm. In his view, these subjects may contribute to, inhabit, inherit, or 
benefit from regimes of domination, even if they neither initiate nor control 
them15.

The expanding interdisciplinary field of perpetrator studies has in particu-
lar investigated the context of the Holocaust memorialisation, with significant 
attention devoted to the representation of perpetrators in literature and cine-
ma16. Explored to a lesser extent, research on perpetrators at sites of memory 
has shed light on the variety of policies that institutions and communities have 

8  Cf. Dewdney et al. 2013.
9  Pearce 2010.
10  Dittrich 2010.
11  Rayback, Beierl 2010, quoted in Handa 2021, p. 3.
12  Urban 2010.
13  Handa 2021.
14  Urban 2010, p. 103.
15  Rothberg 2020.
16  See for instance the issues delved into by the articles presented in the handbook curated 

by Knittel and Goldberg 2021.
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adopted17 to address this controversial heritage. The label “site of perpetra-
tors” may be used for varying typologies of places: those intimately linked to 
the lives and deaths of dictators18 (as for instance the Stalin Museum in Gori, 
Georgia); those located within sites of atrocities, as commandants’ houses and 
guards’ barracks in concentration camp (as for instance at the SS Auxiliaries’ 
quarters at the Mahn-und Gedenkstätte Ravensbrück, Germany19 or at the 
former Nazi camp in Norway, today Falstad Centre, in Norway20), or at set-
tings reserved to official or para-official institutions for the enforcement of the 
totalitarian political power (as for instance the Stasi Museum in Berlin, Ger-
many21). The diversity of these sites reflects the heterogeneity of perpetration, 
which shows «different layers of authority, different motives of involvement, 
different rules of engagement»22 and is characterized by «distinct analytical 
levels»23 of perpetration, from individuals or groups that planned crimes and 
human rights violations, to those that organised their making, and eventually 
those directly enforcing it.

I argue that sites of perpetrators represent a controversial heritage for three 
main motivations. First, preserving and making such sites available for visi-
tation raises moral concerns for it can indirectly contribute to the legitima-
tion of the ideologies and the actions associated with the past regime, and to 
strengthen its past rhetoric24. Second, the interpretation of sites of perpetrators 
is particularly prone to flirtation with nostalgia or sentimentalism25, fostering 
ambiguity, or placing disproportionate emphasis on ingenuity and the skillful 
use of technology, rather than critically examining the regime’s oppressive ma-
chinery. Third, in the aftermath of oppressive regimes, these sites face the risk 
of creating discomfort among survivors and affected communities due to their 
enduring status as symbols of oppression. 

Among the different fates that sites of perpetrators can experience after a 
political regime change, this essay focuses on those that have been transformed 
into memorial museums. This choice is based on the fact that the transforma-
tion of a site into a museum ensures its accessibility by creating a permanent 
institution whose mission goes beyond the exhibition of cultural heritage to 
include research, interpretation and education. 

17  Hagen Kjørholt et al. 2024.
18  Núñez Seixas 2021.
19  Panico 2024.
20  Kjørholt 2024.
21  Calabretta 2015.
22  Üngör, Anders 2020, p. 11.
23  Ibidem.
24  Núñez Seixas 2021, p. 12.
25  Arnold-De Simine 2013, pp. 129-160.
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2.  The role of education at memorial museums

Memorial museums represent efforts to confront the legacies of difficult 
pasts and they are «typically dedicated to a historic event commemorating 
mass suffering of some kind»26. Along with pursuing historical truth-telling 
and providing spaces for healing and restoration for individuals and commu-
nities that have suffered, memorial museums are devoted to «morally educat-
ing the publics»27. This function extends beyond education about the specific 
historical events to which the museum is dedicated, and the aim is in general 
to morally transform visitors by building a democratic culture and preventing 
future violence and atrocities in society28. Stemming from memorial museums’ 
intent to foster change, previous research has investigated their contribution to 
transitional justice29, with some studies identifying challenges faced by muse-
ums in changing overall perceptions on the past, for instance among youth30. 
In transitional justice contexts, visiting sites such as memorials, museums and 
other commemorative places is seen as a core component of non-formal ed-
ucation about the past31, in particular for generations with no first-hand ex-
perience of past political violence. This is because, when compared to formal 
educational settings, museum visits are believed to provide young people with 
more nuanced forms of learning and greater freedom to discuss, debate, ne-
gotiate and even contest the issues with which they are presented32. Similarly, 
other investigations have framed controversial heritage as a resource for ed-
ucation, in particular because it can stimulate capacity of reflection and the 
development of autonomous thinking and critical analysis33. The International 
Memorial Museums Charter prompts memorial museums to build their nar-
ratives through an open, non-hierarchical pluralistic discussion, not orienting 
their educational work towards an agreement about the content yet ensuring 
that «controversial subjects are treated as controversial»34. Educational ac-
tivities centered on controversial heritage are also seen as relevant to creat-
ing engaged citizenship35, and the Council of Europe goes on to suggest that 
teaching controversial issues contributes to developing a number of important 

26  Williams 2007, p. 8.
27  Sodaro 2013, p. 173.
28  Ibidem.
29  Bickford, Sodaro 2010.
30  Light et al. 2021.
31  Cole 2017, quoted in Light et al. 2021.
32  Light et al. 2019.
33  Arroyo Mora, Cuenca López 2021.
34  The International Committee of Memorial and Human Rights Museums, Internation-

al Memorial Museums Charter, <https://icmemohri.mini.icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/
sites/17/2019/01/IC_MEMO_charter.pdf>, 19.03.2025.

35  Estepa-Giménez, Martín Cáceres 2020.
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democratic competences36. The potential of memorial sites to act as spaces for 
citizenship education has been purported to serve as a link between personal 
development and the shaping of desired attitudes for a perspective society37 
by affirming a nation’s values and adhering to transnational frameworks and 
cultural tendencies38. 

Within the vast realm of research on heritage and affect, attention has been 
dedicated to investigating how affect contributes to promote the sociopolitical 
work that museums now diffusely understand themselves to be engaged in39, 
including their contribution to the formation of citizens. While one the one 
hand affect is a central element in the “pedagogy of feeling” – an approach to 
exhibition making that seeks to propose affective encounters between viewer 
and viewed40, on the other hand it is acknowledged as a powerful tool for 
shaping educational activities around difficult issues. 

Although most research seems to have concentrated on how education has 
been developed at memorial museums established at former sites of victims, 
such as concentration camps41, former political prisons42 or sites of massacre43, 
some studies have also explored the pedagogical value and challenges brought 
by sites of perpetrators44. Reflecting on the use of emotion to make past atroc-
ities meaningful to younger generations, Knittel explores examples of critical 
perpetrator pedagogy that depart from commonly used approaches, which 
typically aim to encourage empathy with victims and evoke a sense of shock 
at the extent and cruelty of the crimes45. Drawing on Foucault’s concept of the 
“ethics of discomfort”46, the author applies this framework to education about 
perpetrators, arguing that there is «something to be gained» from an affective 
engagement with the figure of the perpetrator, provided it is carefully framed 
and contextualised.

The educational programmes proposed by a memorial museum generally 
stem from the institution’s history and commemorative mission, from its spe-
cific context of operation, from available resources and existing opportunities, 
and from the target public to which they are addressed. Yet, approaches and 
practices to education on controversial heritage are also influenced by trans-

36  Council of Europe, Addressing controversial issues, <https://www.coe.int/en/web/cam-
paign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/addressing-controversial-issues>, 19.03.2025.

37  Kranz 2009, p. 60, cited in Majchrzak 2020.
38  Melosik 1998, p. 65, cited in Majchrzak 2020.
39  Witcomb 2015.
40  Ibidem.
41  Cf. Ambrosewicz-Jacobs 2018.
42  Cf. Light et al. 2019.
43  Cf. Baiesi et al. 2008.
44  Cf. Pearce 2010; Knittel, Goldberg 2020.
45  Knittel 2019.
46  Foucault 2007.
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cultural memory frameworks, which shape educational repertoires through 
the circulation and connections of practices across memory cultures47. A re-
view of non-formal educational methods observed at memorial sites revealed 
recurring typologies of activities and forms of learning48. Workshop activities 
before or after the visits constitute active methods connected to a participant’s 
experience; volunteer work cultivates a sense of responsibility in relation to the 
site and favours more detached modes of reflection; and “eye-witness talks”, 
listening to testimonies from individuals who have first-person experience, en-
ables identification and empathy. 

Departing from this previously developed body of knowledge, I investigate 
how education is embraced to manage controversial heritage at sites of perpe-
trators by illustrating the case of the Museum of Secret Surveillance “House of 
Leaves”. The research methodology adopted has combined desk research and 
analysis of materials pertaining to the education programmes made available 
by the museum (descriptions, impact studies, statistics on participation), as 
well as four interviews conducted between December 2024 and March 2025: 
two held with museum staff, over a total of six museum employees, the Direc-
tor and the Specialist in charge of education at the House of Leaves, and two 
with formerly persecuted persons49 who have collaborated with the museum 
in the realisation of educational activities. Although for more in-depth exam-
ination other means of analysis would have also been beneficial (for instance 
focus groups with students, surveys for impact assessment, or interviews with 
accompanying school teachers), I opted for a focus on the intentions behind 
the design of the educational programme in order to complement an already 
existing body of knowledge and aware of another investigation currently un-
der development. In brief, an impact assessment of the House of Leaves edu-
cational programmes was first conducted from September 2018 to June 2019 
by the museum staff: questionnaires were administered to young participants 
in educational activities with the objective of evaluating the impact of their 
visit and experienced engagement50. The survey garnered over 800 responses 
and sought to assess the respondents’ pre- and post-visit knowledge of the 
communist dictatorship, their preferences regarding the most engaging spaces 
within the museum, their overall impressions of the visit, and their suggestions 
for enhancing visitor experience51. An impact assessment of visiting the House 

47  Erll 2014.
48  Kończyk 2012.
49  This term is used without any intended judgement. It is adopted as it is the one formally 

in use in Albania since Law nr.7514/1991 “Për pafajësinë, amnistinë dhe rehabilitimin e ish të 
dënuarve e të përndjekurve politikë”.

50  Full results available in Demollari 2022.
51  In response to a question probing their interest in various museum activities, approximate-

ly half of the students expressed a preference for engaging in conversations with individuals who 
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of Leaves is also currently being undertaken by an independent researcher52; 
the updated study will allow the museum to trace trends, compare with past 
results as well as with other international museums. 

3.  The controversial heritage of the Museum of Secret Surveillance “House 
of Leaves”

In 2017, the Museum of Secret Surveillance “House of Leaves” opened 
in the centre of Tirana, the capital of Albania. The name of the museum is a 
tribute to the peculiar appearance of the house, which is covered by ivy leaves, 
and is linked to the function of the building during the long years of commu-
nist regime in the country, lasting from 1944 to 1991. In the early years after 
1944, the house was used as an investigation and interrogation centre, where 
torture and other human rights violations were reported. In the 1950s the Cen-
tral Directorate branch of the State Security, known in Albanian as Sigurimi, 
made it the headquarters of its technical-scientific unit and used it to carry 
out activities related to secret surveillance: telephone control, bugging, control 
of postal correspondence. All surveillance activities would serve the regime’s 
investigations stemming from the paranoia of the dictator and members of the 
Political Bureau about the activities of suspected internal and foreign enemies. 
Surveillance led to detention, torture and at times also executions of individu-
als53. Sigurimi had an organic of around 1.000 operatives, supported by a vast 
network of collaborators with varying roles, whose number, fluctuating over 
time, reached over 16,000 individuals54, an impressive figure compared to the 
overall population of the country. 

Shortly after the end of the dictatorship in 1991, the building was aban-
doned and numerous objects, pieces of furniture, and paperworks were left 
at its premises. When the house was reopened in 2014, these materials were 
identified as the first series of objects that would form the museum collection, 
which at present includes surveillance equipment, archive documents - includ-
ing declassified information, videos from the communist period and video tes-

had been politically persecuted. Furthermore, when reflecting on which elements of the museum 
experience helped them better understand the historical period studied at school, approximately 
one third of the respondents highlighted discussions with the politically persecuted, while other 
aspects mentioned were the exhibition of equipment, interactions with museum or tour guides, 
and explanatory panels.

52  I am referring to the PhD thesis by Alsena Kokalari, forthcoming as Kokalari, A., Do 
Memory Museums affect their audience? Evidence from the case of Albania and Portugal (ten-
tative title), forthcoming PhD thesis, EUI.

53  Dervishi 2012; Mëhilli 2017.
54  Dervishi 2012.
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timonies. The museum comprises 31 rooms across two floors, the exhibition 
opening with an introduction to the history of the house and then detailing the 
surveillance practices of the Sigurimi, including the equipment utilised and the 
role of collaborators. The exhibits document the outcomes of these activities, 
such as restrictions on freedoms, imprisonment and execution. Additionally, 
the layout presents the different historical phases of Albania’s communist re-
gime, outlining its changing alliances and the supposed internal and external 
threats that surveillance activities attempted to counteract. The majority of 
the rooms display objects and documents pertaining to the surveillance ac-
tivities of Sigurimi, while others are restored working environments from the 
technical-scientific unit, including a workshop where mail was inspected, a 
darkroom used for developing photographs, and a room with listening sta-
tions. On the second floor, two rooms are conceived differently: one recreates 
an Albanian apartment living room from the period of the dictatorship, while 
the other appears as a memorial room where the names of individuals who 
were imprisoned and executed for political reasons by the communist regime 
are listed.

Publicly discussing the system of power and violence of the communist 
regime, as well as the complex roles of individuals within it and their vary-
ing degrees of responsibility and accountability, remains a challenge in the 
post-totalitarian context of Albania. This is due to the relatively recent end 
of the dictatorship, as well as to a number of peculiarities55 that make the 
country’s communist past a controversial issue that stirs public debate and on 
which groups of citizens hold positions that are often irreconcilable56. 

The sensitive nature of the project that led to the opening of the House of 
Leaves is demonstrated by a series of dissonances that arose in the creation 
and development of the museum57, and both the collection and the location 
of the museum are associated with the regime’s repression and determine the 
controversial nature of this legacy. Although the project was mostly well re-
ceived, some critical voices questioned the decision to create a museum focused 
on one of the regime’s surveillance mechanisms, rather than prioritising com-
memorative initiatives in former places of suffering and political persecution58; 

55  Cf. Abrahams 2015; Mëhilli 2017; Rejmer et al. 2021.
56  To this purpose, a frequently quoted, albeit also criticised, source is the survey conduct-

ed by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe Presence in Albania in 2015: 
“Citizens understanding and perceptions of the Communist past in Albania and expectations 
for the future.” Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe. <https://www.osce.org/
presence-in-albania/286821>, 19.03.2025.

57  I have deepened considerations on the heritage dissonance of the museum in Avanza 2025 
(Forthcoming).

58  See for instance: Dedaj N. (2017), Burgu i Spaçit, apo “Shtëpia e Gjetheve”?, «Pano-
rama», 29.03.2017 <https://www.panorama.com.al/burgu-i-spacit-apo-shtepia-e-Gjetheve/>, 
19.03.2025.
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in other instances, individuals who had suffered from political imprisonment 
commented on their emotions with some puzzlement before and after visiting 
such an evocative place59.

4.  Youth education at the House of Leaves

Since its opening, the Museum of Secret Surveillance has become one of 
the most visited museums in Albania, with 2024 marking a record of over 
77,000 visitors. Due to its central location in Tirana and to the rise of tourism 
in the country, 78% of visitors in 2024 were foreigners, a figure that reflects 
the practice of museum-going as more appealing to international tourists than 
to nationals60. In order to cultivate the connection between the museum and 
local communities, the House of Leaves has committed to a dense education 
programme for youth: in 2024 the museum managed to organise visits for over 
4,300 Albanian students through 124 educational activities that comprised 
meetings, competitions, educational visits, conferences, round tables, lectures, 
and temporary exhibitions. This figure is to be considered in light of the small 
budget with which the museum is running and the fact that, besides the Direc-
tor, the staff comprises a total of five individuals, ensuring all the functions of 
the museum: administration, ticket office, cleaning, guided visits, communica-
tion and education61. External collaborators are hired to support guided visits 
and educational activities. 

To summarise the words of Fabio Toska, Specialist in charge of education 
at the House of Leaves «The objective [for the museum in organising its educa-
tion programme] is to engage with the younger generation and position educa-
tion as a catalyst for strengthening collective memory». Two main educational 
activities, “Remember to not forget” and “Impressions”, were conceived by 
the museum in line with the national policy “Education through culture”62 
and have received formal approval by the Ministry of Education. While the 
programme “Remember to not forget” is open to classes in the last years of 
primary school and in secondary school, “Impressions” is designed for sec-
ondary school students only. Since 2018 activities have been organised by the 
staff of the museum in collaboration with the Regional Directorate of Educa-
tion of Tirana, offered free of charge to schools in Tirana and its surround-

59   See for instance: Zhiti V. (2023), Shtëpia me Gjethe, «Radiandradi», 12.09.2023 <https://
www.radiandradi.com/shtepia-me-gjethe-nga-visar-zhiti/>, 19.03.2025. 

60  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
61  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
62  “Education through Culture” is a programme launched in 2014 by the then Ministry of 

Culture, now Ministry of Economics, Culture and Innovation.
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ings, with approximately 80% of primary institutes and 90% of secondary 
institutes having participated in the programme by 202463.

I would like to argue that through its educational programme, the House of 
Leaves employs two approaches for the management of controversial heritage: 
it embraces a multivocal approach through “Remember to not forget”, and it 
encourages critical thinking through “Impressions”. The following paragraphs 
will describe these approaches, identifying the potential and shortcomings of 
each one.

5.  Embracing multivocality through witness testimonies

“Remember to not forget” is designed as a group visit to the museum, guid-
ed by a staff member or external collaborator and followed by a meeting with 
a person who experienced persecution under the regime, either as political 
prisoner or as an internee (hired as occasional collaborator.) The guided visit 
to the House of Leaves is tailored to the class’s available time, the number of 
students, and their level of engagement, as perceived by the guide. During the 
meeting that follows, lasting around 40 minutes, the former persecuted per-
son shares with students either their personal experience64 or other facts and 
stories they may deem effective to understand what it meant to live during the 
regime65, without a predetermined script or specific requests from the muse-
um. Students are invited to interact, ask questions or share personal stories. 

In Albania, various associations and formal groups of formerly persecuted 
persons have long advocated for social recognition and the commemoration of 
their suffering through public testimony. Yet, the House of Leaves remains - to 
my knowledge - the only institution in the country where meetings with people 
affected by the regime’s persecution are offered regularly and on a continuous 
basis, with a special focus on intergenerational transmission of knowledge 
and memory. At the outset of the activity, the museum recognised the need for 
capacity development on effective communication with youth. For this rea-
son, it organised a training at the museum in collaboration with the OSCE 
(Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe) presence in Albania, 
acquainting around 10 formerly persecuted individuals with the newly estab-
lished museum and preparing them for these interactions66. Eventually, a per-
son among those trained was hired as a collaborator to conduct the meetings 
with youth and, since his passing, two other individuals have covered this role.

63  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
64  Interview to Daut Gumeni.
65  Interview to Simon Mirakaj.
66  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
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“Remember to not forget” was conceived drawing from good practices ob-
served at the international level, yet, as Director Etleva Demollari notes, for-
merly affected persons are generally engaged as witnesses at museums opened 
at former prisons67, or at other types of sites of victims, rather than at sites of 
perpetrators. As a result, implementing this initiative at the Museum of Secret 
Surveillance “House of Leaves” required a different approach, one that brought 
the perspective of a formerly persecuted individual into an exhibition centered 
on the mechanisms of surveillance and their consequences. It also required care-
ful consideration of the most appropriate ways to engage formerly persecuted 
people. For instance, the initial idea of employing them as museum guides was 
ultimately dismissed, as they did not feel a sense of personal connection to the 
House of Leaves as a site68. While the museum already features video testimonies 
from individuals who had been convicted or interned by the regime, meeting an 
individual in person who has experienced political persecution is generally con-
sidered more effective as it «gives the listeners a feeling of somehow participating 
in these happenings and re-living them»69. The presentation of these personal sto-
ries transforms museum visitors into secondary witnesses70 to those past events. 

The significance of the in-person meetings proposed by “Remember to not 
forget” is heightened by the reality that, with time, such encounters will no 
longer be possible71. I would argue that these meetings also serve as a form of 
reconciliation with the country’s difficult past, through the recognition of the 
experiences endured by former political prisoners and internees. They repre-
sent an effort toward symbolic reparation - acknowledging victims within a 
public institution - while also offering a sense of restoration by providing the 
involved witness with economic gratification for his time dedicated to this duty 
of education and memory transmission. When asked about his motivations for 
participating in “Remember to not forget”, Daut Gumeni, one of the formerly 
persecuted individuals, explained that his decision stemmed from his love for 
teaching, a profession taken from him by the regime when he was imprisoned. 
He described meeting with young people as «a form of recompensation, in a 
way»72. In contrast, Simon Mirakaj declared to be driven by his commitment 
to «serve democracy through his confessions», contributing to build a society 
where «people should live in peace with one another»73. These differing moti-
vations are also reflected in their distinct approaches as witnesses: one empha-
sizes personal experiences, while the other focuses on key historical events of 

67  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
68  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
69  Laub 2000 p. 68, cited in Kończyk 2012.
70  LaCapra 2001, p. 97.
71  Kończyk 2012.
72  Interview to Daut Gumeni.
73  Interview to Simon Mirakaj.
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the time74, a further demonstration of the multiple points of view and voices 
that may contribute to confronting a controversial past.

6.  Encouraging critical thinking through personal engagement

“Impressions” is an educational activity comprising a guided tour for students, 
followed by the creation of an artistic or literary piece that reflects their personal 
interpretation - an impression - of the visit. In most cases, classes participating in 
“Impressions” also take part in “Remember to not forget”, thus combining the 
guided visit, the encounter with a persecuted person and the production of a cre-
ative work. Students participating in “Impressions” must submit their work to the 
museum within 15 days of their visit, with the option of returning independently 
to the museum during this period, for further inspiration. At the end of the school 
year, all the pieces produced are exhibited to the public, and an external jury se-
lects the best works, whose authors are assigned an award at a public ceremony 
held at the museum. The museum has also introduced an award determined by 
votes cast on Facebook, to activate youth on the museum’s profile and to give its 
online community a direct say in the selection process. Images or reproductions of 
all works created during the school year are also compiled into a publication titled 
Mbresa (the Albanian for “Impression”), which is printed by the museum and 
distributed free of charge. Additionally, some of the artworks produced by young 
people over the years have entered the museum’s permanent installation.

The programme is designed «to make students reflect and maintain a criti-
cal attitude towards the past»75, interacting with history in meaningful ways. 
For this reason, the programme was reserved to young people in the last years 
of secondary school, who are seen by the House of Leaves as better equipped 
to engage in a personal elaboration76 of what is conveyed by the controversial 
heritage of the museum. To support the diverse inclinations and forms of re-
flection for students, the museum allows participation in the competition by 
submitting works made through any creative medium be it paintings, installa-
tions, videos, poems, essays, stories, and so on.  What the museum proposes is 
the «common theme of not repeating in the future what happened»77 a mission 
that, within the context of Albania’s experience after a totalitarian regime, 
resonates with Adorno’s renowned quote: «The premier demand upon all edu-
cation is that Auschwitz not happen again»78.

74  Interview to Fabio Toska.
75  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
76  Interview to Etleva Cani Demollari.
77  Interview to Fabio Toska.
78  Adorno 1998, p.191.
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The opportunity for students to return to the museum for two weeks after 
the workshop with free access serves as an incentive for repeated visitation and 
the creation of a deeper connection with the site. Additionally, the requirement 
to create artistic or literary work following the visit represents an initial step 
in transforming the museum experience into sustained action beyond visita-
tion. By encouraging critical engagement and creative reinterpretation, this 
program adopts a forward-looking perspective, fostering a sustained dialogue 
between memory and contemporary creation among students of generations 
born after the end of the communist regime.

7.  Conclusions

Through this paper I have framed sites of perpetrators as controversial her-
itage and described approaches that may be adopted for managing the contro-
versial nature of these sites through education. My interest has been directed 
to sites of perpetrators that have been transformed into memorial museums, 
permanent institutions for which education is a paramount function vested 
with specific expectations. 

I have introduced the case of the Museum of Secret Surveillance “House of 
Leaves” and pointed to some of the elements that constitute its controversial 
heritage, then described the programme for youth education that the museum 
has developed. In discussing the two main educational activities, both directed 
at youth, I have argued that two approaches for the management of contro-
versial heritage could be identified: embracing multivocality through witness 
testimonies, and encouraging critical thinking through personal engagement.

Including witness testimonies in educational programs fosters multivocality 
as the controversial heritage is engaged not only through the curatorial decisions 
made during the museum’s creation and the scientific initiatives led by the muse-
um staff, but also through an openness to personal testimonies, oral narratives, 
and the sharing of past experiences by individuals who were formerly affect-
ed, which may differ one from the other. While the interviews conducted have 
shown how people that were affected by persecution perceive their participation 
in educational activities as a form of recompensation and a contribution to the 
development of democratic societies, ongoing research on the impact of activities 
on youth would allow for the assessment of the effectiveness of this approach79.

Activities that require youth to engage with controversial heritage by 
means of personal re-elaboration are designed to encourage critical thinking. 

79  As mentioned in note 52, an impact assessment of visiting the House of Leaves is currently 
being undertaken by Kokalari.
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Through this approach, the museum proposes an experience that is not limited 
to the time spent on-site and encourages the generations born after the end of 
the dictatorship to create a dialogue between memory of the past and their 
present understanding of it through artistic creation.

Finally, the experience reviewed seems to suggest that, although education-
al methods at sites of perpetrators are designed with an awareness of their dif-
ferences with sites of victims, they still focus primarily on conveying the vic-
tim’s perspective. While understanding the suffering of victims is undoubtedly 
crucial, this one-sided approach fails to engage individuals in questioning the 
factors determining the origin, development and continuity of that condition, 
and in broadening their gaze beyond the pair of “victims” and “perpetrators” 
to also ponder on the role of by-standers80 or implicated subjects81.

The case presented also shows that there exist significant differences be-
tween education at sites of perpetrators and education on perpetrators. It fur-
ther reveals that museums established at former sites of perpetrators often 
hesitate to fully engage with the controversial nature of their heritage, both as 
a means of interrogating the historical mechanisms that enabled perpetration 
and as a resource for addressing possible forms of perpetration in the pres-
ent. Educational activities could instead provide safe spaces to reflect on how 
individuals and societies can contribute to harm and make visitors critically 
ponder their own potential role within similar circumstances.

List of interviews

In attributing certain statements within the text, my intention has been to 
acknowledge the interviewees’ authorship on certain thoughts and reflections. 
I am truly grateful for the interviewees’ generosity, availability, and the in-
valuable expertise and perspectives they shared. Their contributions have been 
essential to this work. However, any errors or inaccuracies in the final analysis 
remain solely my responsibility.

List of interviews:
	– Etleva Cani Demollari – Tirana, 10 December 2024
	– Daut Gumeni – Tirana, 24 February 2025
	– Simon Mirakaj – Tirana, 24 February 2025
	– Fabio Toska – Tirana, 28 February 2025

80  Latané, Darley 1970.
81  Rothberg 2019.
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Wychowanie obywatelskie. Studium teoretyczne, porównawcze i empiry-
czne, edited by Z. Melosik, K. Przyszczypkowski, Toruń-Poznań: Wydawn-
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