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1. Introduction 

Industrial heritage is the remains of industrial culture, which are of historical, technological, social, 

architectural or scientific value, including transport and its entire infrastructure related to the industry. 1 

Unlike in other countries, where industrial values also include intrinsic values, in Kosovo, the criteria 

for the designation of a railway are limited to physical infrastructure and its technological value.2 

Kosovo's railways were built as part of a project to connect Constantinople to Vienna and interlink the 

Balkan region, and by the time the railways were beginning to be built in Kosovo, they had already 

shown their effectiveness in Western Europe.3 Hence, they had to be compatible with the rest of the 

region's lines and could not be deemed authentic or original.  

Europe, through Skopje to Mitrovica (part of the Kosovo railway), still fulfils its transport purpose while 

representing a rich social value. However, excluding the social value from technology is to miss the 

essential aspect of the story: "technical change has both informed and been informed by social and 

economic change around the globe".4 To explore this phenomenon of exclusion of social values in 

assessing the significance of railways in Kosovo, this research employs a rapid ethnographic evaluation 

to bring forward a paradigm for redefining the interpretation and assessment of industrial heritage, 

specifically railways in Kosovo. 

2. Evolution of Railways in Kosovo and their social impact  

Since the industrial revolution in the 18th century, the industrialisation of various countries has 

accelerated the change of the world pattern and changed the way of human life also in the Balkans. 

“However, even in the 19th century, the main exports from the Balkans were based on raw materials that 

were moved either by water—rivers, canals, and sea—or land, predominantly using traditional horse-

and-cart transport or, in some cases, camels.” 5 

Specifically in Kosovo, the geographical configuration of a plain surrounded by mountainous terrain, 

poor roads, and lack of security made land transport expensive and unreliable. “High transport costs 

hampered the region’s economic growth, and railways soon became vital for modernisation.”6 

Therefore, the Austro–Hungarian and Ottoman empires, which dominated the region until the Balkan 

Wars, started their separate ventures to modernise transport. As a result, the first railway lines were 

opened in the 1840s in territories controlled by what was then the Austrian Empire.7  

Meanwhile, the rest of the Balkans—ruled mainly by the Ottoman Empire—remained largely unaffected 

by the transport revolution. 

The most important railway builder in the European part of the Ottoman Empire was Chemins de fer 

Orientaux (CO). CO had constructed about 1,300 km of railway track by 1874, including the three main 

railway lines that ran across the Ottoman Empire’s European domains, including the route from 

Thessaloniki to Mitrovica, which through Skopje connected with the mainline leading to Vienna.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A trunk line like this would make soldier deployments in the European section of the Empire much 

easier, and it would open up opportunities for new commerce prospects with Western Europe.8 Meaning 

the Balkan Peninsula was no longer isolated from Europe, as the railways made even geographically 

distant lands appear near and accessible thus, local, individual identities were no longer realistic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Chemis de fer Orientaux (Wikipedia)  

Figure 3 European Railway Lines Map (Wikipedia) Figure 2 Kosovo Railway Lines Map (Trainkos)  



 

 

In the Balkans, the newly established connections, particularly in Kosovo, have brought western 

influence, which kindled the creation of an artificial schism in architecture and generally in people’s 

way of life. This is most visible in the construction of the new railway lines in Kosovo in the early 1900s, 

especially valued for its manifestation in the Drenas-Pejë station buildings, which allegedly epitomise 

the values of industrial heritage, thus included in the national heritage list. 

 

 

 

3. National Authorise Heritage Discourse  

The railway encompasses the technological elements, track beds, embankments and cuttings, 

engineering and architectural structures, the constructional methods employed, and complex social 

interactions relating to it.  

The criteria for the designation of railways in Kosovo are limited to the physical infrastructure closely 

related to the railway and its technological value. However, mainly because of the dominant style of 

thinking about heritage in Kosovo – ‘national authorise heritage discourse ’ – which has grown so 

comfortable and regular in heritage management practices that it has severely shifted the assessment of 

significance to value the railway heritage mainly for its manifestation rather than impact.  

The only designated railway line in Kosovo, the Drenas-Pejë, is categorised under Architectural 

Heritage and is appreciated for its station buildings’ rare and original architecture, distinctive for their 

reflection of the western influence in both style and function.9 In addition, although the technology is 

not the most significant feature of this designation, it serves as a critical binding element. 

However, because of Eurocentric interpretations around the railway technology by which they are 

considered a European innovation, the built railways in the Balkan Peninsula are thus considered more 

like an extension of this project. The first and most important lines in the region’s railway network were 

built to serve the interests of powers that are today mainly located outside the Balkan Peninsula.10 Such 

a top-down approach caused a strong objection from the community, who were still closely bound to 

their locality and region. The Kosovar region was characterised by a lifestyle imposed by the Ottoman 

Empire, locally referred to as ‘alla turka.’ Prishtina, the capital of Kosovo, strongly opposed the railway 

construction inside the town, considering it too modern, or in their words – ‘alla franga,’ thus, damaging 

the local character.11  

Considering both issues, any established national-authorised heritage discourse could not adopt a 

narrative that considers the railway lines authentic or original.  

However, the primary purpose of a railway is to provide a transport service for goods or passengers. 

Hence, restricting the analysis to architectural and technological features can be misleading when it 

comes to identifying the factors that determine the values of railways as cultural heritage because the 

impact of the railways in the social dimension, if not more, is equally important to its physical 

manifestation.  

 

 

Figure 4 Drenas - Pejë Station Buildings (google images) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Methodology – means of engaging with contemporary community  

Heritage is strongly linked to the memories, values, beliefs, and traditions told through the stories of 

place, time, people, and community. Labelling something “heritage” is almost impossible without first 

recognising its human social connections.12 

Social value encompasses the significance of the historic environment to contemporary communities, 

including people’s sense of identity, belonging and place, and forms of memory and spiritual 

association. These are fluid, culturally specific forms of value created through experience and practice.13  

As mentioned, values such as aesthetical and technological values are supported by the national 

authorised heritage discourse that complies with the Eurocentric interpretation of railways; others, on 

the other hand, emerge through unofficial and informal modes of engagement. Excluding the social 

value of technology and architecture is to miss the essential aspect of the story. Ordinary assessment of 

significance led by experts fails to capture social value’s dynamic, iterative and embodied nature.14  

Therefore, using a rapid ethnographic assessment, this paper argues that railway transportation has much 

more social history than just the movement of goods and people. Desk-based research was conducted to 

define the target group and the relevant questions and fact check the questionnaires. While to engage 

with contemporary communities directly, ten informal questions were disseminated through online 

platforms. The questionnaires were used primarily to research the community’s perception of the 

importance of railways in Kosovo; then to explore the meanings of railways for the people who relate 

to them or for whom it figures in their collective experience or memory. Finally, to check the viability 

and deepen the understanding of the interpretation, targeted interviews were carried out with respondents 

who consented to be contacted.  

 

Figure 5 Eurocentric Interpretation juxtaposition with the Interpretation of social value (by author – google images) 



 
Figure 6 Triangulation of methods  

5. Findings 

Most respondents recognise the indisputable impact railways had on the economy; however, many 

consider the railways to have vastly influenced social interactions. The train became a meeting place for 

people from different ethnic, religious, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds. Railways allowed people 

to move massively among cities or from the village to the town, also connecting to the countries of the 

region, creating a space in which large and diverse groups of people circulated, thus serving as a place 

where different communities would mingle. Respondents estimated the opened window for interaction 

as an opportunity to confront their worldviews with others through exchanging names, food and 

especially cultural traditions. This phenomenon has brought about the erosion of the sense of identity 

based on locality or region. 

 

 

 However, despite turning people’s sense of identity outwards, the railways have facilitated the creation 

of a collective form of memory, which seals the authentic experience of the Kosovar community 

concerning the railways.  

 

Figure 8 Lifestyle during Ottoman 
Empire Rule in n Kosovo (Wikimedia) 

Figure 7 Austro-Hungarim on Public 
Building in Ottoman Epire parto of 
Europre (Gazeta Zëri) 

Figure 9 Embracing European 
Modernism (Afrim Spahiu) 



Varying from most common memories relating to the railways such as travelling by train and sightseeing 

from it; people wishing farewell and waiting for their loved ones; curious children playing near railways; 

to memories of people who for the first time travelled abroad to the most unique experiences. Such 

unique experiences for the Kosovar community include the memories of the ordinary men who 

voluntarily worked in railway construction but also the daunting sight of the Kosovars being forced to 

take the train to flee their homes.  

Inspired by the latter, the British Rail worker Neil Howard donated a train to the Kosovar refugees in 

Northern Macedonia. The so-called train for life would be drafted into service to help revive Kosovo’s 

shattered railway and break the negative image by creating a positive experience for the refugees 

returning home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 11: Kosovo Train for Life (google image) 

Figure 10 Ordinary people volunteering to work in railway construction in Kosovo (google images) 



In addition, respondents were asked to share their experience while travelling by train in Kosovo, the 

perception within the train rather than that of the railway as a cultural landscape. While many remember 

the uncomfortable seats of the train, others remember the kinaesthetic landscape from the window—

most of the others passing by the stations more than once created a sense of familiarity and unity.    

 

Recalling these accumulated memories and experiences is simulated by various whims, be it a song, 

movie, book, story, painting, or even the whistling sound.   

 

The most intriguing finding from the assessment is that some of the most apparent perceptions of people 

for whom this cultural landscape would have never been the same without the railway have never been 

accounted for when assessing the significance of the Drenas-Pejë railway line. Even though the Drenas-

Pejë railway line is a designated cultural heritage asset and the fact that these values have been left out, 

there is no wonder that the railway line Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica has not been considered for 

designation in the national heritage list.  

 

6. Case study- Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica railway line 

Although not outstanding according to national criteria for cultural heritage, Europe through Skopje to 

Mitrovica still fulfils its transport purpose while representing a rich social value. 

Though Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica railway line is of social value as part of the record of the 

lives of ordinary men and women, just like the Drenas –Pejë railway line but does not poses the unique 

architecture that relates to it and which by the national authorised heritage discourse would be 

considered the embodiment of it.  

Considering that Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica railway line was the pioneering line in Kosovo, 

and the line’s construction was not affected by the limitations imposed by national borders, it has been 

the absolute factor to have brought the western influence ignited the blurring of locally bound identities. 

It was explicitly this cultural transformation brought about by the first railway line that prompted the 

railway network to spread across the region and opened the door for western influence in architecture 

which today is so eagerly protected and considered by the national authorised heritage discourse as the 

very core value of railways.  

As indicated in this chapter, the influence of Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica line of, and on, 

innovation would clearly make a strong argument for its inclusion in the national list of heritage assets. 

Moreover, being the main illustrative example of economic or social developments of a specific historic 

period would provide the advantage of admitting this line that would rarely qualify on other grounds, 

such as unique aesthetic value.  

Above all, Europe, through Skopje to Mitrovica, has been the only railway line that connects Kosovo to 

the international railway network; for better or worse, it created opportunities for the local community 

to move beyond borders, even forcefully, during times of conflict.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 During the crisis, the railways were 
used to expel Kosovo Albanians (BBC News) 



While the first criterion relating to innovation represents a universal understanding and could be 

minimised by the Eurocentric interpretation and valuation of railways, the latter criteria relating to the 

collective memory make Europe through Skopje to Mitrovica railway eligible for recognition even in 

the Europe context.  

Because peoples’ memories are a unique and irreplaceable resource, which should also be recorded 

when they are available, in this case, the recorded experiences through the rapid ethnographic 

assessment for this study point out that the events related to conflict take up a considerable part in the 

collective memory of the Kosovar community. 

Despite the national heritage discourse limits to the contrary, a case could be made to say that these are 

the principal criteria by which the railways should be judged.  

7. Conclusion  

The criteria for the designation of railways in Kosovo are limited to the physical infrastructure closely 

related to the railway and its technological value. Mainly because of the National Authorise Heritage 

Discourse, which has severely shifted the assessment of significance to value the railway heritage mainly 

for its manifestation rather than impact. 

Because of Eurocentric interpretations and valuation of the railways, the built railways in the Balkan 

Peninsula are considered merely an extension of a European project. 

The restricted analysis of only architectural and technological features is misleading when identifying 

railways' values as cultural heritage because the impact of railways in the social dimension, if not more, 

is equally important to its physical manifestation.  

Social value encompasses the significance of the historic environment to contemporary communities, 

including people's sense of identity, belonging and place. However, ordinary assessment of effectiveness 

led by experts fails to capture social value's fluid nature. Therefore, this study is based on the result of 

an ethnographic assessment which argues that railway transportation has much more social history than 

recognised in Kosovo so far.  

The assessment indicates the train has been a factor that caused a loss of identity-based on the place 

while simultaneously creating a unique sense of collective memory. However, these values have been 

overlooked in its official significance evaluation of railways in Kosovo. They are embodied in Europe 

through Skopje to Mitrovica railway line, making it eligible for inclusion not only in the local list but 

also at the European level.  

This paper establishes that excluding the social value from technology is to miss the essential aspect of 

the story: "technical change has both informed and been informed by social and economic change around 

the globe." Therefore, if we wish to capture the fluid processes of valuing the railways, the national 

authorise heritage discourse should consider a paradigm shift towards a more community-centred 

assessment.  
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