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VALUES OF INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE FROM THE SOCIALIST PERIOD
IN A POST-SOCIALIST CONTEXT — THE CASE OF NIS, SERBIA

Abstract:

The city of Nis, Serbia, has been an industrial production hub since the liberation from Ottoman rule
and the construction of the railway infrastructure at the end of the 19" century. Following the
aftermath of World War II, the city of Ni§ experienced an industrial bloom — redefining the urban
landscape with numerous industrial giants scattered all across the city. After the heavy wave of
deindustrialization at the end of the 20th century, many facilities from the socialist period were left
abandoned, with troubling narratives about their cultural and historical values, legitimacy, and the
right to exist within the urban network. This paper explores the values of socialist industrial heritage
sites in a post-socialist city of Nis.
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BPEJHOCTU HHIAYCTPUJCKOI' HACIEBA ¢HU3 ITEPHOJA
COIIMJAJIM3MA Y HNOCT-COIMJAIMCTUYKOM KOHTEKCTY -
CJIYYAJ HUITA

Carcemakx:

Hu je moctao nienTap MHAYCTPHjCKE IPOM3BOHE HAKOH 0CI000l)emha 01 OCMaHCKe BIaIaBUHE U
nsrpajame sxene3nnue kpajem 19. Bexa. Hakon [lpyror cBerckor para, y mepromy COIHMjajn3Ma,
Hum je noxuBeo MHAYCTPUjCKH TPOLBAT KOjU je pelneduHHCA0 MCTOPHjCKH ypOaHW Mej3ak,
WHTErpuiIyhn MHAYCTpHjcKEe THraHTe y IpajJcko TKWBO. HakoH Tamaca nenHIyCTpHjaau3aiyje
KkpajeM 20. Beka, MHOTM HHIYCTPH]CKH KOMIUIEKCH M3 IE€pHOJia CONMjajn3Ma Cy HaIyIITCHH,
OKapakTepuCaHW NPOOJIEMATUYHUM HapaTUBUMa Yy BE3W MUXOBHUX KYJITYPHO-HCTOPH]CKHX
BPEIHOCTH U JISTUTUMHTETA 32 ONCTaHAK y ypOaHOj Matpuuu. OBaj paj MCTpaxyje BpPEAHOCTH
WHAyCTpHUjCcKOT Hacieha U3 mepro/a conujannimMa y MoCTOLH]jaInCTHIKOM KOHTeKCTy Hutma.

Kmwyune pujeuu.: undycmpujcko nacaehe, coyujarucmuuxu nepuood, NOHo8Ha ynompeoa,
epednocmu nacaeha



1. INTRODUCTION

The heritage of the industry encompasses both tangible and intangible remains of a centuries-long
phenomenon of the production of goods. Originating since the earliest days of humanity [1], up to
the historically transformative First Industrial Revolution in 18"-century Britain — which reshaped
continental Europe and the United States [2], the industry has profoundly influenced societal norms
and has emerged as a key element of cultural anthropology [3]. Over time, it evolved into a main
pillar of the global economy, giving rise to a distinct architectural typology — industrial buildings,
which include factories, warehouses, railways, infrastructure, mines, etc. [4]. Found in every corner
of the world, these structures define urban landscapes and hold deep cultural meaning within the
urban fabric, placing industrial heritage firmly within the broader category of cultural heritage — a
symbol of human labor in the context of history of technology [5]. Industrial buildings testify to
geo-political, ideological, social and innovative transitions. In Serbia, many industrial facilities are
linked to the rise of national autonomy, abandoning the Ottoman feudal system in the early 19®
century, gaining independence after centuries of occupation, and modernizing the infrastructure
based on models used by developed European allies. Later on, in the aftermath of World War 11
(WWII), the rise of new geopolitical ideologies contributed to the formation of a socialist-oriented
country called Yugoslavia with the Communist Party as its ruling body. The industry was the
privilege of a civilized, communist society and the pillar of a planned economy. The strength of the
industrial sector inspired people to migrate from rural to urban areas, form a nuclear family and fight
for gender equality, labor and civic rights. However, the end of the 20" century witnessed an
extensive turning point — a global process of deindustrialization, most visible in Europe. Spreading
across Western Europe during the 1980s and in Eastern Europe in the 1990s [6], it left numerous
production sites abandoned. Deprived of their original function, these facilities began to deteriorate,
becoming shadows of once-thriving industrial hubs [7]. In former Yugoslavia, deindustrialization
was interconnected with state dissolution, a painful transition to capitalism, war, crime, rise of grey
economies, and large-scale looting [8]. These factors, combined with collective feelings of grief,
frustration, and nostalgia, left deep scars in the society. Spaces once regarded as national symbols
now stand as reminders of pollution, economic decline, layoffs, and suspicious privatizations.
Consequently, the fate of many industrial facilities remains uncertain. Originally located on the
urban periphery, many of these sites now occupy attractive central urban areas due to urban
expansion, and are considered landmarks of the city. Yet, in Serbia, theory and practice diverge.
Historic industrial sites and buildings are often ignored by urban planning and heritage protection
institutions, especially those that lack architectural richness, resulting in chaotic and unprofessional
reuse policies or demolition. Complex ownership status of these facilities transitioning from private
to nationalized property [9] and once again private hands, only deepens the problem. As a result,
these spaces are left in the everlasting status quo — and in great danger from erasure from the nation’s
collective memory.

This paper focuses on the socialist industrial heritage of the city of Ni§ in Southern Serbia — once a
production hub renowned in former Yugoslavia. Standing as reminders of the city’s prosperous
industrial legacy, these facilities are often overlooked, partially used with no regard to their heritage
values, or in a state of decay and threat of destruction. The purpose of this research is to determine
the values of Ni§’s socialist industrial legacy, understand the threats they face and determine future
research goals and potential means of preservation.

2. INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE — CONCEPT & VALUES

Industrial heritage represents the historical tangible and intangible traces of human labor within the
broader domain of technology and engineering [5]. Its distinct architectural forms and values date
back to the period of the First Industrial Revolution in 18th-century England [10]. Unlike other
building typologies, such as residential, public, sacred, or defensive, industrial buildings as
representatives of the built heritage category were not formally defined until the 1950s, when British
academics developed the field of industrial archaecology [11]. Its international institutionalization
came later, in the late 20th century, with the establishment of The International Committee for the
Conservation of the Industrial Heritage (TICCIH). In 2003, TICCIH adopted the Nizhny Tagil
Charter in Russia, which defines industrial heritage as “the remains of industrial culture with
historical, technological, social, architectural, or scientific value” [4]. These remains include
buildings and machinery, workshops, mills, factories, mines, refineries, warechouses, power plants,
infrastructure, and even entire industrial landscapes [4]. The joint efforts of TICCIH, the
International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), and the United Nations Educational,



Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) have recognized, registered, and protected
numerous industrial facilities all over the globe, placing around 50 sites on the UNESCO World
Heritage List (WHL) [12].

Industrial heritage has multiple layers of value, not only architectural and historical, but also
environmental, social, symbolic, and educational [13]. It embodies collective memory and stands as
testimony to the social, technological, and spatial processes of a certain era [14]. Its preservation
largely depends on how it is addressed by all of us, heritage and planning institutions, stakeholders,
and citizens: whether it is seen as an obstacle to sustainable urban and architectural development, as
an empty space for new construction, or as a potential resource for regeneration that honors the
values of the past.
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Figure 1. An example of a post-socialist industrial heritage landscape: Chimneys
of the Heating plant New Belgrade, surrounded by Yugoslav socialist residential
architecture (Belgrade, Serbia) [15].

The understanding and reaffirmation of defunct historic industrial buildings and sites is a complex
matter. Reintegrating these sites and justifying their position within the urban matrix is a matter that
orbits between several conflict zones, such as rigid conservation requirements, architectural
interventions, urban segregation and gentrification, sustainable development requirements, urban
planning perspectives, perception, etc. [16]. Heritage values have been greatly discussed throughout
the history of architecture and heritage conservation. Art historian Alois Riegl, in his publication
The Modern Cult of Monuments, issued in 1903, categorized heritage values into two main groups
[17]: Commemorative Values (age value, historical value, and intentional commemorative value),
and Values of Contemporaneity (art value, use value, and newness value).

Heritage values have also been inscribed in international charters, thus, the Australia ICOMOS
Charter for Places of Cultural Significance (also known as The Burra Charter of 2013) [18] states
that the most significant values are: aesthetic, historic, scientific, social, and spiritual. An important
issue when regarding heritage buildings is their authenticity, which is briefly addressed in the Venice
Charter of 1964 [19] and through numerous scholarly and academic works [20-22]. However,
international doctrinal texts on the authenticity of the material fabric of monuments and sites did not
capture the specific nature of much of their heritage, whose main characteristic was being constantly
recreated through the continuity of cultural practices and traditions [23]. Thus, the Nara Document
on Authenticity was drafted in Japan in 1994 [24]. The document states that the authentic values of
heritage are based on: form and design, materials and substance, use and function, traditions and
techniques, location and setting, spirit and feeling, and other internal and external factors. When
specifying the problematic of industrial heritage, it is important to stress the Joint ICOMOS-TICCIH
Principles for the Conservation of Industrial Heritage Sites, Structures, Areas and Landscapes,
commonly known as the Dublin Principles adopted in 2011 in Paris, France [25]. These principles
point out that the most common values of industrial heritage are technological and scientific, social
and cultural, architectural and aesthetic, historic and documentary, economic and symbolic.
Determining the values of industrial heritage is a multi-dimensional process that goes beyond the
evaluation of architectural composition and the integrity of architectural elements, diving into
broader sustainability problems, such as societal, economic, and ecological matters. Preserving,
adapting, and reusing post-industrial facilities aims not only to protect material values, but also to
preserve the cultural meaning of a place important for both past, present, and future generations [26].



Thus, the combination of quantitative and qualitative evaluation instruments is key in determining
the values of any type of industrial heritage [27].

3. INDUSTRIAL LEGACY OF SERBIA

3.1. FROM OTTOMAN LIBERATION UNTIL WORLD WAR 11

Understanding the industrial development of a region requires tracing the complex historical events
that have shaped it. Western European countries have intensely developed the industrial sector
throughout the 18", 19" and 20" century. However, in Serbia — as well as in other Ottoman-
occupied countries of the Balkans the geopolitical situation was very intense. The southern parts of
the country were under the influence of the Ottoman Empire, and industrialization began somewhat
later than in Western Europe, taking root in the first half of the 19" century, with the military sector
leading the way. On the other hand, the northern territories were part of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and faced industrial development much earlier, similar to that of Western Europe. However,
the phenomenon of intense industrial development all across the country reflects the broader
aspirations of Serbian society to align with the progress of more developed European nations [28].
For the city of Ni§, intensive industrial growth began in 1878, when it was reintegrated into Serbia
after centuries of foreign rule [29]. The early 20th century witnessed the rise of agriculture-related
industries, while the pre—World War I (WWI) years proved especially significant, as several urban
plans established designated industrial zones on the city’s periphery. Mechanical workshops,
tobacco plants, and textile factories soon became defining features of the city. The southern parts of
the country were also rapidly developed. The city of Leskovac, for example, earned the nickname
“Serbian Manchester” due to the flourishing textile industry. Despite disruptions caused by the
overthrow of the monarchy in 1903, the Balkan Wars of 1912, and WWI, industry in Nis§ continually
revived, reflecting its central role in the European way of life.

Historical Timeline of the Modern Serbian State (1878-1945)
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Figure 2. Historical and industrial development of the modern Serbian state from
the liberation of Ottoman occupation until the end of WWII (software
visualization by authors) [30], [31], [32], [33], [34], [35], [36], [37], [38],
[39].

3.2. POST-WORLD WARI1II

The post-WWII period brought profound changes across Eastern Europe. Serbia, now part of a
socialist state called Yugoslavia (alongside modern-day countries of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Montenegro, and North Macedonia), embraced industrialization as a cornerstone of
development. Guided by the Communist Party, Yugoslavia viewed industry as the fastest route to
economic growth [40], promoting the collective ownership of the past to demonstrate moral
superiority and to bind newly independent nations to socialist modernization [41]. The country



sought to move away from its predominantly agrarian base toward heavy industries, particularly
mechanical and energy sectors [29]. The legacy of the socialist industrial boom is materialized in
the construction of numerous newly founded industrial giants, as well as by the modernization and
capacity expansion of pre-WWII facilities. However, a decades-long continuity of production and
social well-being was cut short at the end of the 20" century. Deindustrialization swept through
Western capitalist countries in the 1970s and reached Eastern socialist states by the late 20th century
[6]. The deindustrialization process took on a particularly turbulent form in Yugoslavia. It collided
with state dissolution, economic transition to market-oriented systems, hyperinflation, warfare, mass
migrations, declining birth rates, and rising crime [29]. These upheavals devastated the industrial
sector, leaving a large share of facilities abandoned [42]. Some facilities were further destroyed
during the NATO bombing of Serbia and Montenegro in 1999 [43]. At the start of the 21 century,
the newly independent state of Serbia entered a transition path similar to that of other former
Yugoslav and Eastern Bloc states. Privatization and restructuring efforts were launched but often
proved unsuccessful, resulting in widespread neglect. Today, the urban landscape bears the imprint
of'this history in the form of vacant, decaying factories — industrial relics that serve both as reminders
of a prosperous era and as memorials to a troubled past. Abandoned factories now act as “temporal
junctions” linking the socialist past, present urban life and imagined futures, generating nostalgia
and Stalker exploration — lingering symbolic value of socialist industrial architecture [44]. Questions
of whether post-socialist nations truly consider the socialist period as their own heritage, as attitudes
towards the past are closely related to national identity and feelings of unique historical continuity,
are very present [45]. Thus, the socialist legacy continues to shape contemporary heritage debates
and adaptive reuse projects across former socialist spaces.
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Figure 3. Historical and industrial development of the modern Serbian state from
the post-WWII period until today (software visualization by authors) [46], [47],

[48], [49], [50], [51], [52], [53], [54].
4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The complexity of the research process requires a division into several methodological steps. The
first step comprises the utilization of analytical and empirical techniques to collect theoretical
findings from existing literature overview. This includes searching scientific databases regarding
cultural and industrial heritage protection, values, and authenticity. Furthermore, the authors have
conducted a historical research method which includes the analysis of historical sources such as old
maps, texts, and drawings.

The second part of the research includes the analysis of selected case studies in the city of Nis. The
criteria for the selected case studies are as follows:

e Buildings and sites were historically used for industrial production;



e Buildings and sites have lost their original function and are left abandoned or used for new
functions;

e Buildings and sites have been built (or significantly expanded) during the post-war socialist
period of Yugoslavia (1945-1992);

e Buildings and sites still exist within the urban matrix of Nis.

The points of analysis for the selected case studies are as follows:

e Historical development of the industrial site: period of construction, main production
purpose;

e Attributes of the industrial building and site: land occupation area, number of buildings,
architectural style, current physical condition, current use practice, heritage protection
status.

The last phase of the research is the discussion and conclusion, applying a synthesis method to
systematize the research findings. In the discussion chapter, the drafted theoretical principles are
paired with information gathered from the case studies to conclude the values of socialist industrial
heritage and to set the main future research directions.

5. CASE STUDIES

Although there are numerous active and defunct industrial buildings and sites scattered all across
the city (Figure 4), the selected case studies in this research are industrial facilities that are regarded
as industrial giants in the collective memory of the citizens, and were fully built during the socialist
period of Yugoslavia (1945-1992) or have undergone significant capacity expansions during
socialist times: the Electronic Industry Ni§ (EI), the Mechanical Industry Ni§ (MIN), and Zitopek
and Zitopromet (Zitopek complex).

Figure 4. Map from the General Urban Plan of the City of Nis 2010-2025 [55]
Blue circles - industrial buildings and sites in the city of Nis, Serbia,; Purple
circles — case studies (Map editing and software visualization by authors).

5.1. THE ELECTRONIC INDUSTRY NIS (EI)

The construction of EI began in the aftermath of WWII, in 1948, with the construction of the
Radio-Rendgen (RR) Institute, originally planned near Gabrovac but finally sited between the city
of Ni§ and the municipality of Niska Banja [56]. The first development phase (1948-1951) produced
radio and X-ray equipment, marking the start of mass post-war Yugoslav industrialization. The
1960s saw rapid expansions, new semiconductor and optoelectronic factories, a major extension of
the main building and additions of specialized halls and warehouses [56]. After decentralization in
1973, the site entered a prolonged crisis in the 1980s, and the period between the 1990s and the
2000s faced transition difficulties such as privatization, hardship in competing with the global
market due to UN sanctions imposed on Yugoslavia and bankruptcy in 2016 [8, 56]. The site is
located in the suburbs of Ni§, approximately 4.5 kilometers east of the city center, situated directly
along the road axis connecting Nis to Sofia, Bulgaria. It spans a land area of 59.49 hectares and is
classified as a large-scale production zone [57]. The site has a rectangular shape and lies on
predominantly flat terrain, bordered by a hilly belt to the south and a slope to the north. The main
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entrance is accessible via Car Konstantin Boulevard [8]. The Detailed Regulation Plan of the
Electronic Industry Complex in Ni§, adopted in 2014 and reviewed in 2024, lists 119 buildings
within the site [58]. Due to the phased development of the site (1948-1980), there is no architectural
unity [59], and structures vary from a morphological perspective (large-scale production halls to
small-scale warehouses), but also in construction, materials, and stylistic features [60]. The site is
not protected by law, however 5 out of 119 buildings are registered as cultural goods under previous
protection — a temporary protection category defined by the Law on Cultural Goods [61]. If the
competent experts fail to formally protect the building in a limited time period, it loses its cultural
good status.

Figure 5. Semiconductor hall, a cultural good under previous protection within
the EI site (photography by author).

Even though the site does not function as an electronic industry, it is still partially used for various
other functions. Mainly light types of production (textile, furniture), storage, business, commerce,
and education are present. In the recent timeline, some structures are occasionally used for cultural
events. A significant portion of buildings is unused and in a state of decay.

Figure 6. Entrance to an abandoned heating plant within the EI site
(photography by author).

5.2. THE MECHANICAL INDUSTRY NIS (MIN)

The MIN was an energy, mining, and railway production industry [62]. The first mechanical
workshop dates back to the end of the 19" century, after the liberation from the Ottoman Empire
and the construction of the first railway system. Significant capacity expansions came only after
WWII, during socialist times and Yugoslav orientation towards large-scale heavy industries as
pillars of a planned economy. In socialist times it was divided into two sectors — MIN TRANS and
MIN RAD, both legally labeled as Organizations of Joint Labor in 1974 [62]. A decades-long
prosperous production faced a downturn in the 1990s when both sectors were sold to stock
companies, and later merged into a MIN Holding in 1998. The most noteworthy privatization
process took place in 2007 when the site was widely sold to private investors and companies.

The MIN site is located near the city center, approximately a kilometer away, near the main railway
station and close to the NiSava river. The site occupies an area of roughly 30 hectares and there are



currently about 100 buildings within the site. The site had a phased development, and the buildings
vary in size, materialization, and construction. Small warehouses and administrative buildings stand
in contrast with large-scale production halls, the biggest one being the MIN Locomotive production
hall that occupies an area of 32,000 m?. The site is rarely mentioned by planning or cultural heritage
protection institutions. None of the buildings are registered as any category of cultural good.

The site is currently being partially reused for various types of light production, business, commerce,
sports, entertainment, and culture.

Figure 7. The semantic values of the heavy industry embodied in the structures of
the MIN site (photography by author).

5.3. THE ZITOPEK PRODUCTION COMPLEX

The baking industry Zitopek was founded in 1947, by nationalizing individual businesses and
merging 14 baker families into a unique firm [29]. Later, the number reached a total of 32 baker
families. Pre-war and inter-war warchouses existed within the site. However, due to the fact that
Zitopek supplied the entire city with bread and baked goods, the production grew rapidly. In 1968 a
large-scale factory was built [63], and it was one of the biggest factories in Yugoslavia and one of
the most modern in Europe [29]. The complex faced a downturn and production losses in 1992 with
economic turmoil in former Yugoslavia. However, due to the nature of production related to the
food industry, it never fully closed. Nevertheless, parts of the site are abandoned due to
diversification of the market. It occupies an area of around 6.5 hectares divided into two entities —
the Zitopek production facilities and the Zitopromet storage facilities with large silos for the storage
of flour and cereal. It is barely mentioned in the institutional framework, with a General Regulation
Plan stressing the importance of brownfield regeneration and planning a business and production
zone. It is not registered as a cultural good, with an example of the old Zitopek administration
building that is registered as a temporary cultural good under previous protection [64]. It is still
partially used for production and is sealed off to the public.

Figure 8. From right to left: The old Zitopek administrative building (a cultural
good under previous protection), Square silo, and the 20 Zitopromet cylinder
silos(photography by author).
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Figure 9. The cylinder silos are a significant element of the industrial landscape
of the western part of Nis (photography by author).

6. DISCUSSION

Even though the term socialist industrial heritage remains controversial and is a subject of debate,
its use in the context of Ni§ can be justified through both historical development and collective
perception. With the exception of the EI site (and the Aluminum Production Factory (NISAL), which
still operates as an active industrial facility — therefore outside the scope of this research), all other
industrial sites from the socialist period in Ni§ were developed on the foundations of pre-war
industries established between 1878 and 1941. What primarily distinguishes these sites as socialist
is not their historical origin, but their transformation after WWII, when they underwent significant
spatial expansion, modernization, and mass production growth, becoming symbols of socialist
industrialization and progress within the local community.

From an architectural and aesthetic standpoint, socialist industrial buildings in Ni§ are strongly
influenced by European 20" century modernism, characterized by functional clarity and an emphasis
on utility. As a result of their predominantly utilitarian nature, their architectural and aesthetic
qualities tend to be more appreciated by architects, planners, and visual artists than by the general
public. Nevertheless, the MIN site represents a notable exception, as its preserved installations and
machinery are integrated into the site and building facades, creating a distinctive industrial
atmosphere and visual identity. In contrast, the aesthetic values of the EI and Zitopek are expressed
more subtly, through individual architectural details rather than through the overall spatial
composition of the sites.

In terms of social and cultural values, the EI and MIN sites clearly stand out as key socialist
landmarks in the urban and symbolic landscape of Nis. A 1984 article published in Narodne novine
(a local newspaper established in 1944), featured an image of the city’s northern entrance marked
by a banner reading “Welcome to the City of Electronics” [65], illustrating the extent to which the
EI shaped the city’s identity. Additionally, archival photographs documenting the everyday lives of
industrial workers, published in various media outlets [66], emphasize the social significance of
industrial labor and the role these sites played in redefining the cultural, social and historical image
of Nis§, a city traditionally associated with its imperial and medieval historical legacy.

When considering historical value, the selected case studies display differing yet equally significant
development paths. The EI site was designed and constructed entirely during the socialist period,
between 1948 and 1980, representing a newly planned socialist industrial system. In contrast, both
the MIN site and the Zitopek complex evolved from pre-war industrial foundations. MIN originated
from mechanical production established in the nineteenth century alongside the development of the
railway industry, while Zitopek grew out of early twentieth-century, family-owned enterprises.
Consequently, their historical significance is evaluated through their multi-layered character,
reflecting continuity, adaptation, and transformation across different political and economic
systems.

The evaluation of location and setting is based on the contemporary spatial structure of the city and
the proximity of the sites to the historic urban core. MIN and Zitopek are situated within the
historical industrial zone in the western part of NiS, approximately one kilometer from the main city



square and major public institutions. In contrast, the El site is located in the post-war industrial zone
in the eastern part of the city, developed after WWII and positioned at a greater distance from the
historic center.

The issue of use and function remains one of the most challenging aspects in assessing Nis’s post-
industrial sites, as current practice reveals a lack of a coherent and comprehensive visions for their
adaptive reuse. Institutional engagement has, however, recognized the potential of the EI site, which
has been officially identified as a future business and production zone. Today, a range of new
functions, including business, commerce, education, culture, sports, and contemporary forms of
production, operate within the existing industrial buildings, contributing to the site’s vitality and
ongoing relevance. On the other hand, the MIN site is only partially reused in an uncoordinated
manner, without a clear institutional strategy for its long-term development. Similarly, the Zitopek
site remains partially active, while the Zitopromet facility is completely out of use, physically
deteriorating and inaccessible to the public.

Finally, the evaluation of the spirit and feeling of the analyzed sites represents an abstract and deeply
subjective dimension, requiring an interdisciplinary approach that extends beyond architectural and
urban analysis into the fields of sociology, psychology, and cultural identity studies. Given the scope
and methodological limitations of this research, this aspect has not been addressed in detail and
remains an important direction for future research initiatives.

Table 1. Evaluation of pre-defined theoretical values of selected case studies of socialist
industrial heritage sites in Nis, table by authors.

Values EI Ni§ MIN Nis Zitopek and
Zitopromet
Architectural & moderate (2) strong (3) moderate (2)
aesthetic
Social & cultural strong (3) moderate (2) weak (1)
Historical weak (1) moderate (2) moderate (2)
Location & setting weak (1) strong (3) strong (3)
Use & function strong (3) moderate (2) weak (1)
Spirit & feeling - - -
Overall points 10 | 12 | 9
*Points are assigned based on a scale from 1 to 3. 1 — weak; 2 — moderate; 3 — strong.

The highest overall score is attributed to the MIN site, as no categories with weak values were
identified. Architectural and aesthetic qualities, together with location and setting, emerge as its
most prominent strengths, while the remaining criteria are assessed as moderate, indicating a clear
potential for more detailed future evaluation, particularly with regard to historical, cultural, and
spiritual values. The second-ranked site is EI, which stands out primarily due to its pronounced
social and cultural significance, having long functioned as an economic and social engine of the city.
Use and function are also strong aspects, as most of the site is actively being reused for various
purposes. Nevertheless, its relatively short historical development and peripheral urban position
represent limiting factors in the overall assessment. The lowest overall score is assigned to the
Zitopek complex, despite its central urban location, which remains its most significant asset.

7. CONCLUSION

By correlating the case studies of socialist industrial heritage sites in Ni$ with the values defined by
relevant scholars and international heritage institutions, it becomes evident that identifying and
articulating the values of socialist industrial architecture represents a significant methodological
challenge. Existing theoretical frameworks tend to define heritage values in a largely universal
manner, which creates a paradox when applied equally to buildings of exceptional historical,
architectural, aesthetic, and locational significance, and to relatively recent industrial structures
primarily characterized by functionality and architectural simplicity.

Nevertheless, the profound role that these industrial sites played in shaping urban life and everyday
habits during the socialist period in Ni§ cannot be overlooked. The identification of these facilities
goes beyond the simple aesthetic evaluation, moving from the shallow dichotomy of “pretty” and
“ugly”, but rather orbiting between ideological re-interpretation of history, legitimacy of state-led



programs, and an openness to modernist experimentation that later became a vehicle for international
cultural outreach. Employment within these facilities became a key component of personal and
collective identity for a considerable period, fostering a sense of pride, social belonging, and
perceived contribution to the construction of a socialist society. The subsequent period of political,
economic, and social upheaval significantly altered these long-established narratives. The
marginalization of socialist industrial buildings results from a complex interplay of several factors,
deeply rooted in post-socialist and post-industrial transitions marked by sudden deindustrialization,
unemployment, and collective frustration. In this historical context, it is essential to resist the
selective erasure or “whitewashing” of the past through the construction of simplified identities
based exclusively on glorified or victorious historical episodes. Such sites serve as reminders that
urban identity is not shaped solely by triumphs, but also by scars, which constitute an integral and
irreplaceable part of a city’s historical uniqueness.

Preserving and valuing “difficult” heritage — one that reflects both societal achievements and failures
plays a crucial role in safeguarding the authenticity of cultural identity. The contribution of this
research extends beyond the local context of Ni§ and is applicable to the broader post-socialist and
post-industrial context of the former Yugoslavia. It represents an initial step toward the
establishment of a systematized database of industrial heritage from the socialist period, while
simultaneously contributing to the development of instruments for the integration and critical
alignment of architectural, cultural, historical, and societal interpretations within the decision-
making process.
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