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ROAMING IN URBAN EASTERN AND CENTRAL EUROPE
Pictures and stories about post-socialist transition in the last two decades
Iván Tosics – sociologist and urban researcher

The transition of cities after socialism

Transition is something dynamic. Pictures, photo-
graphs are static, showing only one single moment 
of change. Even so, it is possible to illustrate the very 
dramatic changes of the socialist cities with pictures. 
You just have to be familiar with the changes, and 
select objects and people whose static appearance 
in the picture tells something about the changes. 

People from the post-socialist part of the world, who 
have spent some decades of their life under socia-
lism, feel and understand the differences and the 
changes. The texts I have written explaining my pic-
tures are not written for them, but for those people 
who did not live in these cities for any length of time, 
and who therefore need help to understand the real 
stories behind the pictures.

And now about my method – how were these pic-
tures taken? When you visit an unknown city, you 
have to team up with a local to fi nd the interesting 
places and to understand the interesting processes. 
You will never be able to fi nd these diffi  cult-to-disco-
ver changes on your own. 

I am a lucky person in that I am privileged to have a 
number of good friends in many European cities. It 
usually takes only a phone call or an email to set up a 
meeting, which can then continue into a stroll to an 
interesting part of the city, to places where tourists 
rarely go. In return, of course, I off er the same help to 
my foreign friends if they happen to visit my home 
town of Budapest. 

The other main source of the photographs is through 
offi  cial meetings, seminars and conferences. Urban 
scholars are a special type of people, for when they 
organise a meeting it is almost a ‘must’ to also orga-
nise a tour to the ‘hottest’ places of the given city.

These photographs are therefore much more than 
simply photographs about buildings, places and 
people. They are embedded in storylines and are part 
of a personal relationship between the curious visitor 
and the hospitable local, who loves his or her city but 
is also ready to expose subjects of critical interest. In 
that way, the photographs are based on the mutual 
love of discovering changing urban milieus.

Iván Tosics (1952) is a sociologist 
and urban researcher – tosics@mri.hu. 
He is one of the directors of the small urban 
think-tank ‘Metropolitan Research Institute’, 
based in Budapest. www.mri.hu

When approaching such a collection 
of pictures, fi rst look at the photographs 
themselves, don’t read the explanations. 

Try to fi nd out for yourselves what the
‘ story’ is: why were these pictures selected, 

what is strange about them, what do they 
want to illustrate… Only then, after your 
own attempt to discover the transition 

in this particular subject, turn to the text, 
and you can be proud of yourself if you 

came close to the explanation. Of course, 
your own explanations will be at least as 

interesting! Some of the photographs are 
quite dark and some of the stories are quite 

critical. However, as a sociologist, I just 
wanted to describe the processes of real 

life, without giving any judgement, 
without blaming or shaming anyone. 

Please look at the pictures with the 
same optimism with which I took them: 
understanding the processes is the fi rst 

step to improving the outcomes.

The photographs are organised 
according to the following topic

BACKGROUND: SOCIALIST CITIES AND TRANSITION  

1.  Socialist cities: similarities created by 45 years 
of a one-party system and a controlled economy.

2.  The mechanisms of the transition from socialism 
to capitalism: privatisation and restitution.

THE SPATIAL CONTEXT OF TRANSITION 

3.  The changes of the old inner parts of the cities: 
renovation before and after privatisation.

4.  The fate of the large prefabricated housing estates: 
the energy saving challenge. 

5.  New housing construction for the better-off : 
high quality gated communities.

6.  The peripherial areas: quick suburbanisation 
and the consequences.

URBAN DEVELOPMENT DILEMMAS 

7.  Urban transport: deterioration of public transport 
and eff orts against the domination of the car.

8.  Changes in shopping: from socialist shops to individual 
businesses, shopping malls and the collapse 
of traditional shops.

9.  Deprivation in the post-socialist cities: the signs 
of poverty and deprived neighbourhoods.

10.  New uses of buildings and public space: culture 
as an engine for urban development.

SOME SPECIAL CASES OF TRANSITION 

11.  The Eastern part of Germany: old residential areas 
and large housing estates in an over-supplied 
housing market.

12.  Romania: quick and diversifi ed development 
with strange expressions of wealth and poverty.

13.  Albania: non-regulated, spontaneous transition. 

TRANSITION AFTER SOCIALISM: 
CONVERGENCE OR DIVERGENCE? 

14.  Post socialist cities twenty years on: signs 
of convergence and of divergence.  
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The socialist cities: similarities created by 45 years 
of a one-party system and a controlled economy.

1

1-1
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1-2
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Some researchers say that socialist city development 
was not fundamentally diff erent from the capitalist 
one; it was only delayed. The fi rst two pictures (1-1 
and 1-2) clearly deny this statement. In 1936, in both 
parts of Europe (which became separated along the 
blue line after 1945) very similar plans were drawn up 
for future motorway development. By 1996, however, 
the results were fundamentally diff erent: in the wes-
tern part of Europe all planned motorways were built 
(in some areas even more), while in the eastern part 
only a minor fraction of them. The reason is very clear: 
the socialist development ideology did not place any 
priority on the development of infrastructure. Heavy 
industry was prioritised instead: large industries (such 
as those shown in picture 1-3) occupied fi ve to ten 
times more territory in the socialist cities than in their 
western counterparts. 

Not only was infrastructure, such as motorways and 
telephone networks the victim of this one-sided 
development strategy. Picture 1-4 shows a butchers 
shop, where everything is in place (clean shop, nicely 
dressed seller, two buyers); only one thing is missing 
– the goods to sell. This shortage economy of consu-
mer goods was well described in the János Kornai’s 
famous book. Shortage and the resulting queuing 
was also prevalent in the housing sector. After some 
serious political unrest, however, the socialist state 
could not avoid spending more money on the hou-
sing sector. Even so, the development was very one-
sided, concentrating on the new construction of mass 
housing estates from prefabricated elements (picture 
1-5) while letting all other housing forms deteriorate 
(1-6). 



B AC KG RO U N D :  S O C I A L I S T  C I T I E S  A N D   T R A N S I T I O N         The socialist cities: similarities created by 45 years of a one-party system and a controlled economy.     1

In the socialist period, central planning aimed to 
control most aspects of development. The growth 
of cities was also constrained, with immigrants from 
rural areas having very little chance of getting state 
housing within the city. Although this control was 
quite ineffi  cient, it contributed to the growth of peri-
pheral areas outside the large cities (1-7), as migration 
from rural to urban areas was only possible through 
intermediate stops in these areas. This was the east 
European version of urbanisation: the suburbs were 
growing, not through people moving out of the city, 
but by those who wanted to move into the city but 
were not allowed to. 

Due to state control, very low salaries and direct res-
trictions, car ownership was very low in the socialist 
cities. Public transport was the main form of mobility, 
and the socialist state made eff orts to preserve the 
extensively developed tram lines inherited from the 
fi rst half of the 20th century. New investments were 
rare (1-8), but at least the dismantling of public trans-
port and the quick development of roads – the steps 
towards car-oriented city-development taken by 
many western cities in the 1960s and 1970s – were 
avoided in the socialist period. 

1-5

1-7

1-6

1-8
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The mechanisms of the transition from socialism 
to capitalism: privatisation and restitution.

2
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In all socialist cities around the end of the 1940s, 
private property was affected by nationalisation. 
The extent of nationalisation was different: in some 
countries only larger (multi-family) buildings were 
taken away from private landlords, while in others, 
such as Russia, Yugoslavia and Albania, all properties 
in the cities were declared to be state-owned. 

After the collapse of socialism the question was how 
to reverse nationalisation. Although the share of state 
ownership varied across countries, it was clear that 
the dominance of state ownership had to be reduced. 
One of the ways to achieve that was privatisation to 
sitting tenants. In order to achieve quick results, the 
sale of public rental flats happened with huge dis-
counts – in Albania the discount even reached 100%, 
i.e. tenants did not have to pay at all to become 
owners of their units. In many countries there was 
no regulation on the new legal structure of privatised 
homes; thus buildings were transferred into simple 
co-ownership by families.  

The first three pictures show the consequences of 
this quick, ‘give-away’ privatisation of public housing. 
Picture 2-1 shows two-storey buildings in a very dete-
riorated condition in Tirana. Since the sudden privati-
sation, no work has been done on the structural parts 
of the buildings. The new owners were only concer-
ned with their own fl ats; some of them painted the 
outside wall white, but only as far as their brush could 
reach. Picture 2-2 shows a four-storey, prefabrica-
ted building with no lift and no central heating (the 
latter can be explained by the weather conditions 
in Albania). Tenants became owners of their fl ats for 
free from one moment to the next in the first half 
of the 1990s. With no legal regulation concerning 
duties and responsibilities regarding co-ownership 
by the former tenants, families did not really behave 
as respectful owners. The picture shows some fami-
lies having made considerable investments regarding 
their fl ats, including the installation of satellite dishes, 
new windows, and shutters. 



B AC KG RO U N D :  S O C I A L I S T  C I T I E S  A N D   T R A N S I T I O N         The mechanisms of the transition from socialism to capitalism: privatisation and restitution.     2

2-8

2-5 2-72-6

However, the building itself has not been improved; 
not even the most needed repairs have been carried 
out. The guttering broke several months before the 
picture was taken, and the water has started to erode 
the structural parts of the building. Not feeling it to be 
their responsibility, the residents waited for ‘someone’ 
to come and fi x the guttering. Nobody came, howe-
ver; neither the state nor the local government paid 
any more attention to housing. It can only be hoped 
that the new owners fi nally realised that and started 
to repair the guttering in time to avoid their building 
collapsing.

Hungary was in a luckier situation, since an almost 
forgotten law from 1924 was revived in the late 
1980s, compulsorily turning privatised buildings into 
condominiums. However, according to the condo-
minium law (up until a change some years ago) any 
major renovation of the common parts of buildings 
was subject to unanimous approval by the owners. 
It was very rare that all owners could agree on the 
need for comprehensive renovation; thus such works 
became the exception rather than the rule after pri-
vatisation. The outcome can be seen in picture 2-3, 
taken in the renewal area of Middle Ferencváros in 
Budapest. The buildings in the foreground were fi rst 
renovated and only later privatised. The only one 
building on the picture not renovated yet is the buil-
ding in the background, which was fi rst privatised, 
but not renovated since then, because the  owners 
could not agree on it.

The other option to reverse nationalisation was res-
titution: giving back the buildings or land to the last 
private landlords/owners or to their heirs. Picture 2-4 
shows an extreme outcome of the restitution process 
in Tirana. The plot, situated in the middle of the cour-
tyard of a prefabricated housing estate built later, has 
been returned to the original owner, who had built a 
single family house on it. This clearly ruined the set-
up of the whole estate; the public space disappeared 
(garages and kiosks were also built illegally in the 

courtyard) and fire and hazard protection became 
physically impossible. At that time in Albania, howe-
ver, private interests took precedence over any other 
considerations.

Even the more carefully applied versions of resti-
tution have led to controversial results. Picture 2-5 
shows a street in the central area of Prague, where 
most buildings have been restituted. As a positive 
consequence, the area became quickly renovated 
due to the fact that the new (old) landlords inves-
ted substantial money in their properties. Howe-
ver, to get a quick return on their investments, 
the buildings were turned into offi  ce and retail use, 
kicking out the previous inhabitants. As a conse-
quence, the inner city of Prague turned into an unin-
habited ghost city – similar to many western inner 
cities, where the residential function disappeared 
totally from the most central areas. 

Privatisation affected not only residential, but also 
industrial and office buildings. Picture 2-6 shows 
Csepel Művek in Budapest, once the largest heavy-
industry complex in Hungary. The building in the fore-
ground was the offi  ce building of one of the industries 
– today it hosts a cheap hotel and at least 10 smal-
ler offi  ces/industries, as can be seen from the large 
number of nameplates around the entrance. A simi-
lar thing happened to a Warsaw offi  ce building (pic-

ture 2-7): the one gigantic state owned enterprise has 
been replaced by 41 small ventures, most of which 
have only one room in the building. 

The other major change after the collapse of socia-
lism was the decentralisation of the earlier politically 
controlled local government system. In Hungary, for 
example, the number of local governments doubled 
and they became really independent in their deci-
sion-making. The outcome is an over-decentrali-
sed, fragmented settlement system, where small 
units decide about large developments, without any 
higher level control which would ensure a neces-
sary minimum of cooperation. It is diffi  cult to illus-
trate the consequences with pictures. 2-8 shows the 
map of seven settlements near Budapest (the city is 
on the left, behind the thick red border). The area 
is close to the capital, the international airport and 
the orbital motorway around Budapest. No wonder 
that many investors are coming with diff erent deve-
lopment ideas. As a consequence of the fragmen-
ted system, the neighbouring local governments 
are in competition with each other – individual local 
government interests are stronger than any agglo-
merational or regional consideration. The result is 
un-coordinated land-use, parallel developments 
(all the seven small local governments have plans 
to develop their own sewage plants…), and growing 
spatial and environmental confl icts. 











Finally the Warsaw suburbs: 6-9 shows a relatively small-
scale developer-built garden estate. 6-10 can be called 
the suburban ‘dream villa’; it lies just outside of Warsaw, in 
Konstancin, one of the fastest developing suburbs. 6-11 
shows the only road from Warsaw to Konstancin. An inter-
national school and hundreds of new houses are under 
construction in this suburb, despite the fact that the road 
is already extremely congested and also in very bad shape, 
due to the large flow of traffic. This example shows that 
also in Poland the settlements themselves take all the 
development decisions, with no regard to infrastructure 
conditions or the interest of the wider area.
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