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ABSTRACT 

Chapter 1: Introduction & Methodology  

While the architectural, urban and sociological studies on the former state socialist housing estates in 

Central and East Europe (CEE) have been extensively researched, there is a large gap between studies 

on the production processes and its morphological changes during the post-socialist era. As of 2020, for 

most of the housing estates, their existence during post-socialism far outlasted its lifespan during the 

state socialist period. They were either rehabilitated, converted to other uses and in worst cases, 

demolished due to depopulation. Therefore, for successful transformation of these housing estates, the 

‘humanisation’ processes as they are referred to in Visegrad countries, need to consider the history and 

conditions of its production, and their implications in the neoliberal market economy. Despite their 

similarity in appearance, these housing estates undergo different trajectories between different cities and 

different countries. Although critics claim studies of large housing estates have been thoroughly 

exhausted in the planning and architecture history of CEE, yet there is a tendency for these studies to be 

empirical, descriptive, confined within their own national boundaries without engaging in theory. There 

exists a large gap between planning history, its contribution to urban theory, and how this knowledge 

could be applied in practice. While there have been numerous studies subcategorising patterns of post-

socialist urban development between different CEE countries, studies determining how qualitative urban 

patterns during the socialist period were transformed in the subsequent era are still nascent.  

Housing estates were essentially conceived upon the ideals of state socialist utopia based on providing 

standard housing for their citizens and social equality. Therefore, this doctoral dissertation considers the 

processes in the production of the largest housing estates of GDR and Czechoslovakia, as their attempt 

at building their version of utopia. Then it discusses how these processes inadvertently created 

conducive conditions that affected their development when they become subject to capitalist conditions 

after 1989. Marzahn and Petržalka, produced in 1970s-80s were built in the aftermath of political 

upheavals, and located in cities close to the Western border, bearing traces of their former villages, 

which were almost wiped out to allow the construction of modernist prefabricated panel housing blocks. 

Their locations were favoured by the state socialist regimes because of existing industries within vicinity 

and infrastructural networks built by former governments at the turn of 20th century. Furthermore, after 

the critical juncture of 1989 during the economic restructuring, both of them struggled with their 

identities following privatisation and/or emigration, and only began to redeem themselves after 

rehabilitation efforts, new building projects and repopulation in the 2010s. 

The research questions are as follows:  

1. In the planning and construction of the 1970s GDR and Czechoslovakia’s largest housing 

estates, which of these aspects are more path dependent? 

 

a. Building industry  

b. Planning practices  

c. Roads and transit  

d. Administration capacity  

 

2. How did their decisions unintentionally create conducive conditions that enabled various 

changes during post-socialism? 

The hypothesis is that the production of Marzahn in GDR was more path dependent on policies 

established in 1950s and 1960s whereas Petržalka was a product of new Czechoslovakia policies in 

1970s, changing aspects of the urban planning process, a manifestation of a more emphatic technocratic 

thinking on a wider scale. This ultimately impacts the trajectories of development after 1989, in which 

the latter drew more benefits from. 
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The dissertation is based upon the theoretical lens of David Harvey’s dialectical utopianism concept. 

Harvey (2000) delineates two types of utopia, one of spatial form and one of process. The former refers 

to materialised ideals in physical forms whereas the latter refers to the process of temporal planning, 

which eventually spatializes itself. Therefore, while the first chapter covers introduction and 

methodology, the next five chapters (2-6) comprise of the process in the production of the housing 

estates, via contextual analysis of the sources by applying the methods of Andre Sorensen’s historical 

institutionalism (2014, 2018) and to a certain extent, Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (2005). By 

drawing upon the concepts of Harvey and organised modernity by Peter Wagner (1994). Chapter 7 

covers the urban morphological changes of Marzahn and Petržalka as their forms, produced through the 

state socialist process are confronted with the process of capitalism. Sources include visual maps, 

diagrams from professional GDR and Czechoslovakia journals, government documents and textbooks, 

as well as secondary sources such as academic journals, books and newspaper articles.  

Chapter 2: Genesis of Actors and Institutions after WWII to late 1960s    

This chapter recounts how state socialist urban planning were formed through successive laws after 

WWII to the 1960s. These laws were based on the state socialist mode of production, thus normalising 

the prefabricated panel industry and the evolution of important actors and institutions. This chapter 

provides background history of the first two decades for both regimes, setting the pace for the next two 

decades of urban planning.  

In the GDR, a set of laws in the first decade of its existence, including the 16 Principles of Urban 

Planning were fundamental in the state collectivisation of property, mobilising the construction industry 

and institutions to rebuild and design new cities. Meanwhile, the new state socialist Czechoslovakia 

drew upon the experiences of the post-war Model Housing Programme and 8 Guiding Principles of 

Housing, forming large centralised institutions to push the standardisation of housing agenda. Both 

regimes were influenced by Khrushchevian moves to adopt technocratic form of governance and 

construction after the mid-1950s, giving more authority to major actors State Planning Commission and 

Ministry of Construction. The early years of organised modernity in state socialism focused on drafting 

new laws and organising institutions, enabling better integration through fixed support.  

Chapter 3: Conception of Housing Building Programmes 

This chapter traces the critical junctures that led to the large housing building programs, and the 

conception of their state socialist utopia. It gives an overview of the existing modernisation tools they 

would then utilise, before discussing the urban capacities of the sites where Marzahn and Petržalka were 

built respectively, highlighting the importance of context in this case.   

For Marzahn, the section begins by narrating Honecker’s appointment as General Secretary of the GDR 

and the installation of the Housing Building Programme in 1973. His predecessor, Ulbricht had already 

invested in the development of science and technology, thus GDR was well equipped with existing tools 

of organised modernity, i.e. the advanced WBS-70 series and building catalogues assigned to each 

Wohnungsbaukombinat (Housing Building Combines) in each county. Marzahn had the advantage that 

its existing villages were nestled in green areas, with easy accessibility to public transport and proximity 

to industrial zones. Marzahn was embedded within the existing 1969 General Development Plan, and 

competition was launched to determine the best solution for their utopia. The Berlin Collective under 

Heinz Graffunder were granted the responsibility to develop the concept. They proposed preservation 

of the village core and a variation of structures, arrangements of residential blocks with surrounding 

greenery. 

In the Czechoslovakia, the Prague Spring led to federalisation, following Husak’s rise to power. It 

changed the game of how regional and national councils operate, with Husak forwarding the Slovak 

agenda. Housing building program was conceived as part of the SSR Urbanisation Project in 1971. As 

territorial laws expanded, new development plans were created for Bratislava in the 1960s. The 

Czechoslovakia already had advanced prefabricated panel industrial methods, including the T06-T08 



iii 
 

and ZT systems. Petržalka had more advantageous urban capacities, due to its location south of the 

Danube, the 19th century industrial factories, former villages and existing bridge, Stary Most. The urban 

fabric of Bratislava and Petržalka  was embedded within a larger scale territorial infrastructures of the 

state socialist production. Since Bratislava functioned as an important node within the socialist scaffold 

of the constituted Czechoslovakia national economy, the circulation of highways defines its urban fabric. 

Hence, the vision of Petržalka was configured within a scale that was pre-determined since the 

progression of territorial planning laws in 1949, prioritising planned road and water transportation. 

Besides the composition of residential blocks and integration of waterways and greenery, architects 

Josef Chovanec and Stanislav Talas proposed thriving central axis and a metro system, which would 

later be compromised due to funding difficulties.  

From the start, the housing estates differ in terms of not just geographic, political and economic context, 

but the scale in which they were conceived and managed. Marzahn was imprinted within the urban scale 

of Housing Building Programme, its construction coinciding with developments of the city centre of 

Berlin. Petržalka  was defined by a hierarchical, territorially centralised SSR Urbanisation Project, which 

incorporated standardisation of buildings while directing the expansion of territories and infrastructures. 

The critical junctures changed the way they were managed, thus engendering future spatial 

consequences.   

Chapter 4: Between Territorial Planning and General Development Planning: Different Scalar 

Approaches 

Before advancing further, Chapter 4 evaluates how planning practices differ between GDR and 

Czechoslovakia through the intermediaries, that were translated into reality by the urban planning actors. 

It points out the similarities of spatial planning within the European Union states and with state socialist 

period as defined by Goldzamt (1979). They subscribe to long-term economic perspective planning, 

with the state determining an equal development throughout the territories in larger scale. CEE is no 

different from West European countries in the early years of modern planning but stronger emphasis on 

social engineering and more rationalised planning methods set them apart. However, they also differ 

from each other. These planning instruments are crucial to understanding the mechanisms in which the 

regimes used to steer urban development. 

The hierarchical territorial organisations of the GDR were defined before WWII and shared similar 

structure to West Germany. Important planning instrument in the GDR was the General Development 

Plan used for long-term urban development of cities, which also included General Plans for Traffic and 

Technical Supply, supplied to each municipality. The Marzahn Development Concept was a part of this, 

with social engineering of the city determined by Social Political Objectives. As for the Czechoslovakia, 

the broader scalar organisation in urban development was based on three vertically differentiated 

hierarchies of spatial planning; Large territorial units, settlement units and zones. For each level, they 

were bound to territorial prognosis, territorial plan, and territorial project. An added element to 

Czechoslovakia planning that the GDR did not have was the oblast plans, measuring urban regions and 

territories in economic indices, based on the USSR model. Territorial plan and oblast plans must agree 

in the harmonious, spatial configuration of urban landscapes. Problems in planning practices differ in 

the GDR from the Czechoslovakia. Planning profession in the latter country reported on the incoherency 

between territorial and oblast plans, whereas those in the GDR reported on the lack of clarity in General 

Development Plans when developing their urban designs.   

Chapter 5: Influence of National Transportation Network Policies in the Planning Process 

The planning history of housing estates would not be complete without consideration of infrastructural 

transport planning. GDR and Czechoslovakia had different approaches based on historical and 

geographical context. This chapter describes how the planning of new and renewal of old transport 

networks determine the urban fabric of Marzahn and Petržalka.  
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East Berlin had inherited an extensive transportation network system left by the regimes before the GDR, 

built in early 1900s. Despite the Berlin Wall, and dismantling of certain networks to West Berlin, the 

GDR managed to upgrade and restore public transport according to the 1969 plan, at the same time 

improving road systems with Tangential Links. Thus, S-bahn tracks and main roads connecting to the 

city centre shaped the layout of Marzahn significantly. As for Bratislava, the inherited system of trams 

and railway systems existed since the late 19th century. Although tramlines were extended and 

maintained during the socialist period as Bratislava expanded, the focus was on nationwide 

modernisation of highways and road building. Main traffic circulation and bridges came to define the 

urban fabric of Petržalka, highlighting Bratislava’s geographical position.  

Chapter 6: Construction Stage & Analysis of Product Outcomes 

The production stage and urban outcomes are described in this chapter, utilising the assemblage tool to 

determine how the intermediaries as discussed in Chapter 4 were translated between the actors. With 

historical institutionalist method, it demonstrates how certain actors benefit from certain policies. It 

looks into how the reinforced policies after critical junctures affected the actor-relationship, while 

discussing additional contingencies, which affected production, such as the natural environment and 

economic crisis. It argues that these inadvertently affected changes in the urban outcomes. While 

Marzahn and Petržalka fulfilled their targets of required outputs in terms of number of flats built, they 

both lacked sufficient civic amenities, and in the case of the latter, failed to integrate the metro system. 

Chapter 7: Impact on Post-Socialist Development 

As the state socialist regimes dissolved, these housing estates embarked on different paths. Germany 

reunited while the Czechoslovakia separated. The West German actors imposed their policies upon the 

former territories of the GDR while newly formed Slovakia inherited Czechoslovakia territorial 

planning laws, thus modified to fit the market economy and its ascension in the EU. The morphological 

changes in housing estates are spatialized forms of the processes of capitalism, as they are assigned 

values, which favoured postmodern aesthetics, pre-war heritage buildings rather than functional 

technocratic architecture. Chapter 7 charts how the ongoing, evolving process of capitalism over the last 

thirty years compromised the unfinished state of socialist utopia.  

Marzahn faced difficulty in the first two decades with outmigration and urban renewal policies that 

recommended demolition. After losing almost 10% of its residential dwellings, the municipality focused 

on rehabilitation, permitting businesses and start-ups to inhabit urban spaces and nearby industrial park, 

thus creating employment opportunities. Since 2010, Marzahn began to slowly gentrify as repopulation 

instigated new building projects. In Petržalka, the new government encouraged private ownership of 

flats, working with private sector leading to certain successes but also increased prices, encouraging 

gentrification. In accordance to the EU regional framework, Slovakia recalibrated its regional policies 

considering Bratislava’s location. The increased advantages of transport infrastructure and high market 

value of land provided opportunity for urban revitalisation in Petržalka.  

Chapter 8: Unwanted Heritage or Continuous Building Project? 

As a concluding chapter, Chapter 8 reflects upon earlier chapters and suggestions for future research 

and development. The planning profession working on regeneration efforts in mass housing projects 

should keep in mind that in spite of their efforts, their utopian schemes in design are contingent upon 

supporting social infrastructure and public or private funds to maintain them, in the wake of ongoing 

process of neoliberal capitalism. There are many gaps in research between history and practice in 

transformation efforts of housing estates, and insufficient exchange of theories of concepts between the 

circles of West Europe/North America with the CEE circles of academia. An integration of these groups 

and collaboration between historians and planning professions could contribute to better urban policy-

making and design.  
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PREFACE 

 

When I first applied for this project in 2016, the proposal was entitled “Central-planned Economies and 

Weak Urban Planning: Explaining a Paradox in the Countries of State Socialism.” The proposal I 

submitted was based on the knowledge and experiences I had gained during my internship with DPZ-

Europe. It had more to do with studying the changing urban morphology of the housing estates over 

time. Hence, considering I was expected to complete this thesis within a span of three years to the best 

of my ability, I drew upon my experiences with DPZ-Europe in the summer of 2014. I was working 

under an American director with a West German perspective, who viewed these housing estates as 

problematic and a remedy for social problems was an effective place-making urban design, a reflection 

of the New Urbanism ideology from DPZ founder Andres Duany. At the time, while researching and 

creating new schemes for the urban retrofitting of plattenbausiedlung in Halle-Neustadt, we had a 

chance to visit the area, and found that it was more family friendly and not crime-infested as we expected.  

At the beginning of UrbanHIST, I grappled with the title, especially as it contained a subjective word, 

‘Weak Urban Planning’ and what was a paradox in this case. My first supervisor at the Bauhaus-

Universität Weimar wanted me to figure it out for myself, and then find my own direction once I have 

a fortified sense of confidence by acquiring more knowledge in my field. Thus, the first year I conducted 

literature review by diving into various literature, improving my German language proficiency so I 

would not be dependent on just secondary English speaking literature. My second supervisor, Matěj 

Spurný questioned what was perceived as weak in this case, as he viewed urban planning as a strong 

component the command economy, seeing that most aspects were state controlled and urban 

development was not subject to the fluctuating demands of the market economy. ‘Weak Urban Planning’ 

in this case was the fact that urban development was subject to being an auxiliary of the industrial sector 

by providing housing and amenities for labour. As I excavated more information, there was more 

complexity to this, and there were different periods of state socialism as the regime progressed with 

more advanced building methods. Was this a paradox in the first case? That the mechanism of 

governance would naturally meant a creation of aesthetically pleasing urban design during Stalin’s 

tenure, rather than the hegemony of technocratic standardised methods after his death. That since there 

were no land values or conflicting clients as with the capitalist economy to prevent the regime from 

creating whatever they want in space.   

Considering these elements were rather complex to investigate, I was initially inspired to focus on the 

actors and their relationships. I noticed that there were disparities in the materialisation of the built 

environment to the planned visions. In addition, these original urban forms were affected by 30 years of 

market economy, so it would be difficult to tease out the structures that was built during the socialist 

period and compare that with the plans. Through my readings, I thought it would be easier to focus on 

housing estates as case studies, seeing that there were layers of interpretation and urban changes I could 

decipher. In the beginning, my thesis was too descriptive, as I had no clear objectives or goals, other 

than to describe the concepts and the processes of how these housing estates were built. However, my 

thesis undergo a series of metamorphosis once I gained experience and started to question my 

assumptions. 

After a year of research, my title became “A Comparison of Institutions that shaped Urban Planning in 

the Central-planned Economies of the GDR and ČSSR from 1970s to 1980s.” I received harsh criticism 

from sociologists in the Vienna Summer School in September 2018, who questioned my contribution. 

Simon Güntner, a professor of Spatial Sociology at the TU Vienna was the only expert who saw potential, 

saying that I had sufficient empirical data but I needed a strong theoretical framework to analyse them. 

My research continued to evolve further when I started to synthesise data extracted from the archives in 

Prague and in Berlin and reflected on the events in late 2018 and 2019.  
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In autumn 2018, the structure of my thesis began to take shape, due to the mixture of knowledge I had 

obtained and the experiences from traveling around Slovakia and Czech Republic. I searched for 

methods to engage with the data. I came across Andre Sorensen’s essay on Historical Institutionalism 

in the Routledge Handbook of Planning History and read Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory with 

interest. By that time, I discovered economic and territorial planning textbooks from the archives in 

Prague and Berlin, which detailed the laws established in the 1970s. I also came across the SSR 

transportation planning book and the 1969 General Development Plans of Berlin. I had already written 

parts of Chapter 6 for the EAUH and Vienna in 2018, and edited them a year later. I wrote Chapter 1 in 

autumn 2018 and Chapter 4 in January 2019. I began to interpret and compare the different terms used 

in urban planning and their specific methodologies, and when I finished Chapter 4, I began to believe in 

the real contribution of my work. I focused my research on how these new laws and policies shaped the 

relationship between actors and how this affected the production of housing estates from 

conceptualisation to product outcomes. I struggled with how I could go about with the assemblage and 

ANT in my work. I wrote Chapters 2, 3 and the second version of Chapter 4 in the summer of 2019 

when I was recuperating from a bike accident and could not go on a cycling tour to Netherlands as I had 

initially planned. Chapter 5, on transportation planning, was initially a part of Chapter 4 but I decided 

to make it a separate chapter in November 2019. Infrastructural planning is often overlooked in the 

urban history, and this is important part of the tracing the urban morphology of the housing estates, as 

they also determined the different land values and potential for development in the post-socialist era. I 

wrote the first draft of Chapter 7 in November 2019, becoming the most personal chapter as I had 

experienced these events and the transformations were more tangible to me than their production during 

the Cold War. After my Crit at the Stockholm conference in October 2019, German historian Florian 

Urban commented that my work was too descriptive rather than explanatory. It was then that I realised 

that I was too formally concentrated on methods rather than concepts. I decided to expand my readings 

into interdisciplinary subjects such as social and political theories to supplement my work. During the 

2019 Christmas holidays when I was in London, I began reading books by Peter Wagner, David Harvey 

and Jeremy Till and formulated the main theme of my work. Through David Harvey’s Spaces of Hope, 

I began to view my project differently. By January 2020, I had to restructure large portions of my thesis 

to be more coherent with the conceptual framework. 

Indeed, I am grateful to have lived in both Slovakia and Czech Republic for six months and three months 

respectively as part of UrbanHIST academic secondment and observed the urban environment. More 

importantly, I was present during a time of exciting social and political events. I witnessed the 2017 

momentous election results in Germany as right-wing party AfD became more powerful in East 

Germany including Thüringen; saw the protests in Slovakia in summer 2018 when journalist 

investigating corruption was murdered, and Maria Čaputová elected as first female president in 2019. 

All this was happening while Britain, where I had spent a third of my life prior to Germany, was 

negotiating Brexit. I wanted to understand the fragmented political discourse of British politics and why 

some friends with migrant backgrounds chose to leave the EU by voting Conservative instead of Labour 

during the December 2019 elections. They felt that the neoliberal economic policies and EU open 

borders have not benefitted them and in some ways, they felt left behind in the job market by the system 

that provides more opportunities for the educated elites. The Brexiters certainly did not believe that the 

EU was some ‘charity bake sale’ as British satirist Jonathan Pie (2019) put it, in contrary to what Corbyn 

supporters are wont to believe. That was when I realised things were not black or white, left or right 

dichotomy as portrayed in the media. At the same time, I was trying to make sense of my surroundings 

throughout my secondments to write the history of European urbanism in the 20th century. I could not 

help questioning myself, my identity, my contribution to this project and my place within this world. By 

moving around and travelling throughout Europe witnessing these events, I started intrinsically 

comparing surroundings, atmosphere and cultures. It was rather challenging as I began to crave the 

comfort of familiarity of the culture and language I had at first grown accustomed to in Weimar, but yet 

I will always feel like an Ausländer anywhere I go, even in my supposed Heimatland. I have felt 
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moments of alienation and moments where I felt integrated, and for that, I would like to thank random 

strangers for their acts of kindness, whom I may never see again but their actions meant a lot.  

Not to mention that Slovakia, Czech Republic and Germany celebrated important milestones during my 

time at UrbanHist. For instance, Czech Republic and Slovakia celebrated the 50th anniversary of the 

Prague Spring in August 2018 as well as the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Czechoslovak 

Republic in October 2018. When I returned to Weimar after a year of secondments in 2019, I was 

fortunate enough to be part of the 100th anniversary of the Weimar Republic in February and the 

founding of the Bauhaus school in April. 2019 was also the year that Germany celebrated the 30th 

anniversary of the Mauerfall (fall of the Berlin Wall). I was able to participate in these special events, 

exhibitions, talked to the locals that would shape my perceptions and inform my work. By that time I 

had acquired proficient knowledge in German to comprehend what the German academics, former GDR 

residents were discussing and took notes, detecting some hostility in the exchange.  

Nonetheless, other than these celebratory moments I had the opportunity to meet influential academics 

whose works greatly interested me. My first conference was the EAUH in Rome in August 2018 where 

I met urban geographer Andre Sorensen, who was in my panel and presented a talk on using critical 

junctures as a methodology in urban history. A month later at the Vienna Summer School on Mass 

Housing Workshop hosted by TU Wien, I came to know Ivan Tosics, who lectured on the general 

housing policies governing the mass housing estates throughout Europe. I was also fortunate to come 

across Luděk Sýkora during the Three Decades of Post-socialist Transition Conference in May 2019 in 

Darmstadt, who we invited to our second UrbanHist conference in Stockholm. Then there were Nikolas 

Rogge from Karlsruhe Institute of Technology and Nina Grabat from TU Darmstadt who gave talks on 

the West-German oriented policies and their implications on East German housing estates. Two months 

later, I flew to Cyprus for the ISUF Conference in Nikosia, and experienced a divided city for the first 

time. I drew parallels with that of East and West Berlin, and felt a sense of excitement every time I 

crossed the checkpoint and got past the border guards daily, revelling in the change of environment in 

Lefkoşa. I would also like to mention Dr. Daniel Kiss whose work I became familiar with during the 

Post-socialist Heritage Conference in Budapest in October 2019, for commending my paper and 

introducing concepts on post-socialist urbanisation during his presentation. Although these academics 

may not remember my name, I still owe them a great deal because these chance encounters and their 

concepts helped me progress.  



1 
 

CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION & METHODOLOGY  

 

1.1 General Issues  

Throughout the three decades of transition into the market economy, issues surrounding urban 

development and processes inspired plenty of research into post-socialist cities in central and eastern 

European countries (CEE). Post-socialism refers to not just transition into the market economy, but also 

a manifold of processes, from accession into the global economy and socio-spatial differentiation while 

negotiating with the socialist past (Sýkora, 2009; Tuvikene, 2016; Martinez, 2014). There were different 

phases of transition, and scholars agree that the most crucial transition period happened in the 1990s 

with property restitution, decentralisation of public sectors and unregulated privatisation which more or 

less stabilised by the 2000s (Kiss, 2019, pp.79-82; Tosics, 2006, p.77; Kusiak, 2018, pp.29-30). As the 

EU enlarged to include some CEE countries in the 2000s these transitions were not always smooth. The 

lack of integration in policy-making and the complicity of political leaders with investors led to 

loopholes that allowed general problems of corruption and irregularities in planning, in part exacerbated 

by conditions of EU membership (Tosics, 2015; Sykora, 2019). These changes intersect with 

globalisation in the age of digital revolution, restructuring the qualities of urban landscapes. Certain 

cities with better geopolitical positions, historic legacies and natural surroundings benefit from local and 

international real estate development projects while others face stagnation or even shrinkage (Benkő, et 

al., 2019). Those experiencing hodgepodge urban development display features of a more laissez-faire 

Figure 1: Protests along Karl-Marx Allee, (formerly known as Stalinallee, built in the 1950s GDR) “Against Forced Eviction 

and Outrageous Rental Prices” (Gemeinsam gegen Verdrängung und Mietenwahnsinn), calling for repossession of housing 

by the state, due to lack of affordable housing amidst the merciless price hikes extorted by landlords in Berlin. The protests 

embody the growing popularity of socialist ideals among the disenfranchised current generation experiencing inequality in the 

unregulated market economy. Source: Arzmi, 6 April 2019 
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urbanism (Kiss, 2019). For instance, a member of an activist-led movement for the development of 

public spaces in the centre of Bratislava, Jan Mazur (2018) described the local administration as 

functioning in ‘suboptimal’ conditions, hence creating a vacuum of political leadership. He claimed that 

the developers seemed to have a say as city planners over the chief architects’ department, determining 

the direction of urban restructuring of the city. Literature devoted to various problems in specific post-

socialist cities include a whole Derive 2018 issue dedicated to Warsaw. Polish sociologists Joanna 

Kusiak and Bohdan Jałowiecki used questionable colonial rhetoric when describing urban issues in 

Warsaw, such as ‘chaos’ and ‘Third World’ in their essays “The Cunning of Chaos and its Orders: A 

Taxonomy of Urban Chaos in Post-Socialist Warsaw and Beyond” and “Is Warsaw becoming a city of 

the Third World?” respectively. Hungarian architect and urban planner Daniel Kiss’s prognosis of 

Budapest was that the private actors always seem to have the upper hand, thus sometimes compromising 

public interest in the case of the Corvin-Quarter project (2019).  

Problems in post socialist countries culminated in series of protests at the end of the 2010s against their 

corrupt regimes, for example in Slovakia and the Czech Republic in 2019.1 Growing urban population 

and lack of affordable or social housing became critical issues in several post socialist cities from Prague, 

Warsaw to Berlin. Thanks to financialisation and speculation of housing assets, sharp rise in rents, high 

number of evictions and lack of affordable housing in Berlin led to major protests in April 2019 as 

people demanded that more housing stock should be nationalised, rather than being left in the hands of 

large private housing landlords such as Deutsche Wohnen which owns over 100,000 in Berlin alone 

(Oltermann, 2019a). Protests took place in well-known urban spaces built by the GDR, starting in 

Alexanderplatz, then onwards along the majestic boulevard of the former Stalinallee (now Karl-Marx 

Allee), symbolic of the debate of whether socialism is returning with a huge impact in Berlin 

(Bockenheimer et al, 2019). The campaign Deutsche Wohnen & Co enteignen! (Expropriate Deutsche 

Wohnen & Co) demanded landlords with over 3000 properties to hand over their property to public 

bodies responsible for social housing (Oltermann, 2019a). Three months later the campaigners saw their 

first victory as 670 flats on Karl-Marx Allee were repossessed by the municipality (Oltermann, 2019b).  

During his thought-provoking presentation at the 2nd urbanHIST Conference in Stockholm, October 

2019, entitled “Half-Life Cities: Capitalist Pasts and Socialist Futures”, a Czech expert in regional 

development, Luděk Sýkora wistfully reminisced his experiences living in 1980s Prague on standardized 

housing prices and social equality. Now with commercialisation of the city centre, gentrification 

affecting social housing provision as well as impenetrable gated communities, is ‘second-hand 

capitalism’ as he put it, superior to ‘first-hand socialism’? Is there an alternative path to a more 

sustainable urban development? In order to move forward, an assessment of new developments and 

whether these would form ‘new path-dependent lock-ins’ as critical junctures that would impact urban 

development for years to come would be constructive (Sýkora, 2009). Perhaps there were redeeming 

qualities of the past socialist planning legacy that planners could take into account. 

No other socialist urban planning legacy has been more stigmatised than the large housing estates built 

mostly during 1960s to 1980s. British journalist Owen Hatherley unabashedly called them ‘urban 

ungentrifiables’, using adjectives such as ‘barbaric,’ ‘numbing’ and ‘monolithic’ (2016, pp.91-94). 

While they have been stigmatised for their monotonous appearance, large housing estates are here to 

stay, at least in the capital cities as they struggle to fulfil demands for affordable housing. Thirty years 

after the Berlin Wall fell, they are often subject to neo-liberal market forces. In fact, matters became 

rather complicated in the post-socialist era, as the housing estates are now subject to different land values 

than other parts of the cities, encouraging social and spatial segregation. Despite their similarity in 

appearance, these housing estates undergo different trajectories between different cities and in different 

 
1 Uproar over corruption scandal in the murder of journalist Jan Kuciak and his fiancée in Slovakia became a 
catalyst for voters to protest and elect their first female president, Zuzana Čaputová as of April 2019 with 
hopes of a better future. Source: https://time.com/5561925/zuzana-caputova-slovakias-first-female-president/. 
Czechs protested in Prague after an alleged fraud committed by Andrej Babis in December 2019. Source: 
https://www.euronews.com/2019/12/11/tens-of-thousands-czechs-protest-against-pm-babis-after-damning-
eu-report . Accessed 20 January 2020 

https://time.com/5561925/zuzana-caputova-slovakias-first-female-president/
https://www.euronews.com/2019/12/11/tens-of-thousands-czechs-protest-against-pm-babis-after-damning-eu-report
https://www.euronews.com/2019/12/11/tens-of-thousands-czechs-protest-against-pm-babis-after-damning-eu-report
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countries. For instance, after suffering a demographic shrinkage, notorious reputation and demolition of 

a few blocks in the first two decades after 1989, the housing estate of Marzahn, Berlin is facing a surge 

of interest after regeneration efforts, projected as an attractive place to live thanks to the availability of 

direct transport, green spaces, affordable flats and civic amenities. In Prague and Bratislava, they are 

occupied by a large portion of inhabitants with mixed backgrounds, and well maintained with minimal 

demolition. These different pathways vary also because of the political, economic and social changes. 

Housing estates in both East and West Germany were subject to renewals from 1990 onwards.2 With 

public participation, increasing privatisation and renewals, the situation began to improve. Meanwhile, 

after the split of Czechoslovakia, Slovakia inherited planning and building policies from its former 

regime, albeit altered to suit the market economy. However, since Slovakia’s accession into the EU, 

Bratislava has benefitted from its geographical location, attracting foreign as well as local investors to 

build commercial buildings, luxury apartments, and tech industrial parks in the largest housing estate of 

Petržalka. Besides EU funding, Slovakia is also part of the Visegrád Group of countries, which 

supported rehabilitation of these housing estates (Tosics, 2019).  

 

Figure 2 View of Petrzalka housing estate from the SNP Bridge, Bratislava. Its spaces bore trappings of socialist modern urban 

planning layered with incongruities of the EU supranational neoliberal market economy. Source: Arzmi, 16 September 2018.  

Nonetheless, these incongruities cannot be blamed solely on the socio-economic changes brought on by 

the transition, as they depended on the spatial configuration planned during the socialist regime. Barbara 

Engel (2019) commented that these housing estates must be analysed from different aspects, as there 

were inconsistencies between theory and reality, that the original plans were ‘left fully unimplemented 

or were implemented incorrectly’. While transformation of housing estates is unavoidable, she added 

that an understanding of the planning history and conceptions could facilitate these changes, further 

insinuating that the heritage of socialist planning may be relevant for the future development of cities in 

post socialist countries (pp.10-12). In light of recent developments, it is worth looking back at the time 

 
2 Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt-und Raumforschung, 2001. Wohnungswirtschaftlicher Strukturwandel in den 
neuen Bundesländern: Bericht der Kommission, Bauforschung. Fraunhofer-IRB-Verl, Stuttgart 
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when they were built. As expressed by Czechoslovak architects Emanuel Hruška and Jan Krasny in 

1975, these utopian plans were intended to provide equal, adequate housing for a classless society. Thus, 

the socialist city was planned in a way to avoid land speculation, property differentiation and 

overcrowded flats or ‘slums’ that were associated with capitalist cities. It was the obligation of the 

socialist state to provide planned construction of dwellings for its citizens (p.152). This is at odds with 

the current situation, seeing that the state has relinquished most of its responsibility and private 

developers cannot be relied upon to provide housing, given that they act based on profit. 

 

1.2 City as Historical Product  

Scholars studying cities make it a point to refer to the city as historical products of processes and 

decisions of urban-planning actors. The history from various periods can be visibly seen in the built 

environment.3 These products are not just buildings or national monuments per se but urban design 

products such as streets, squares, housing districts, and includes also infrastructure such as highways 

and public transport networks - everything which forms a city.4 A city is a palimpsest of ‘former 

structures, contemporary activities and future needs’ and to understand contemporary social processes 

and the patterns that shaped them, studying urban history is paramount (Czepczynski, 2017). In studying 

urban history, Harald Bodenschatz (2015) makes it clear the distinction between products, processes 

and production conditions. Processes refer to the ‘financing, mobilization of resources, planning 

procedures and the necessary propaganda’ while examples of production conditions are administration 

structure, legal frameworks, organizations of professionals or institutions. With this understanding, we 

can proceed to the idea that the analysis of the city is the analysis of the ‘socio-spatial production 

processes’ (Álvarez Mora, 2018).   

With ongoing discussions concerning the state of post-socialism, the general characteristics of the 

‘socialist city’ as products from the past are as follows; vast government buildings, monumentality, large 

squares, mass housing blocks instead of suburbs at the outskirts, dominance of public spaces over private, 

heavy industrial complexes, mild socio-spatial stratification, aesthetically monotonous and derelict 

historical town centres (Hirt, 2012, p.38). While Hirt’s assumptions seem general and not site specific, 

they serve as a basis to comprehend the notion of the socialist city.  

To understand the current transformation of cities and regions, especially with broadly termed ‘post-

socialist’ phenomena, which is ongoing, it is crucial to understand the processes and product conditions 

in how the former regimes shaped the cities. In this case, planning history plays a role to not only 

understand past influences but to also challenge assumptions on progress as well as inform current 

planners on future developments and interventions (Hein, 2018). Starting with the transformations in 

the 1990s, studies of the socialist city as the post-socialist city’s ‘Internal Other’ became a norm. 

Slavomíra Ferenčuhová (2016) asserted that the concept of the socialist city has been rooted in the Cold 

War context and the dominant ideologies of that period. She commented that this ideological 

understanding has limited perspectives in seeing the post-socialist urban changes. She addressed the 

need for historical research on the concept, and the actual city with its history, real processes and product 

conditions.5 In order to understand these processes and product conditions in the planning history of 

these cities, it is important to view them as the history of ‘institutional-building’ (Sorensen, 2014). The 

analysis of patterns of changes in planning before and after 1989 meant the study of path dependency. 

This is related to the concept of continuity and anti-continuity as prescribed by Tuvikene (2016). 

Continuity is related to the material legacy, social practices, technologies as well as sentiments from the 

past while anti-continuity is the practice antagonistic to socialism such as the market-led logic of 

 
3 Alfonso Álvarez Mora, Urban Researcher's Task in the urbanHIST Programme: Understanding the City as a 
Historical Product. 2018; Harald Bodenschatz, Overcoming the Fixation of the Urban Design Product. The 
terminology of Process, product and Product Conditions with regards to Urban Design, 2015; Rebecca Madgin & 
Nicolas Kenny, "Every Time I Describe a City": Urban History as Comparative and Transnational Practice, 2016 
4 Mora 2018; Bodenschatz 2015 
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planning (Tuvikene, 2016). Concerning continuity, Zarecor’s essay ‘What was so Socialist about the 

Socialist City?’ (2017) drew attention to the fact that the ‘capitalist elites’ in the present day learned 

how to negotiate their way in the city during state socialism, converting capital gained into personal 

wealth after 1989. She went on to say, that after the Velvet Revolution, the framework that existed 

during socialism was then transformed and then used by the elites to exclude the participation of the 

public during the planning processes in the present day (p.25). 

 

1.3 State of the Art 

A common issue in contemporary research regarding the history of architecture and planning in 

countries of state socialism was the confinement within national boundaries. Max Welch Guerra (2018) 

comments on the disparate character of the European urban historiography as failing to overcome ‘the 

nation as the 'natural frame' of reference for the explanation of life stories and mentalities, of politics 

and the development of society’ (p.52). He adds that this was especially true when it comes to CEE 

countries, as urban development in the socialist world has not been given much recognition. These 

claims are plausible, as literature in English regarding the former planning and architectural history of 

Czechoslovakia are pretty much nascent until the 2010s. Among them include Manufacturing a socialist 

modernity. Housing in Czechoslovakia 1945-1960 by Kimberly Elman Zarecor (2011). Zarecor provides 

a vivid, chronological account of the architecture in social housing from the Litvinov model housing, 

socialist realist buildings to the architectural practice and transition to industrial production during the 

first half of the socialist regime in Czechoslovakia, providing the political, social and economic context. 

As for the panel buildings built from 1960s until 1980s, few books on the descriptions and narratives 

have been published. These are Bratislava: Atlas sídlisk = atlas of mass housing by Henrieta 

Moravčíková (2011) and The Panelaks. Twenty-five housing estates in the Czech Republic by Lucie 

Skřivánková, Rostislav Švácha, Irena Lehkoživová (2017). Matěj Spurný wrote an extensive book 

detailing the political, architectural and social history of Most, an industrial city that rose in the Czech 

Borderlands after the destruction of its historic namesake town after WWII, in Making the Most of 

Tomorrow: A Laboratory of Socialist Modernity in Czechoslovakia (2019).  

 In Germany, there are generous amounts of literature comparing GDR with West Germany within 

different branches of history, from economic and social, to urban and architectural history, which have 

existed since the founding of the GDR itself. This is of course the most common type of comparative 

literature in the socialist urban history, one example being Rosmarie Beier’s Aufbau West, Aufbau Ost 

(1997) as a compilation of essays by German authors discussing the urban and social development of 

industrial cities Wolfsburg and Eisenhüttenstadt in West and East Germany respectively. While 

attending the 15th GDR Planning History Workshop hosted by the IRS in Berlin in 18-19 January 2018, 

there were different themes discussed. The presentations focused on urban development comparisons 

were Entanglements and Hierarchisation of the Car-oriented City between East and West Germany by 

Carla Aßmann, Plans of Berlin Before and After 1989 by architect and planner Manfred Zache who had 

practised in the GDR and Germany after Reunification.6 A collection of essays in Städtebau-Debatten 

in der DDR compiled and edited by Thomas Flierl, Christoph Bernhardt and Max Welch Guerra (2012) 

discuss vigorously the profession, education and reform movements in architecture and urban planning 

in the GDR. 

In his essay Visions of the Future: GDR, ČSSR and BRD, Jörg Requate (Ed. Kocka, Haupt, 2009) pointed 

out that while contrasting comparisons between the two Germanys are legitimate, more often than not 

the Western democracies were perceived as standards of measurement, not taking into consideration the 

‘momentum of the non-democratic societies’ (p.178). Although these are critically acclaimed and have 

been well-received, considering the former experiences and proximity to the border of West Germany, 

constant comparisons of a former socialist country with any capitalist country would not be a balanced 

 
6 15. Werkstattgespräche zur Bau- und Planungsgeschichte der DDR. 2018. Erkner, Berlin : Leibniz-Institut für 
Raumbezogene Sozialforschung (IRS), 2018., attended by author in 18-19 January 2018 
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comparison, considering they have different ideologies and different systems of administration, despite 

their entangled histories.   

Therefore, a comparison of the history of urban planning and architecture between two former state 

socialist countries which have common qualities, or the ‘tertium comparationis’ is needed to determine 

differential qualities of development. This is not to say that these studies have not been conducted before. 

In fact, studies dealing with comparisons before the transition to communism have appeared in the recent 

Interdisciplinary Conference on the Beginnings of the Czechoslovak Republic in Prague in October 

2018, Pavel Prouza delivered a presentation on We have built! / Wir haben gebaut! German social 

democratic architecture in the interwar Ústí nad Labem/Aussig and der Elbe and Peter Martyn on 

Contrasting and related approaches to town planning and architectural design in German-, Polish- and 

Czech-administered Upper Silesia. In the German speaking world, aside from the numerous 

comparative East-West German literature, there are were also efforts to compare the urban history of 

East Germany with other state socialist countries. In 2010, Dagmara Jajeśniak-Quast wrote an excellent 

dissertation on the transition to socialism in GDR, Poland and Czechoslovakia by comparing the steel 

giant enterprises’ role in establishing Eisenhüttenstadt, Nowa Huta and Kunčice in the 1950s.7 Her book 

was well written with logical argument and findings systematically arranged, with every chapter 

consisting of a theme with a point-by-point system of all three case studies and a conclusion about the 

differences and similarities among them. Hans-Joachim Kadatz (1997) from the IRS wrote about the 

urban development in the GDR, Czechoslovakia and Hungary after the Second World War.8 While 

Jajeśniak-Quast was not concerned with narrating and chronologically arranging her content, Kadatz 

divided his book into different block sections for each country, narrating on several ranges of periods, 

from Post World War II to normalisation in each section, and then developing a general pattern for all 

countries for each period, comparing them to the Western countries. While it was useful to get a sense 

of narrative from each country’s urban development, there was a tendency to generalise the contents due 

to lack of juxtaposition. Before 1989, a few authors in Central and East Europe have written books on 

the general development strategies in socialist countries, emphasising the relationship between 

economic and physical planning, such as Edmund Goldzamt’s Städtebau sozialistischer Länder: Soziale 

Probleme (1975) and Jiří Musil’s Urbanization in Socialist Countries (1980).  

On the other hand, most discourse of CEE cities after 1989 deal with transitional processes and post-

socialist developments. Among them are Andrusz, Harloe and Szelényi’s Cities after socialism. Urban 

and regional change and conflict in post-socialist societies (1996). A trilateral project involving 

exchange of ideas between German, Russian and Ukrainian planning professionals and researchers on 

transformation of housing estates were compiled in Mass Housing in the Socialist City: Heritage, Values 

and Perspectives edited by Barbara Engel (2019). Morphological changes in spatial urban structure, 

urban governance, post-industrial wastelands, and spatial segregation were among the issues discussed 

during the International Conference on Cities and Change: Three Decades of Post-socialist Transition 

in Darmstadt, May 2019. Meanwhile public spaces in cities and urban renewals of mass housing estates 

took centre stage during the Facing Post Socialist Urban Heritage DOCONF Conference 2019 in 

Budapest, October 2019.  

It is not enough to present an empirical and narrative-based study, as several scholars suggest critical 

analytical frameworks and note the importance of theory in planning history. The current research in 

social sciences in Central and East European countries after 1989 have been criticised as being 

empirically biased, non-theoretical and descriptive (Ferenčuhová, 2016; Timár, 2004a: 535, Grubbauer, 

2012: 37; and Sjöberg, 2014). This can be attributed to the political and ideological control and 

preference for empirical research for applied sciences as well as restricted access to international 

theoretical debates, explained Ferenčuhová (2016). Karel Maier and Jan Šlemr (2016, p.179) echoed 

Ferenčuhová’s sentiments, underlining the weakness of theoretical grounding among professionals and 

 
7 Jajeśniak-Quast, Dagmara, Stahlgiganten in der sozialistischen Transformation:  Nowa Huta in Krakau, EKO in 
Eisenhüttenstadt und Kunčice in Ostrava, 2010 
8 Hans-Joachim Kadatz, Städtebauliche Entwicklungslinien in Mittel- und Osteuropa: DDR, Tschechoslowakei 

und Ungarn nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg, IRS, Berlin, 1997 
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scholars in Czech Republic and Slovakia, as discussions hark back to the late 19th century and early 20th 

century architecture and town-planning international and local Czechoslovak theorists, rather than 

synthesising relevant postmodern theories. They believe that, by shying away from a range of topics 

such as globalisation, and postmodern neoliberal values, their uncritical celebration of international 

concepts from compact cities, citizen participatory planning or polycentric development would be 

devoid of meaning. They add that the normalisation period isolated research from great topics in the 

1970s and 1980s such as neo-Marxism, neo-liberalism, postmodernism, and a host of social science 

theories in urban planning (Ibid). Examples can be observed in a collection of essays in Melinda Benkő 

and Kornélia Kissfazekas’s Understanding post-socialist European cities. Case studies in urban 

planning and design (2019), as only a couple have strong theoretical frameworks. While there is no 

doubt that there have been contributions in urban theory from Czechoslovak authors such as Jiří Hrůza 

and Emanuel Hruška in the past, these are few and not widely known outside the insular circle of Central 

and East European scholarship.  

German scholars seem to display higher appetite for conceptualising their findings, on par with their 

Anglo-American peers. The 2019 Bauhaus-Kolloquium, in celebrating the 100th year anniversary of 

Bauhaus school in Weimar, featured lectures on the rationalisation of building methods to provide better 

living conditions and modernity.9 The 15th Hermann-Henselmann Colloquium in March 2019 with the 

theme "The Planning Culture - Development Factors of the Metropolitan Region" to commemorate 100 

years of Greater Berlin showed a greater degree of relating planning history with current themes. Other 

than Bodenschatz, the other German urban historians involved include Thomas Flierl, Harald Kegler 

and Markus Tubbesing. While they gave lectures on city expansion during the Industrial Age, the 

Weimar Republic, the Third Reich and the Cold War, important actors in planning were also invited to 

discuss current issues. These include the Senator for Urban Development, Minister for Infrastructure 

and Berlin city planners. They interacted with regular members of the public in the audience, agreeing 

that the problem with urban growth in the 20th century was only understood from a two-dimensional 

perspective. They concluded that the third dimension is an important perspective in future development, 

and planning history was paramount in the future planning culture and economic structure of Berlin.10  

Planning history in itself is an interdisciplinary field, with inclusions of anthropology, geography and 

political science (Kwak, Ed. Hein 2018). In order to engage in theories and concepts to explain 

phenomena, Ivan Andráško (2018) advocated the use of concepts originating in the countries west of 

the Iron Curtain before 1989, and suggested that they are embedded in the postmodern, social 

constructionist thinking which could produce interesting results in the analysis and interpretation of 

housing estates. Indeed, Robert Freestone (2018) warned that ‘traditional planning history risks 

overemphasizing the prominence of professional planners, uncritically linking their work to a heroic 

narrative of progress and environmental determinism…’11 Along with his cohorts Christopher Silver 

and Stephen Ward, all three suggested that while these empirical and narrative works in planning history 

are valuable, the reluctance of scholars to engage in theory, 

 

 
9 XIV. International Bauhaus-Kolloquium took place at Bauhaus-Universität Weimar from 10-12th April 2019. 
Programme can be found on https://www.bauhaus-kolloquium.de/programme/ Attended in April 2019 and 
accessed on 23 Jan. 20 
10 15th Hermann Henselmann Colloquium, Die Planungskultur: Entwicklungsfaktoren der Grossstadtregion, 4th 
in the series of Colloquiums running up to 100th Year Groß-Berlin Expansion in 2020. Lectures can be heard on 
https://www.hermann-henselmann-stiftung.de/Archive/1377 . Attended on 2 March 2019 and accessed 23 
Jan. 20 
11The Routledge Handbook of Planning History, edited by Carola Hein (2018) includes a range of topics 
discussing the issues and potentials of planning history, ranging from methodology, theoretical aspects to 
inclusion of other global narratives. The book includes contributions from all over the world, yet it is worth 
noting that CEE countries are underrepresented, save for a couple of chapters on Germany and one on Russia.   

https://www.bauhaus-kolloquium.de/programme/
https://www.hermann-henselmann-stiftung.de/Archive/1377
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“….has limited the ability of planning historians themselves to offer clear and resonant 

interpretations of longer term directions and trends in planning. It has also impeded meaningful 

connections with interpretations of physical and social phenomena advanced by others.” 

      (Ward, Freestone and Silver, 2011, pp.231-261) 

A strong theoretical framing, added geographer Sorensen (2014), helps to further a ‘cumulative project 

of knowledge building’, and help to systematically compare and analyse planning approaches between 

cities over time.  

 

1.4 Research Aim 

Seeing that the lifespan of these housing estates during the post-socialist era far outlast that during the 

state socialism, they are subject to plenty of changes under capitalist conditions. Therefore, for this 

research, the purpose of using Historical Institutionalism in this comparative case study is to trace the 

processes in the production of the largest housing estates of East Berlin and Bratislava, which 

experienced different development pathways due to new policies, and how they impacted urban 

outcomes in the 1970s-80s. These processes resulted in conducive urban conditions, thus affecting their 

trajectory when they become subject to capitalist conditions after 1989.  

 

The thesis will focus more heavily on the production during state socialism and define two important 

critical junctures between 1968 and 1992. Critical juncture here is defined as moments of contingency 

after political upheavals, resulting in new solutions to maintain governmental legitimacy, thus creating 

opportunities for new policies or institutions (Sorensen, 2018; Katznelson, ed. Mahoney, 2003). For the 

GDR the selected critical juncture here is 1971 when General Secretary Honecker took over and in 

Czechoslovakia the 1968 Prague Spring, after which Czechoslovakia became federalised. The processes 

of urban changes after the second critical juncture, the dissolution of the socialist regimes, will be 

discussed in the last two chapters, from 1989 to 2019. 

 

This project is based on the hypothesis that after critical juncture, the production of Marzahn in GDR 

was more path dependent on policies established in 1950s and 1960s. Meanwhile Petržalka was a 

product of new Czechoslovakia policies in 1970s, changing aspects of the urban planning process, a 

manifestation of a more emphatic technocratic thinking on a wider scale. Marzahn and Petržalka were 

thus contingent upon their regimes’ different outlook and priorities in the planning process. These 

inadvertently affect their trajectories during the post-socialist period, reflected in the final chapter, in 

which they are confronted with their own past. Thus for this thesis the research questions are as follows:  

 

1. In the process of building their vision of state socialist utopia manifested in the largest housing 

estates of Marzahn and Petržalka, how did GDR and Czechoslovakia make use of existing tools 

and which of these aspects are more path dependent on technocratic methods established in 

earlier decades?  

 

a. Building industry  

b. Roads and transit  

c. Administration capacity  

 

2. How did their decisions unintentionally create conducive conditions that enabled various 

changes during post-socialism? 

The thesis is based on the content analysis of various articles from architectural journals, periodicals, 

books, peer-reviewed secondary literature as well as visual materials such as older maps, plans, drawings 

and photographs. Throughout writing this thesis, I  also drew ideas from interaction with experts during 

conferences and was informed by the rapid changes in political and social landscapes in the region. 
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1.5 Marzahn and Petržalka  

Based on my research questions and on which aspects I wish to compare, I made a decision to choose 

Marzahn and Petržalka as comparative units. Both were constructed within the ‘normalisation’ periods 

when large housing building programmes were launched. Mary Fulbrook (2013, pp.53-54) explained 

that ‘normalisation’ is a term used by scholars in CEE to analyse top-down imposed politics and policies 

by the state during periods of stability after political upheavals. These were the years when the regimes 

were concerned about meeting the people’s needs by increasing standards of living by relaxing 

conditions of consumerism, shorter working hours per week for more leisure time, social family welfare 

and housing provision. Marzahn and Petržalka happen to be two of the largest housing estates of the 

GDR and Czechoslovakia respectively. Their production in 1970s-80s make them feasible case studies 

as they provide clear periodization of history within the CEE. Additionally, they bore traces of their 

former villages, which were partially or fully demolished to make way for modernist prefabricated panel 

housing blocks. They were both served by railway tracks built during the 19th century and early 20th 

century by former governments before the World Wars. Furthermore, they both grappled with their 

respective identities since the critical junctures of 1989 during the transformation in the market economy. 

Considering the cities where they are located, the dynamics of socio-economic and political changes 

affected these housing estates over time, from their conception, production and urban morphological 

changes during the market economy. Based on the latest statistics, Petržalka (28.68 km²) is larger in 

proportion to Bratislava (367.6 km²) than Marzahn (19.5km²) is to Berlin (891.1 km²). Interestingly, 

although both have approximately the same number of inhabitants as per 2018, Petržalka is currently 

home to a quarter of the population of Bratislava, while Marzahn only hosts 2% of Berlin residents. As 

of 2018, with 3.7 million residents, Berlin is more cosmopolitan than Bratislava, which has less than 

half a million residents (432,864 people).12 

An abundance of literature in the fields of social science have been written about these two large housing 

estates. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, Marzahn has seen a surge of interest from sociologists and 

ethnologists not only from within Germany but from abroad. This is due to the demographic changes 

and social issues that gained notoriety. Examples are Wolfgang Kil and Hilary Silver’s From Kreuzberg 

to Marzahn: New Migrant Communities in Berlin (2006), Tatiana Matejskova’s The Unbearable 

Closeness of The East: Embodied Micro-Economies of Difference, Belonging, and Intersecting 

Marginalities in Post-Socialist Berlin (2013), and Eli Rubin’s Amnesiopolis: modernity, space, and 

memory in East Germany (2016). In urban history, Marzahn has also been the subject of comparison, as 

in the case of Nina Linke’s Großsiedlungen in Ost-Berlin und Wien (1945-1975) and Toni Lorenzen’s 

"Einzug ins Paradies" - Sarcelles (Paris) und Marzahn (Berlin) im Roman: Wahrnehmungen zweier 

Großsiedlungen im Vergleich in 2010. Linke’s paper compares Marzahn with Vienna’s 

Großfeldsiedlung and Per-Albin-Hansson-Siedlung, underlining the basic progression of large housing 

estates after 1945 in both countries and then giving a comparative analysis of the essential differences 

and analogies between her case studies in the second part of the paper. Meanwhile, Hans Weber’s novel 

about Marzahn “Einzug ins Pradies” (1979) and Christiane Rochefort’s novel on the large French 

housing estate "Les petits enfants du siecle" (1961) are the subjects of comparison in Lorenzen’s paper. 

These novels were methods to compare the perspectives of the residents who first moved into their 

respective apartments, as a testimonial account reflecting the political, ideological and social conditions 

of its time. Snippets of real-life accounts of the residents are also recorded in Gerrit Engel’s 1999 book 

Marzahn, containing vivid photographs as well as a brief historical overview of its production. On the 

other hand, while Petržalka has also been popular among sociologists, its dynamic location meant that 

it is subject to ongoing transformations, which is also included in the discourse. Among the articles are 

Urban Housing Estates: Changing Space (on the example of Petržalka) by Josef Janto (2007), and Pavel 

Šuška & Linda Stasíková’s 2013 Transformation of the built environment in Petržalka pre-fabricated 

housing estate. Petržalka has also been mentioned implicitly in articles on urban development of 

 
12 Statistics for Bratislava in 2018 were obtained from the official Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 
website, https://slovak.statistics.sk/ . Likewise, statistics for Berlin in 2018 were obtained from the official 
Berlin-Brandenburg office https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/ . Both accessed on 18 November 2019  

https://slovak.statistics.sk/
https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de/
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infrastructure in Bratislava such as Peter and Tibor Schlosser’s New Tramway Infrastructure in 

Bratislava - How Can Influence the Well Prepared Traffic Engineering Analysis and Planning Tools 

the Decision Making (2016). Much like Gerrit Engel’s Marzahn, the lives of some of Petržalka’s 

residents were also given attention in Juraj Chlpík & Eugen Gindl’s photographic documentary 

Petržalka Identity (2011). 

Given the plethora of scholarship on Marzahn and Petržalka in multi-faceted issues of living conditions, 

quality of life, traffic, mobility, crime rates, local government activities, these housing estates are not 

isolated entities in the urban developments of Berlin and Bratislava respectively. Both share common 

problems and challenges. However, this project is not about housing estates per se, but what they 

represent. What is more important are the planning processes and continuities surrounding them, and if 

we can determine different urban patterns as the result of different path dependencies. This could 

contribute to the knowledge of planning practice in the 21st century, given the endless growth of the 

capitalist dynamism. The following section details the methodology and conceptual framework that 

could provide theoretical insights in dissecting the phenomena.  

 

1.6 Methodology 

1.6.1 Comparative Method 

In order to test my hypothesis, the comparison of two similar case studies here would be the key 

methodology of my research to explain and interpret the decisions of the historical institutions between 

the GDR and Czechoslovakia in urban development during a particular period. Comparison, as 

advocated by Jürgen Kocka & Heinz-Gerhard Haupt (2009) and Nicolas Kenny & Rebecca Madgin 

(2017), accentuate the similarities and differences of two or more case studies to provide a better 

explanation or interpretation of a historical phenomenon, while also helping to establish an agreement 

of general trajectory patterns while being aware of the peculiarities of the local context. Additionally, 

Jeremy Black and Donald M. MacRaild (2007) argued that comparative studies could add more 

perspectives and alleviate national prejudices by looking beyond national boundaries. Furthermore, 

according to Kocka and Haupt (2009) there are three principles of historical comparative approach, 

which applies to my research. The first is that the dependency on secondary literature is high, 

considering my limited language proficiency in German and Czech or Slovak. The use of software 

translation tools is necessary and I was fortunate to be acquainted with a few translators who could help 

with inconsistencies. It was also important for me to consider the perspective of the sources in their 

native language, whether they were ideologically influenced or state-sanctioned publications. Secondly, 

the proper units of comparison should be seen as mutually independent cases, and thirdly, comparison 

assumes an abstraction and detachment from context to some degree. Due to the focus on spatial-

temporal changes in the post-socialist period, the case studies benefit from an internal comparison with 

themselves, i.e., the present state during post socialism versus its production in state socialism. 

 

1.6.2 Historical Institutionalism  

To achieve a stronger theoretical framework for a more systematic comparative analysis of the changes 

in planning approaches between Marzahn and Petržalka over time, I came across Andre Sorensen’s 

works where he argued for the use of historical institutionalist approach which offers a 

‘reconceptualization and reframing’ in comparative studies (Sorensen, 2018; 2014). Historical 

institutionalism (HI) is a research method in social science focusing on the evolution of institutions over 

time, particularly in developments in political science. Its approaches in understanding the path 

dependence, positive feedback effects in public policy, and process patterns of institutions could provide 

a valuable analytical tool to evaluate planning history of the built environment.  

To understand how urban forms show patterns of powerful continuities or change abruptly over time, 

the focus on how institutions impacted them can be explained in the HI concepts of path dependence 
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and critical junctures. Path dependency can be aptly defined as earlier events shaping future decisions 

or that a particular policy generates a constellation of actors that coalesce to generate continuation of 

that policy. Pierson (2004) defines the processes of path dependence as ‘social processes that exhibit 

positive feedback and thus generate branching patterns of historical development.' In addition, cultural 

geographer Mariusz Czepczyński reviewed the usefulness of path dependency to to comparative method 

in historical studies. The purpose of defining path dependence is to analyse ‘the development and 

persistence of institutions, whether they are social, political or cultural (Czepczyński, 2008, p.50).’ An 

example would be looking at the policies and processes which increased the likelihood of building 

combines in former socialist countries retracting to the use of panel housing in construction.  

Another concept is critical juncture, which, according to Katznelson (2003, Ed. Mahoney), are moments 

of contingency, when new solutions must be found where old policies are no longer relevant. When 

political and institutional structures fail, they thus lose governance legitimacy, creating opportunities for 

different actors to develop new institutions. Notable examples of critical junctures in the socialist 

regimes of GDR and Czechoslovakia were the Prague Spring of 1968 which provided catalysts for 

improved spatial and urban planning legislations in the 1970s, and the fall of Berlin Wall in 1989 which 

caused upheaval in state socialist regimes across East and Central Europe. However, Czepczyński added 

that antecedent conditions prior to critical junctures may delimit the contingent choices made available 

to the actors, setting a  

“specific trajectory of institutional development and consolidation that is difficult to reverse. 

Institutions, as well as state and politics are considered…..to be path dependent, as they constrain 

choice to a limited range of possible alternatives, reducing the probability of path changing and 

presenting an evolutionary tendency, given the acquired routines.”  

        (Czepczyński, 2008, p.50) 

Besides these two important methods in HI, others include studying how institutions produce unequal 

distributional effects, incremental change processes, and institutional complementarities and co-

evolution processes (Sorensen, 2018). These methods, while important, would not be essential in 

evaluating empirical data. They serve only as methods, but we cannot regard them as theories or 

concepts to explain the results, which brings me to the next section.  

 

1.6.3 Actor-Network Theory 

The question regarding the use of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) in urban history came up during 

discussions of urban agency in historical processes of cities in the 2014 European Urban History 

Conference in Lisbon. The discussions from notable scholars Robert Lewis, Bert de Munck, and 

Dorothee Brantz13 were reproduced in the 44th Issue of the Urban History Journal in 2017. While 

historians tend to work on narrative, empirical evidence and temporality to explain historical processes 

in the city, the challenge, argued de Munck (2017) was to reveal the mechanisms that maintain the state 

of affairs and matters of fact. Latour’s work (2007) was about looking at the larger picture, at the 

processes of socio-technical formations in urban places. This approach, said Lewis, helped to bring out 

the importance of internal sets of associations to understand how space is produced and is a producer of 

social relations. Brantz also added that employing this method would allow historians to see cities as 

spaces of multiple enactments where urban productions of a heterogeneous nature are continuously 

being assembled.  

In studying the structure of the institutions which lead to the production of space, the notion of 

translation in ANT is particularly useful. This is a connection that transports transformations of planning 

ideas or knowledge, and the associations where translation happens is traceable. The intermediary is 

transported through mediators, which translate its meaning, forming the essential rule of ANT. 

Intermediaries in the context of urban studies would refer to documents such as general development 

 
13 Brantz, Lewis, de Munck, Urban History, 2017, 44(1) 
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plans or books, technical objects, professional practices or even money (Callon 1991). ANT’s potential 

in exploring the role of agencies in planning practice has been covered by Yvonne Rydin’s Using Actor–

Network Theory to understand planning practice. Exploring relationships between actants in regulating 

low-carbon commercial development (2013). What particularly appealed to me about her article were 

her visual diagrams and how she clearly identified the planning policy documents as intermediaries and 

planning consent process as obligatory passage points. Her analysis of how the building materialised 

include explaining the relationships between the actors against the backdrop of planning regulations. 

In spite of its advantages, a number of critiques regarding the ANT method is that the theory of urban 

assemblages is too broadly framed and that it is too descriptive and omits hierarchy, lacking important 

explanations regarding the broader, historical, cultural, geo-political and social context (Brenner, 2017; 

Brantz, 2017). Thus, I will keep this in mind while analysing these networks by considering the political 

and economic structures as well as the power relations, which form the backdrop of these networks. 

 

1.7 Conceptual Framework 

Fundamentally, the production of housing estates harks back to ideas of a socialist utopian city. Early 

socialist utopians go further back than the universally accepted Garden Cities of Ebenezer Howard. 

Charles Fourier and Robert Owen from the late 18th to early 19th century were the first ‘Utopian 

Socialists’ who attempted to unite ideas of a social utopian community with city-building, providing 

workers with better accommodation. Ultimately, what Fourier, Owen and their successors Le Corbusier, 

Wright and Howard have in common in their concept of utopia was a city based on equality, social 

justice, as expressed in the architecture and urban forms. The main themes in utopian socialist planning 

ideals include the desire to eliminate the difference between the town and country as well as creating a 

sense of community. What distinguished the ‘Utopian Socialists’ of the 20th century with their 

predecessors is the modern technology and industrialised society that would enable materialisation of 

these utopias on a large scale. Even though the 1920s designers of Bauhaus were not proponents of ideal 

socialist utopia, they did promote the functional, minimal planning of a dwelling size through 

Existenzminimum (Fishman, 1994).  

The Marxist socialists controlled some of the most powerful social movements in Europe in the early 

20th century. Karl Marx’s ideal of a socialist utopia expressed in Communist Manifesto was not mutually 

Figure 3: Linear city plan for Nizhnii Novgorod auto plant by Nikolai Miliutin. Source: Miliutin, Sotsgorod: The 

Problem of Building Socialist Cities, translated by Arthur Sprague, 1974. 
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exclusive to those aforementioned concepts. He recognises the need for radical restructuring of 

industrial cities and gradually abolishing the differences between town and country. He regards the cities 

of his time as destructive capitalist systems of exploitation. This was reiterated by Friedrich Engels 

(1872) in the Wohnungsfrage (The Housing Question), where he believes that only a revolution to 

change the economic foundations would solve the inequalities of the capitalist system in cities (Ibid). 

These ideals would come to light thanks to the Soviet Union and the establishment of its satellite states. 

The post-war period in the 20th century saw the communist takeover of CEE against the backdrop of 

technological progress. The Soviet Union employed US companies such as Ford to set up factories in 

the USSR, imparting the necessary technical knowledge in order to industrialise society in the 1920s 

and early 1930s. Socialist reformers around Europe at the time demanded radical change and did not 

want unregulated economic forces to control building activities, striving for a more egalitarian society 

(Schmitz, 2001, p.46). A key figure in the history of socialist urban planning ideology is Nikolaj Miliutin 

and his 1930 linear city (Sotsgorod) scheme for Magnitogorsk. Rather than centralisation of industrial 

and trade activities within the city, he proposed a dispersion of industry and residential areas over a wide 

territory with green buffer zones to separate residential settlements from the industry. Social clubs and 

sports facilities should be included to encourage leisure activites. Miliutin insisted that, 

“It must be remembered that if the pivot for capitalist economy is the market and its laws, then the 

pivot for socialist economy must be production and its planning.” 

         (Miliutin, Trans. Sprague, 1974) 

His ideas of expansion, satellite town, planning of a socialist utopia based on functional classification 

principles aligned with the Athens Charter by CIAM (Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne) 

in 1933. During Stalinism, his ideas were rejected in favour of grandiose, national style neoclassical 

architecture and planning, but was picked up again in the mid 1950s. 

Concurrent with these events in 1920s and 1930s, local professionals in the first Czechoslovak Republic 

also contributed to the ideas of a functional, scientific approach to modern planning, including Karel 

Teige’s minimal dwelling and Bata shoe factory’s rationally planned town for its workers in Zlín. The 

Weimar Republic saw the foundations of the Walter Gropius’s Bauhaus and Bruno Taut’s works on 

some of Berlin’s most famous housing estates. By the time CEE became the satellite states of the Soviet 

Union, they were already armed with the knowledge, theories and technologies developed in the first 

half of the 20th century.  

Although they use similar means as their Western counterparts, the conditions to their construction set 

them apart. Hence, rather than focusing on urban products (because they share a lot of similarities, e.g. 

West Germany also had a lot of standardised prefabricated flats such as Märkisches Viertel) it would 

make more sense to talk about the process. The conditions for process as outlined briefly by Barbara 

Engel (2019, pp.26-33) include the planned economy,  nationalisation of land, centralised economic 

planning, i.e. the state authority ruling on the distribution and allocation of industries, and housing 

policies controlled by state, mostly attached to industries. After Stalinism, simplicity of forms and focus 

on economically feasible methods with less decoration and emphasis on efficiency became the edifice 

of the state socialist urban development. The state was the facilitator and functionalist appearance was 

based on the modernist appeal of ‘form follows function.’ Nevertheless, the goals were still similar to 

previous socialist utopian theorists, which was to negate class differences, enabling a lifestyle to support 

a healthy, thriving society, integrating various social groups regardless of profession which should be 

reflected in the spatial structures. The period of socialist urban planning is also a history of 

modernisation of the CEE. To be modern, the nation must accept that it has to ‘become bureaucratized, 

industrialised, rationalised, urbanised and so forth.’ (Luke, 1990) 

In accordance with Karl Marx’s views, state socialist urban planning was enshrined in the notion of 

technological determinism. To understand the history of modernity in the region, we must comprehend 

that different periods of state socialism in CEE was not only due to political changes that influenced the 

structuring of urban and cultural landscapes, but also due in large part to the industrialisation of the 
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construction processes (Czepczyński, 2008; Spurný, 2019). Low wages and deteriorating standards of 

living during the first decade of state socialism led to uprisings around CEE, most notably the 1953 East 

German uprising and the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. The turning point was the mid-1950s 

destalinization process, where the regimes shifted towards focusing on scientific management in running 

the economy, followed by economic reforms mostly in the 1960s. CEE restructured their economy to 

allow more consumer goods, some private enterprises, as well as providing adequate means of welfare, 

from education and healthcare to housing. The role of technology lent a hand to the paternalistic 

government in constructing an urban environment using calculative methods and long-term perspective 

goals. This technocratic form of governance reached its peak in the late 1960s and 1970s during the 

normalisation period as many of these state socialist regimes embarked on their ambitious housing 

building programmes. The core of this thesis deals with the processes of creating this utopia in the last 

two decades of state socialism, characteristics of organised modernity. 

In his 1994 book A Sociology of Modernity: Liberty and Discipline, Peter Wagner coined the term 

‘organised modernity’. Wagner defined the period of modernity roughly from late 19th century to 1960s 

as organised modernity, characterised by common features on both sides of the Iron Curtain within the 

industrialised Western world. A key feature of organised modernity is the organisation of practices 

aimed to stabilise the system. He emphasised that the state socialist system of organised modernity took 

on a more radical form, unravelling rapidly after the 1960s despite attempts to consolidate them. We 

might note that the 1970s-80s could constitute a late period of ‘organised modernity’ for state socialist 

countries, as they still adhered to the practices outlined by Wagner. The thesis aimed to discuss these 

common practices of late ‘organised modernity’ in analysing empirical findings, which are 

governmentality, standardisation of building practices, permeation of spaces with standardised technical 

infrastructure within the field of housing estate production.  

Firstly, the Foucauldian term governmentality in this context refers to the conduct of the government 

relying on technologies to restructure spaces under its domain. It is essentially ‘programmatic in that it 

is characterised by an eternal optimism that a domain or a society could be administered better or more 

effectively, that reality is, in some way or other, programmable’ (Miller & Rose, 1990). The concept of 

governmentality would be redundant without the establishment of order, legitimising one pattern over 

another and eliminating uncertainty, ambiguity and obscurity in light of technological determinism 

(Bauman, 1991). Organised modernity, when it came to administration and management, led to the 

‘building of state-and nation-wide conventionalisation of major sets of social practices in a relatively 

coherent, interlocking form’ (Wagner, p.73) and this shaping of practices form a process referred to as 

‘institutionalisation’ (Ibid, 76). Hierarchical organisation and order in governmentality inevitably 

resulted in the standardisation of building practices. As paternalistic governments, the state socialist 

CEE countries relied on technology to provide for their citizens, inevitably leading to uniformity of 

architecture in urban environments. Hence, homogenization is an unavoidable product of the process 

(Ibid, p.102). The form of governance and industrial production through scientific management 

influence and were influenced by the progress in standardised, technical infrastructural systems. These 

long, complex chains of interaction increase communication and efficiency in the distribution of 

standardised goods while also establishing limitations within cities (Ibid, pp.79-80). However, these 

resulting bureaucratic systems were not immune to postmodern ideas of the West, gripping the 

imagination of architects and planners in the 1970s and 1980s, hence contributing to the fragmentation 

of the process due to lack of solidarity on consensus (Bauman, 1991; Wagner, 1994), calling for 

revisions of the initial masterplans.  

In discussing the empirical findings, another dimension to Wagner’s main concepts would be the degree 

of technocratic thinking that different state socialist CEE governments believe in. Spurný (2019, p.166) 

stakes out that technocratic thinking in Czechoslovakia 'not only led to a return to humanist tradition 

and the principle of pluralism, but also formed a cornerstone of reform socialism, one that the 

normalisation elites also adopted to a considerable extent.‘ He had two prescriptions for this concept: 

the first was economic ‘reductionism and productivism‘, in which the world was measured within the 

boundaries of economic indices; secondly, the ‘rationally organised world of the future,’ which in this 

case was the planning of the socialist urban utopia via technocratic means.  



15 
 

By juxtaposing two case studies, we could discern some differing elements, especially in the 

construction of a rationally-planned utopia. The production of housing estates are the epitome of the 

organised modernity and technocratic thinking practice. The thesis considers how these played 

themselves out in the process as the economic planning actors fetishised the form of technocratic 

governance relying on scientific technological means, at odds with the urban planners’ idealistic vision 

of the socialist utopia. It is worth bearing in mind the state socialist rationally planned utopia was 

affected by paradigm shifts as postmodern ideas influenced the planners and architects. The architects 

and planners critiqued the standardisation, the unquestioning belief in the all-encompassing technology 

that runs counter-intuitive to creative abilities. This discourse appeared since the late 1950s and 

particularly strong in 1980s, from Bruno Flierl, Emanuel Hruška to Thomas Topfstedt. Nevertheless, 

postmodernity in itself is a nebulous term, as it conflates neo-traditionalism and neo-modernism, 

progression with traditional roots, standardisation and striving for uniqueness. As the profession became 

disillusioned from the modernity project, postmodernist ideals provided a respite and permitted new 

ways of thinking and alternative solutions, judging from abundant entries in architectural journals. For 

instance, discussions on planning a compact city appeared in the late 1960s in the GDR, as talks ranged 

from designing cities at a more urban scale for pedestrians to preservation of heritage buildings, whereas 

Czechoslovak architects contemplated on the function of city centres in the mid-1970s, arguing for urban 

densification, while proudly highlighting their own heritage. Not to mention that the Czechoslovak 

architects seemed open to other architectural and planning histories, as their journals featured examples 

of Middle East, African and Central American civilisations.  

Finally, the overarching concept supporting the core theme of this thesis is attributed to David Harvey’s 

theory of ‘dialectical utopianism’, which is not in contradiction to the other two concepts. In Spaces of 

Hope (2000), he describes two forms of utopia, one of spatial form and one of process. Utopia of process, 

he says, refers to idealised planning in temporal terms, not bound to a place. Social processes are 

expressed over time, and the end is expressed as ‘a spatialised metaphor’ (p.174). The other is the utopia 

of spatial form, which pursues the ideal solutions of physical form, not bound to temporality (p.174). 

Both of these methods are flawed, as utopias of process get ‘inevitably upset by its manner of 

spatialisation’ whereas the utopia of spatial form become ‘perverted from their noble objectives by 

having to compromise with the social processes they are meant to control’ (p.179).  

The utopia of capitalist process over the past 30 years had to materialise itself, changing the urban 

landscapes of Marzahn and Petržalka. To further comprehend the physical manifestation of utopia of 

state capitalist process on their urban forms, I would like to highlight two key points by Harvey on the 

‘negotiation of spatiality.’ First, free markets rely on state power to allow its preservation and expansion, 

such as state subsidies or monopoly of certain large corporations (p.180). Secondly, the built 

environment are commodities for commercial activities, and investments in urban forms depend on 

nearby infrastructures and geographical location (p.181). In the 21st century, the utopia of capitalist 

process for both housing estates were heightened by EU membership and globalised trade of the 

countries they belong to. The social institutional changes and new forms of governance express 

themselves spatially in urban form (p.185).   

The next five chapters of this thesis contend with the process of building a state socialist utopia, detailing 

the continuity or discontinuity of administration capacities, building industry, planning practice and 

transport networks. Once these state socialist housing estates become sacrificial lambs to the market 

economy, Harvey’s theory could be used as a leverage in the second last chapter to consider how they 

become scarred by waves of depopulation and repopulation, ‘privatisation with a human face’, 

(Hatherley, p.136) and other hosts of socio-economic changes. As the thesis progresses, it would indicate 

how the state socialist urban planning actors were unknowingly complicit in their materialisation of the 

state socialist utopia, i.e. housing estates, creating conditions that allowed utopia of capitalist process to 

possess and fester their urban forms after the critical juncture of 1989.  
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1.8 Scope and Limitations 

In order to stay on track, this thesis will not go in depth into different political personalities or the 

oppression faced by citizens in their daily lives, for example the surveillance poised by the Stasis, 

although the author is aware of their influence.  

For the purpose of political correctness, the thesis will use the term “state socialism” rather than referring 

to the countries as “communist”. I would prefer to focus on the post-Stalinist period, particularly after 

the scientific technological revolution when the state socialist countries were deeply entrenched in 

technocracy.  

 Nor will I go into detail of the history of the cities, Berlin and Bratislava or discuss the complete urban 

structure, only what is related to the overall framework of the thesis. I will not go into aspects of the 

Berlin Wall, or in detail to how it affects the alteration of transport networks. Neither will I discuss the 

definition of ‘real existing socialism’, nor the sociological studies on the former socialist society. I am 

not competent to explain in detail the neoliberal market economy processes on housing, only covering 

the bases on how they affect housing estates.  

The study is limited to the former CEE countries of GDR and Czechoslovakia; therefore, it will not go 

beyond that to discuss Soviet Union cases or their influence on the case studies. The thesis will not 

discuss the histories of Marzahn and Petržalka before the 1960s and their functions during WWII.  

 

1.9 Overview of Chapters 

To begin, the thesis will first discuss the makings of organised modernity in the hierarchical organisation 

of actors in state socialism, 1945-1968 in Chapter 2. It recounts the processes in the development of 

actors and the institutional structure that strengthened the industrialisation of the construction sector in 

the 1950s-60s. 

Chapter 3 continues with the conception of Marzahn and Petržalka and how they were materialised after 

the critical junctures. These critical junctures officiated mass housing building programmes, when state 

socialist regimes were at the peak of organised modernity. Before that, the thesis will discuss the urban 

capacities of the areas where Marzahn and Petržalka would develop as utopias of spatial form. An 

evaluation of the process via HI would indicate that the GDR was more path dependent on the 

organisation that they had established in the first two decades. However, Czechoslovakia resorted to 

more technocratic methods.  

Chapter 4 describes the planning documentation including the masterplans, which I would argue that 

while these act as an intermediary between the different actors, it could not control the process as they 

become spatialised on site. One aspect that distinguished Czechoslovakia from the GDR was 

federalisation and a double-pronged spatial planning system, reinforcing the technocratic form of 

governance.  

Standardisation of building practices would not have been possible without the facilitation of 

transportation networks, as they were also influential in the production process, as demonstrated in 

Chapter 5. This chapter studies to what extent the regimes upgraded the existing infrastructural networks 

and how far they went to build new ones in their quest for organised modernity. There was a high 

tendency for the GDR to rely upon its existing infrastructures, inspired by planning at an urban scale 

while Czechoslovakia focused on its highway-building project, thus affecting the layout of Petržalka. 

Moving on, the thesis then demonstrates how the utopia of process became conflicted with its 

spatialisation in Chapter 6, reflecting the contingencies that state socialist planning systems had to 

contend with despite their establishment of order. The chapter insinuates that certain actors benefit more 

from the institutional changes resulting from the critical juncture. The seemingly solid structure began 

to crack at the seams, as contingencies led to variations in construction over time. 
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Chapter 7 will be a discussion of the changes in the post-socialist period, as the disintegration of state 

socialism coincided with postmodernity. These changes took place against the context of the CEE 

nations’ search to redefine their national identities in light of its past, conflicting with EU policies of 

open borders in the 21st century. Changes in urban development reflect the different forms of continuities 

and discontinuities in planning practices. Hence, the trajectories of development in housing estates show 

how they are in constant dialectic with their past and how the last three decades of transition dealt with 

the legacy of organised modernity, engaging in David Harvey’s theory of dialectical utopianism.  

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by responding to the research questions. It continues the discussion of 

housing estates as an open continuous project and possibilities of further research beyond urbanHIST.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

GENESIS OF ACTORS & INSTITUTIONS  

AFTER WWII TO LATE 1960s 

 

 

2.1 Introduction: 

 

The mechanisms that allowed the achievements of the state socialist utopia of Marzahn and Petržalka 

began with state measures for repossession of land and industries after WWII, and the formation of 

important actors and institutions. However, city building in socialist state was not based on collective 

ownership consistent with the ideals of Fourier and Owen. Rather, they were focused on state ownership, 

and new building laws and regulations were drafted with the intention to avoid urban development based 

on profit, but rather the values defined by their use and ensuring uniformly priced housing. Thus, to 

orientate urban development towards social equality, the state socialist regimes of CEE resorted to the 

Soviet model of the planned economy. 

 

Soviet centralised planning prioritised heavy industry in which labour, building materials, machinery 

and raw materials were channelled mainly to industrial projects while the rest of the economy provided 

support (Turnock, 2006, p.296). At the beginning, most industries were nationalised and expropriated 

to the state. Heavy industry was favoured because of the necessity for military and industrial 

establishments, and the engineering sector had to be developed to produce machinery in the consumer 

industries (Ibid, p.317). Furthermore, the command economy adopted by the CEE countries, including 

Czechoslovakia and the GDR, were governed by the Five-Year-Plans which were further divided into 

annual plans, with the central authorities setting goals for planned growth and targets for production, 

regardless of the existence of the market (Londák & Londáková, 2011, p.332). 

 

The Soviet Union introduced the central planning system and encouraged the CEE countries to develop 

their own industries not just to benefit the CEE’s own domestic market but also to exert the influence of 

the former (Turnock, p.317). However, certain countries such as the Czech Lands and the GDR were 

already industrialised but they still had to replicate the Soviet model even though it was not necessary 

for their development. The move towards autarky and economic, political cohesion through COMECON 

became more pronounced during the Khrushchev era as he encouraged cooperation among countries in 

the CEE and those under Soviet influence worldwide to complement each other technologically and 

economically (Crampton, 1997, pp.281-283; Turnock, 2006, p.317). Growth was measured by economic 

planning and urban expansion as one of the centralised political activities regardless of the city’s local 

input.  

 

Turnock explained further that, as for the location of the industries, decisions were made at the national 

level regarding the amount of investment allocated to certain regions of interest, based on the abundance 

of raw materials, potential labour and connections. In central planning, there was a stronger tendency to 

look at the big picture in seeking the highest growth as possible. While certain locations may not be 

deemed strategic or productive, nevertheless their development was approved by the central planners 

even though energy and transport costs were not realistically taken into account in planning. 

Subsequently, central planners were keen to undertake large projects that were easier to oversee and 

effective for propaganda, such as expansion of urban development around the national capitals and 

centres of administrative regions with better infrastructure (Ibid, pp.318-319). This alludes to the 

infrastructural thinking concept in which each city was part of the integrated node of the socialist 

scaffold (Zarecor, 2017).  
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After the official communist takeover of Czechoslovakia in 1948 and with the adoption of the Soviet 

command economy, agriculture was collectivised and industries were nationalised, including the 

existing engineering and mining industries that were left behind by both the former Austro-Hungarian 

empire and the first Czechoslovak Republic (1918-1948). Apart from these existing industries, between 

1950 and 1970 alone, the central government introduced no less than 16 new industries throughout 

Slovakia, including the chemical and engineering industries in Bratislava, Trenčín and Košice. 1 

Slovakia, which was mainly an agricultural country from the start, industrialised rapidly under the 

centralised Czechoslovak planned-economy conditions. This meant that Slovak local authorities had 

limited influence, as the central institutions mostly undertook the important decisions. Meanwhile East 

Germany suffered more losses from World War II than in West Germany and the first years of its 

existence were focused on reconstruction and reparation payments to the Soviet Union from its 

production. This and the loss of population to West Germany significantly impacted its development in 

the first post war years. Eventually the GDR was established in the Soviet zone of the divided Germany 

in 1949 as a satellite state of the Soviet Union. From the beginning, the progress of development in the 

GDR was always in comparison with its Western half. It also adopted the centrally planned system with 

an autarky model, and investment in housing construction was higher than in other COMECON 

countries.  

 

Given the background information of the economic model of both countries, the aim of this chapter is 

to describe the organisation of modernity in the first two decades of state socialism, pertaining to the 

industrialisation of the construction industry and the birth and evolution of authorities, who ensured 

‘calculated supervision, administration and maximisation of the forces of each and all’ (Miller & Rose, 

1990, p.3). The first section describes how prefabricated panels became normalised in light of the 

centralised construction industry in each respective country. This is followed by a description of the 

important actors and institutions and their roles in the construction industry. Then, through the lenses of 

historical institutional analysis, differences of governmentality between these two countries are 

discussed via juxtaposition.  

 

 

2.2 Industrialisation of the Construction Industry: 

In terms of housing provision, there were crucial institutional changes from 1955-1965 in the CEE 

countries. Due to rapid urbanisation growth, there was a high demand in housing, though the situation 

of housing was better in the GDR compared to other COMECON countries. The Czech Lands were still 

better off economically, so the focus was on the modernisation and urbanisation of Slovakia, although 

both needed to fulfil housing needs. An efficient and rapid solution was the utilisation of the 

prefabricated panels, and, as the following narratives demonstrate, the development of panel building 

varies slightly between the GDR and Czechoslovakia. 

2.2.1 Development in the GDR  

In the GDR, the destruction of a million residences in Berlin during the second World War was the 

impetus for the authorisation of the Die Kommunalpolitische Richtlinie der SED (Communal Policy 

Guidelines of the SED) in 1946. The guidelines were designed to aid reconstruction and flat-building, 

and its implementation laid the foundations for public state control of the construction industry, i.e. by 

initiating the municipal construction companies and building cooperatives (Lindemann, Ed. 

Bodenschatz, Polina, 2017, p.109).  

In 1949 when the GDR was officially inaugurated, among the first measures they pursued was to ordain 

the reconstruction of East Berlin. Along with the previous guidelines, the new documented regulations, 

 
1 Based on the information of the interactive maps in the Czech National Museum in Prague, during the 100  

Year Czechoslovak Anniversary Exhibition, October 2018 – June 2019   
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Leitsätzen für die Planung der Groß-Berlins (Guiding Principles for the Planning of Greater Berlin) 

mandated, among other things, the reduction of the previous housing density, reorganisation of the 

transport network and categorising residential areas into manageable units (Ibid). The following year, 

the “16 Principles of Urban Planning” was regarded as an important urban planning instrument in the 

GDR. The document came about after an excursion of GDR architects to the Soviet Union under the 

leadership of Lothar Bolz to study urban design. These principles provided ideals that differed from the 

Athens Charter in the West, which instead of functional differentiation, aimed for the recreation of the 

‘socialist’ city as a unified entity. Flierl (2012) pointed out that the Athens Charter was an initiative 

determined by architects and planners to the governments around the world whereas the GDR principles 

were a mandate to the architects and planners by the state. Kurt W. Leucht stressed the values of the 

socialist city, saying that they reflect the values of the socialist planned economy, i.e., “the structure and 

composition of the city, its function and buildings will not be built in capitalist profits, instead only for 

the planned entirety of the society”(1957). The third Principle, which clearly set the stage for the 

rationalisation of the building sector, stated,  

"To a significant extent, cities are built by industry for industry. The growth of the city, the population, 

and the area are determined by city-forming factors, that is, from industry, governing bodies, and cultural 

sites, insofar as they have more than local significance. In the capital, industry as an urbanization factor 

is of secondary importance to administrative bodies and cultural sites. The precise discernment and 

codification of city-forming factors is a matter determined by government." 

          (Bolz, 1951) 

The architectural style in the first half of the 1950s was oriented towards the National Building tradition 

(Hannemann, 1996, p.53). It regarded scientific theory as a basis for construction, and with its expression 

for order, form and organisation of spaces, was implemented in the rebuilding of the spaces in Stalinallee 

and around the city centre. To further reinforce the regulations and economic conditions of city-building, 

the "Gesetz über den Aufbau der Städte in der DDR und der Hauptstadt Deutschlands, Berlin" (Law on 

the Development of Cities in the GDR and the Capital of Germany, Berlin) came to being not long after 

the “16 Principles.” §14 of the law stipulated that, the government of the GDR had the right to declare 

“cities, districts and municipalities or parts thereof to be development areas" and the "use of developed 

and undeveloped land for the development and an associated permanent or temporary restriction or 

withdrawal and other rights," (Lindemann, p.110). The law mandated the right of the state to appropriate 

land where it deemed fit, as well as the integration of land development into the planned economy (Flierl, 

1998, p.52-53). Finally yet importantly in the 1950 series of building laws, was the "Verordnung über 

den Aufbau Berlins" (Ordinance of the Development of Berlin). It declared the area within the S-Bahn 

ring to be the development areas. During this time, Eisenhüttenstadt, which supposedly embodied 

socialist city ideals was established, according to the 16 Principles.  

The 16 Principles were supposed to be the commandments for urban planning in the GDR, but the 

realisation of these goals was reduced to partial areas of the city, such as the construction of Stallinallee 

boulevard and the Weberweise projects. These became symbols of rehabilitation and housing projects 

and afterwards, the 1951 National Building Program was the first program solely aimed to improve 

housing conditions, signalling a move towards the direction of residential building (Lindemann.110-

111). Other than that, new residential settlements, and reconstruction in historic areas were exclusively 

treated with the 16 Principles, sometimes at the expense or neglect of other areas (Flierl, 1998, p.53).  

With the laws in place setting the parameters in the first couple of years during the GDR’s existence, 

enabling the industrialisation, centralisation and priority for residential building, panel buildings became 

a viable option ensuring efficiency and reliability of construction. The panel building technique, with 

its reduced costs and typification of building components was popularised by Ernst May in the ‘Neue 

Frankfurt’ in the 1920s. The West Berliner Robert von Halasz refined the technique from 1935-45, 

though it was not until a decade later that this progress achieved a breakthrough, with increasing 

automation in the building technology. Halasz introduced the prefabrication technology to the GDR, 
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which in turn applied it to the first installation of the large scale panel construction in Johannisthal with 

Palladio-panels in façade design in 1953 (Hannemann, 1996, p.54). To enable this new technology for 

new urban development in agreement with Principle No.3 mentioned above, the 1954 regulations "Der 

Wohnkomplex-Planungselement im Städtebau“ (Residential Complex Planning Element in Urban 

Planning) was a move to legalise prefabricated panels as a basis in residential building complexes 

(Lindemann, 112). Up until this point, despite high demand of housing being a central theme of Party 

rhetoric, there were still insufficient investment and resources poured into it, as building projects with 

elaborate designs such as Stalinallee were more cost-intensive. The death of Stalin in 1953 prompted 

the end of superfluous, cost-inducing construction as his successor Khrushchev chose to advocate mass 

industrial construction. The main resolution which put industrialisation methods at the forefront to 

improve the construction industry was drafted following the first Baukonferenz (Building Conference) 

of the GDR in 1955. Under the motto ‘Better, faster and cheaper building’, the first measures include 

restructuring and concentrating the production of building materials and establishing state design and 

research facilities under the public sector (Lindemann, 112; Hannemann, p.57). 

As a result, urban planning became largely subordinated to the capabilities of industrialised 

prefabricated building methods from the second half of the 1950s onwards, defining the GDR as the era 

where residential building largely consisted of Plattenbau (panel building). The first large-scale mass 

plattenbau housing estate started in Hoyerswerda in 1957. In East Berlin, the earliest panel buildings 

were built in different parts of the city, as part of the urban infill and reconstruction efforts. Around 5000 

apartments were first built along the main stretch from Karl-Marx Allee (formerly known as Stalinallee 

up until its name change following de-Stalinization) to Alexanderplatz after a design competition in the 

early 1960s. These blocks of prefabricated building types were arranged with an open, spatial structure, 

including communal, supply and cultural facilities within as well as generous open green spaces. Other 

plattenbau residential complexes built in Berlin in the 1960s include Heinrich-Heine Viertel and Hans 

Loch Viertel in Berlin, which were within 10km radius from the city centre on mostly underdeveloped 

lands. Still integrated in the existing urban structures, they were located near areas where residents were 

mainly employed (Lindemann, p.114).  

In addition, the proportion of state housing to cooperative housing became dominant from 1957-1965 

(Kaser & Radice, p.134) and by 1965 90% of new residential buildings consisted of industrial 

prefabricated components for apartments. However, there was a considerable lack of detached family 

housing, with not much expansion at the urban periphery until much later when the Housing Building 

Programme was launched (Lindemann, p.114).  

2.2.2 Development in Czechoslovakia  

Almost immediately after WWII, the Czechoslovak government-in-exile returned and with the KSČ, 

agreed upon a  Košice Program in 1945 under the watchful eye of the Soviet Union. The KSČ later won 

the majority in the 1946 elections, and soon seized power in 1948. Under the Košice Program, 

nationalisation of large industries and expropriation of German and Hungarian properties to the Czechs 

and Slovaks took place. While private companies took over the tasks of rebuilding and construction of 

cities, the state provided investment in construction materials. The state also secured control over what 

was going to be built and by which planning committees and authorities. Even though the program 

favoured construction of transport and communication, a third of the funds was already invested in 

residential construction (Skřivánková, et al., 2017, p.38). In order to meet the housing needs of the 

population, the Model Housing Development Program was established at the same time. Funded by the 

United Nations, the first post-war housing estates were built in three Czech cities.2 This would set a 

precedent for the whole country on how to solve the inevitable housing problem as an effect of rapid 

industrialisation and urbanisation.  

 
2 The three Czech cities which became pilots for the Model Housing Development Program were Ostrava, 
Kladno and Most. From: (Zarecor, 2011), p.54-57 
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After the Košice Program, the Two Year Plan succeeded in restoring economic recovery in 1948 but the 

building sector was still lagging behind. The Model Housing Development was not a success because 

of the lack of labour, material and management issues. These included problems of coordination among 

investors, architects and contractors coupled with complicated procedures. Projects such as Litvínov 

Collective Housing consumed high costs and were not practical in the long run (Zarecor, 2011, pp.64-

67). With a well-developed building industry and historically strong aesthetic avant-garde architectural 

tradition, especially in the Czech Lands, Czechoslovakia turned favourably towards the standardization 

and typification model out of an urgent need, to supply dwellings to supplement the new nationalised 

industries. Considering the revolutionary ideas brought about by the town planning of BATA shoe 

company in Zlín, the Central Action Committee of Architects (BAPS) demanded support from the state 

for prefabrication, economical construction and building standardisation. They even published these 

ideas through a catalogue of plans and collections of housing standardised elements, which emphasised 

scientific knowledge and collective action rather than artistic expression and profit (Zarecor, 2011, 

pp.13-15). While the socialist realism period promoted historicism and classical building forms, 

standardisation was still applied with decorative elements fastened to their facades from 1951, mostly 

in the Czech lands such as Pardubice or in Ostrava-Poruba (Švácha, Eds. Skřivánková et. al, pp.64-66). 

By the time the communists took over in 1948, the push towards standardisation intensified. In the 

following year, the 8 Guiding Principles of Housing were outlined in the first issue of Architektura ČSR 

journal by the architects Erich Kohn, Miloslav Wimmer and Karel Storch. These Principles reflect the 

beliefs and goals embedded in the state-run organisation Stavoprojekt at the time, which were; 

typification, modularisation, industrialisation, prefabrication, production plans for building, 

interdependence of design and implementation, research and documentation (Zarecor, p.84). By 1950, 

application of new materials and techniques were in place and rapid production of industrialised building 

components in full force by 1956. This proceeded in spite of the increasing criticism of the ‘serial 

objects’ based on the 1954 sociological studies on housing quality by the State Research Institute for 

Construction and Architecture (VÚVA) in Prague (Kadatz, 1997, p.97). Exchanges between the 

architects from the GDR with Czechoslovakia were frequent in the mid-1950s, over common issues of 

socialist city planning. There were student delegations under the GDR Ministry of Construction who 

were reportedly astonished how progressive Czechoslovakia seemed in industrialised building 

technology (Ibid, p.98). 

Developments in the building industry conflated with the socialist realist period in Czechoslovakia from 

1948 to 1954, known as ‘Sorela.’ This period defined urban development under the national economic 

plans with classical architectural tendencies. The architects used the advantage of standardised building 

methods they had acquired and infused them with classical styles, conforming to the Soviet model in 

the cultural production of cities at the time. Monumental buildings, large green spaces and wide 

boulevards accompanied these methods. A well-known settlement built according to these 

characteristics was Ostrava-Poruba (Zarecor, 2011, pp.113-117).  

The Sorela period did not last long and Czechoslovakia soon reverted to the functionalist, pure modernist 

style of buildings following Khrushchev’s 1954 speech, in which he expressed beliefs that architects 

should build flats as cheaply as possible, advocating the use of prefabricated panels, and further 

commending Czechoslovak expertise. 3 In criticism of one of the USSR’s ministers, Khrushchev said, 

“The Minister of the Construction-Materials Industry, Yudin and others who work in this industry 

should not give themselves airs, but should learn from our friends in Czechoslovakia, who make fine 

 
3 Proslov s. N. S. Chruščova na Všesvazové poradě stavitelů, architektů a pracovníků průmyslu stavebních hmot, 
průmyslu stavebních a silničních strojů, projektových a vědeckovýzkumných organisací dne 7. prosince 1954 (N. 
S. Khrushchev’s speech at the National Building Conference on 7 December 1954). From: Diskuse o otázkách 
soudobé výstavby a architektury v SSSR [Discussion on issues of contemporary construction and architecture in 
the USSR], Vol. 2. Praha, Výzkumný ústav výstavby a architektury 1955, pp. 225–285. Source quoted by Roubal, 
The Crisis of Modern Urbanism under the Socialist Rule, 2018, p.104 
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construction materials and parts.”4 Henceforth, housing construction was included in the category of 

priority tasks of the Czechoslovak national economy in 1956, as number and size of industrial locations 

increased. With a consistent annual growth rate of 9% in industrial production until 1964, the 

government was able to secure more investments for mass housing construction (Ibid). Under the slogan 

‘New technique for the fulfillment of the increased tasks of housing construction", these 8 Guiding 

Principles and the ordained housing priority succeeded in inducing a dramatic change in the urban 

landscapes (Hnidkova, Eds. Skřivánková et al, 2017,p.83).  

In 1956, the first panel building in Slovakia was Montdom in Bratislava. Among its designers, Vladimír 

Karfík was the former chief of the architectural office in Bata, where he acquired skills on prefabrication. 

He had gained experience under Frank L. Wright’s wing in the US, hence his competence in modern 

industrialised building (Moravčíková, 2018). This trend of building paneláky (panel building) continued 

onwards throughout the 1950s-60s, filling up spaces within the empty lots or outskirts of Bratislava, 

such as the Februarka and Hostinskeho housing estates to name a few. Propaganda by the state assured 

that ‘successes of construction’ as reported in the media was measured primarily based on quantity of 

completed flats or completed infrastructure rather than aesthetics (Ibid).  

It was not all smooth sailing however, as cracks in the state administration and coordination began to 

show, raising critical voices calling for effective technical management and the power and control of 

centralised authorities to be strengthened. Lingering imperfections and a housing shortage prompted the 

Central Committee of the CPC to issue a directive in 1959 to solve the housing problem over the next 

decade. This came during the onslaught of the economic crisis, when labour productivity declined as 

prices of food and consumer goods increased. As part of the ‘material pacification’ emphasis was placed 

on ensuring basic social needs that included housing were met. The state demanded taking advantage of 

the prefabricated panels as it showed reliable economic results (Svácha, Eds. Skřivánková et al., p.113). 

As fellow Czech urban historian Petr Roubal pointed out, there were specifics of prefabricated panel 

technology that would affect the urban development from then on. For instance, the necessary 

infrastructure such as tracks for cranes must be laid down prior to construction, and large housing estates 

on the outskirts must be serviced with public transport. Low density urbanism resulted because the 

cranes at the time were only limited to building up to eight storeys (2018, p.106). As technology evolved, 

the end of 1950s saw selection of load bearing panels without skeleton structure, requiring less steel and 

less workforce. However, this typology hinders the use of ground floor for public amenities, thus 

rendering the urban environment to be quite monotonous. Despite its egregiousness as perceived by 

architects and planners, the decisions to use them were irreversible, considering that it was strongly 

fixated within the planned economy to other sectoral parts, such as the production capacities of the panel 

factories (Ibid, 107). 

Inevitably, the rationalisation of the construction industry in Czechoslovakia also came hand in hand 

with the evolution of urban planning and territorial planning concepts. According to Hruška and Krásný 

(1975), urbanism became reduced to construction of housing complexes at a time during the application 

of the ‘super-blocks’ in the mid-1950s, when these became crucial in the monitoring of Územní 

plánování (territorial planning) and integrated into the area of economic, later oblast planning (these 

terms and concepts will be further elaborated in Chapter 4). Furthermore, in 1960, inspired by 

experimental housing competition in Moscow, and after the model installed by the VÚVA architects in 

Invalidovna, Prague, the ideas of a residential housing complex complete with schools and services such 

as clinics, laundry and shops were highlighted in the documents by Jiří Voženílek in the State Committee 

for Construction, influencing future complex housing construction in the 1960s. 

As more settlements were developed throughout the country, specific oblast planning took precedent 

over economic planning. Kadatz (1997) explained that, in Czechoslovakia up until the 1960s, in contrast 

to the Soviet Union, rather than constructing new cities, the government focused on advancing 

industrialisation in existing cities and concentrating dense networks of settlements. He pointed out that 

 
4 Ibid, p.262, as quoted by Roubal, pp.104-105 
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their strategies focused on satellite settlement networks or facilitating existing rural settlements with 

primary care systems. Emanuel Hruska also introduced ideas of peripheral decentralisation of large cities 

as territorial planning and regional planning developed. From 1961 to 1963, 63% of new housing in the 

country was situated in rural areas under 2000 inhabitants, in agreement with the resolution passed by 

the government of Czechoslovakia in 1961 on the conditions of developing ‘socialist villages’ 

(Michalec, 1976, p.210). It was not until 1965 that, as decentralisation and CIAM principles were 

applied in sprawling Ostrava, the search for a new city planning model in Czechoslovakia for industrial 

regions began extensively, and laws were created to reduce ecological pollution by introducing forest 

reserves as protection zones. By 1967, for better implementation of territorial planning based on 

economic plans, the government laid down the conditions for elaborating long-term settlements into 

local and regional areas, and which territories were deemed important (Michalec, p.211).  

 

2.3 Structure & Administration  

The structural administration of the building and urban planning sector in Czechoslovakia varied slightly 

from the GDR from the beginning, due to different land regulations inherited from previous regimes, 

density of urban population and planning tendencies required to administer the territories.5 Nevertheless, 

as the following section demonstrates, there were still similarities in the structure and evolution of the 

main actors.  

2.3.1 Evolution in the GDR: 

Even though the urban planning projects in the GDR such as the Stalinallee, Dresden Altmarkt, and 

Stalinstadt had a successful run in the early 1950s, the unending housing shortage led the GDR 

administration to refocus their efforts on progressive housing policies. The shift in housing policy came 

during the Khrushchev era and carried on until the mid-1980s, leading to the neglect of the important 

criteria of the 16 Principles on urban form and mixed functions. Of course, prestigious building projects 

such as the development of the East Berlin city centre were notable exceptions (Hannemann, p.58-59). 

Also, the industrial building policy, based on national economic plans which emphasised industry, meant 

that the potential workforce was redirected to the heavy, metal, chemical, petrol and later on 

microelectronic industries, leaving the building sector with a permanent labour shortage, hence the 

pressure to speed up technology for prefab industrial construction (Ibid). The State Planning 

Commission and the Ministry of Construction form the top tier of the centralised state management, in 

charge of specifying human resources and materials. These important decisions were reflected in a 1963 

provisional directive by the Ministers’ Council of the GDR on housing policy, which stipulated that 

construction of new dwellings must be carried out in locations of significant industrial projects or 

agricultural production. The housing construction companies, i.e. Wohnungsbaukombinat were formed 

to be responsible for the construction of new dwellings (Hannemann, p.78-79). The GDR administration 

had already become an efficient organisation by that time after a period of shuffling roles and formation 

of new actors, along with concentration of processes and centralisation of housing building policies. A 

state collective of architects and engineers, housing construction enterprises managed by a top-down 

hierarchy, made it possible to initiate planning and construction in direct connection with the national 

economic plans, compared to the previous activity of individual freelance architectural practices. 

Most importantly, the SED Party is present at every level of the hierarchy, from the Politbüro, the 

Construction Department of the Central Committee to the Ministry of Construction. Those who were 

influential for the construction industry held these positions of power and referred to as the important 

 
5 According to the statistics by Warsaw International Statistics Yearbook in 1965, ČSSR had a higher percentage 
of people in the rural area (39%) and more land than the GDR (27%). The GDR had a higher population density 
(157 per 1 km² to ČSSR’s 111 1 km.² From 1950 to 1965, there was an almost 10% increase in rural-urban 
migration in ČSSR compared to 2% increase in the GDR during a similar period. Source: Edmund Goldzamt, 
Städtebau sozialistischer Länder: Soziale Probleme, Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, Stuttgart, 1975, p.18, 24 
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‘Troika’ (Urban, 2009; Flierl, 1998). However, in this thesis, the focus will be less on personalities than 

the representative institutions.   

Staatliche Plankommission (State Planning Commission) 

To start with, the State Planning Commission happened to be one of the most powerful planning organs 

in the GDR. Its role, as a direct organ of the Politbüro, was to allocate budget to all branches of the 

economy and no project could begin without its approval (Urban, 2009, 244). In 1958, the approval of 

the "Gesetz über die Vervollkommnung und Vereinfachung der Arbeit des Staatsapparates” (Law on the 

Perfection and Simplification of the Work of the State Apparatus) ensured that the planning and 

management of the economy was transferred to the newly established State Planning Commission, 

considered organs of the Ministry Council (Hannemann, p.77). They had already developed strategies 

of coordination and compensation in the 1960s, to kickstart prioritised projects while overcoming 

economic hurdles. There were levels of State Planning Commission at the Bezirk (district) and the city 

level, to ensure planning conformed to the long term conception of the national economic plans (Maaß, 

2007, p.88-89). These district planning commissions were integrated within the inter-regional exchanges 

of resources, and were responsible for territorial planning in the mid-1960s (Flierl, 1998, p.55). By the 

beginning of the 1970s it was relatively easy to coordinate between the State Planning Commission and 

its subordinates in favour of expanding East Berlin (Werner, 2017, p.161).  

Ministerium für Bauwesen (Ministry of Construction) 

In 1949 the Ministry of Construction, then called the Ministerium für Aufbau was inaugurated, and 

officially became known as Ministerium für Bauwesen in 1958. As one of the top architecture and urban 

planning organs appointed by the State Planning Commission, it was accountable for the state 

management of construction among building authorities whether at the state, the city or the Kreise 

(county) level. It also managed research institutions, the first of which was the Bauakademie (Building 

Academy) specifically the  Institute für Städtebau und Hochbau (Institute for Urbanism and High-rise) 

department, and the central institute for Projektierung (project documentation, preparation of documents 

for the process of construction), the first state-run offices for this specific task (Hannemann, pp.52-53). 

The establishment of these offices was a first move towards incapacitating independent architectural 

practices. The renaming of the Ministry of Construction in 1958 came hand in hand with its realignment, 

according to Paragraph 9 of the State Apparatus Laws mentioned above. This law required the Ministry 

to focus on building production, shifting technological and raw building materials to centralised state 

management, concentrating on rapid growth of the housing building industry (Hannemann, p.77). Local 

planners under the Ministry were assigned locations in Bezirk or Kreis offices to account for the number 

of facilities built as well as the financial expenses (Maaß, pp.42-43). For industrial buildings, a separate 

department was carved out under the Ministry Council, referred to as the Abteilung Bauwesen 

(Department of Construction).  

Vereinigten Volkseigenen Betriebe (United People’s Enterprises - VVB) 

The large state building enterprises, Vereinigten Volkseigenen Betriebe (VVB), were also under the 

Ministry. Along with the VVB, the ministry directly monitored the VEB Industrieprojektierung, the 

VEB Typenprojektierung and the state reserves for building materials, as well as the facilities for 

essential building projects (Hannemann, pp. 78-79). Furthermore, it influenced the Bauakademie 

(Building Academy), which was in charge of research on architecture and planning.  

Bauakademie (Building Academy) 

Considered the main research institution for the building industry, the Bauakademie began as the 

Deutsche Bauakademie in 1951 and experienced a name change during Honecker period in 1971, known 

as Bauakademie der DDR. Despite the growth of theoretical discourse among architects and planners 

within the institution in the late 1960s, these ideas and theories were still isolated from real world 

practice and the building economy (Pugh, pp.138-139; Palutzki, pp.185-186). Several independent 
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research institutes made up the Bauakademie, eventually expanding and specialising in different fields 

towards the late 1980s. Among the most significant were the Institut für Städtebau und Architektur 

(Institute for Urbanism and Architecture - ISA) and Institut für Wohnungs- und Gesellschaftsbau 

(Institute for Dwellings and Social Construction - IWG). It also managed the training and education of 

the GDR architects through its architecture schools in Dresden, Weimar and Berlin (Urban, pp.248-

249).  

Rat des Bezirkes/Stadt (District and City Council) 

As the state apparatus, the Rat des Bezirks or Stadt, or the district and city councils, received funding 

directly from the State Planning Commission. At the end of each year and every five years these funds 

must be accounted for in the building productions and construction processes (Apolinarski, Ed. Barth, 

1999, p.41). In order to unanimously concentrate efforts on industrialised construction, building offices 

were set up in many districts and counties (Werner, 2017, p.157). Their role entailed determining the 

location, conception of project development, and the general development planning of the city as the 

blueprint for long-term development of settlements (Maaß, p.88-89).  In reality, however, they lacked 

autonomy on the aforementioned issues and were very much controlled by the representatives of the 

state planning commission (Hannemann, pp.78-79).  

Büro des Stadtarchitekten/Büro für Stadtplanung (Office of City Architects and Urban Planning)  

With the conversion of the GDR into Bezirke and further into smaller regions, cities and eventually 

villages, the Offices of City Architects and Urban Planning were installed everywhere in 1952. Being 

that the Offices of City Architects and Urban Planning were under the Ministry of Construction and the 

Bezirksbauamt (District Building Office) there were limitations on what the architects were allowed to 

do. Consequently, as soon as the Ministry of Construction and its research institutions were established, 

more and more architects were placed under Ministry as individual private firms decreased, taking on 

the role of project managers or coordinators of design process (Hannemann, pp. 138-139). Their tasks 

also included developing proposals from the general development plan once they received local 

directives and programs from the top. In 1965, the offices for territorial planning were added under the 

District Planning Commission, and while this meant an upgrade of the role of architects and planners at 

the district and county level, they were still not given enough autonomy despite gaining more 

competence (Flierl, 1998, p.55; Werner, 2017, p.157).  

Abteilung Aufbau (Department of Construction)  

In large cities since the early 1950s, the Department of Construction existed, with a group of chief 

architects, a patrimonial role where they were supposed to be responsible for ensuring that construction 

projects were consistent with the interests of the city. In 1958, there were significant changes whereby 

the Bauorganisator (Building Organiser/Manager) became superior to the chief architects and urban 

planning director (Flierl, 1998, p.55) 

Projektierungsbetrieb (Project Engineering Firms) 

These project engineering firms were akin to the Stavoprojekt at the beginning. In the early years of the 

GDR, with the beginnings of the centralised economy, and almost complete obliteration of private 

architects, the first nationwide design offices existed since 1948. They were under the Department of 

Construction at the Bezirke stage and in the cities, as well as under the jurisdiction of Ministry of 

Construction. From early on, Berlin had the largest firm with around 1000 employees. With further 

nationalisation of the industry and mass industrial building production, from 1958 and into the 1960s, 

these Project Engineering Firms were transferred to be a part of the large building enterprises (Flierl, 

1998, pp.55.56).  
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Wohnungsbaukombinat (Housing Combines) 

In 1963, the all-important Wohnungsbaukombinat (WBK - housing combines) were formed, to 

specialise in the production of dwellings based on the centralised process of housing building policies. 

It became the most important VVB of the building industry under the Ministry of Construction 

(Hannemann, pp. 78-79). Officially, they functioned as the main contractor of their respective Bezirk, 

to realise the residential housing complex (Ibid, p.82). With emphasis on conforming to the official 

catalogue of building types, they could only produce building elements with the designated technology 

available according to the Bezirk they belonged to (Maaß, p.91). At the end of the 1960s, they had 

already acquired professional design crew and draftsmen from the Project Engineering Firm with 

additional economic accountants in Berlin (Flierl, Ibid).  

 



31 
 

 

Figure 1 GDR hierarchy of administration by 1969. Source: Arzmi, 2019, based on the chart in Fege, Menge, 1992, Eds. 

Welch Guerra, Heil, p.8) 

 

2.3.2 Evolution in Czechoslovakia: 

The evolution of the structural hierarchy of Czechoslovakia moved at a different pace since they were 

ahead of the panel technology and had to resolve the issue of urbanising Slovakia. The pressure to 

intensify the industrialisation of construction came even before the destalinization period, a couple of 
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years after the World War when the Model Housing Program did not adequately meet people’s needs. 

Reorganisation and realignment of the structural administration was crucial to achieve the goal of 

moving towards a nationwide standardized prefabricated construction. Czechoslovakia had many more 

organizations and bodies in the construction industry in the sense that there was overemployment of 

personnel with specific tasks. The main actors will be discussed here.  

Státní plánovací komise (State Planning Commission) 

The State Planning Commission, which was under the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

ČSR (KSČ), functioned similarly as their GDR equivalent, though there was an additional division, 

called the Slovak Planning Commission, under the Slovak Communist Party (KSS). Subordinated to the 

State Planning Commission, the Slovak Planning Commission was responsible for fulfilling the tasks of 

planning, and economic development according to the national economic plans to ensure Slovakia 

developed in proportion to the Czech Lands (Blahušiak, 1966, p.19). In 1956, there were representations 

planted in the National Committees at the level of regional (kraj), district (okres) and county (obec) 

councils. These local planning commissions at the Kraj, Okres and Obec asserted the authority of their 

superiors by ensuring better organisation and coordination of economic investment and the effective 

distribution of building materials and labour (Ibid, pp.114-115). The three-tier system of territorial 

planning (územního plánování) was introduced two years later in 1958 for better monitoring (Gál, 

Furdik, 1984). With this system approved by resolution in 1965, the ministries, the State and Slovak 

Planning Commissions, and Regional National Committees were obliged to cooperate and prepare a 

comprehensive economic development plan for Slovakia, determining the program of investments in 

each area. All these actors must elaborate on the period of development of selected industrial 

agglomerations, drawing up proposals for the technical sectors and departments to develop their 

technical base and production (Blahušiak, 1966, p.17).  

By 1964, as demands for more autonomy from Slovakia increased, the central government approved a 

resolution to foster cooperation between the Slovak Planning Commission and the individual bodies of 

the Slovak National Authorities. This guaranteed the Slovak National Council (SNC) and the KSS 

incremental gains to allow jurisdictional powers of Slovak national bodies (Ibid, p.19). Although this 

move meant the Slovak national bodies regained the right to direct economic development in their own 

national committees, power still lay unavoidably within the hands of the central KSČ (Sikora, Ed. Teich, 

2011, pp.304-305). 

Ministerstva výstavby a techniky (Ministry of Science and Technology – MVT) 

Akin to the Ministry of Construction in the GDR, the Ministry of Science and Technology was tasked 

with the role of increasing standards of housing construction and civic amenities (Runštuk, 1978, p.58). 

First called the Government Committee of Construction when it was first formed in 1953, it coordinated 

the organization of typification in the construction industry, and eventually the new Institute of 

Typology of Building Structures was created under the MVT (Pechar, 1979, p.51). Following 

federalisation in 1969, the Slovak Socialist Republic had their own MVT though decisions were still 

controlled by the central MVT.  

State Planning Authority (ŠÚP): 

For the first five-year plan after the war, the State Planning Authority in alliance with the Slovak 

National Planning and Statistical Office were responsible for reconstruction of towns and cities. They 

were the ones who initiated the First Act of Territorial planning in Czechoslovakia in 1949, and later 

on, due to difficulties in resolving territorial problems, the State Institute for Planning was established 

in Prague and Bratislava along with research institutes TERPLAN, URBION as well as VÚVA in 1954 

(Gál, Furdik, 1984, p.14). They were the planning authorities in charge of defining the main objectives 

and requirements for territorial planning, by checking and assessing the project documentation to ensure 

its compliance with territorial decisions (Gál, Furdik, 1984, p.37; Matoušková, 1985, p.141-142).  
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Československých stavebních závodů (Czechoslovak Construction Works)  

In 1948 the Czechoslovak Construction Works was installed as a unified construction enterprise, 

eliminating other private construction companies. From the beginning, it was headed by Karel Janů, 

who was a prominent member of the left-wing group PAS (Progressive Architectural Group) in the 

1930s together with Jiří Štursa and Jiří Voženílek (Svácha, 2017, p.94, Roubal, p.103). They operated 

with a 16-volume instruction manual on the types and techniques of building. It was not long-lived, as 

it was then dismantled a decade later and taken over by the regional (Kraj) national committees. 

Thereafter, most of them operated under the name Pozemní stavby, and were fundamental to the large 

production of housing estates (Svácha, Ibid).  

Block of Progressive Architectural Associations (BAPS) 

Throughout its short existence (1945-1948), BAPS played an essential role in mobilising the movement 

towards industrial construction after the war. An association of architects oriented towards socialism, 

they were the first to develop guidelines on the acceptable size of living quarters, functions and 

indicative housing plans in 1947 based on their experience in the 1930s typification of housing. These 

guidelines became a basis for housing standards in the following decades (Pechar, p.14). 

Stavoprojekt: 

Research conducted by the large centralised institutions run by the state with offices in big cities were 

paramount to the implementation of standardisation and prefabrication of flats in housing estate projects. 

In 1948, Otakar Nový, inspired by the Bata Zlín complex, formed the state-run Stavoprojekt, where all 

project and planning activities were concentrated, consisting of architects and engineers (Maier, Šlemr, 

2016, p.169). First assigned with the primary task of designing housing, Stavoprojekt underwent several 

changes between its formation in 1948 and 1967 (Moravčíková, 2011, p.24-25). Its director was Jiří 

Voženílek, another former prominent member of PAS. Stavoprojekt was a giant organisation with up to 

11,000 employees, and despite ČSR’s foray into socialist realism, were still experimenting and 

researching on prefabricated panel technology (Roubal, p.103). In 1954, they split into regional offices 

with specialised tasks, including the State Institute for Design and Standardisation (ŠPTÚ), State 

Institute of Regional Planning (TERPLAN, later URBION in Slovakia, 1956) and the State Institute for 

the Reconstruction of Historic Towns and Objects (SURPMO). Other than research institutions 

investigating building typology methods, Stavoprojekt were also subdivided into specialised 

departments affiliated with the relevant ministries, for instance, the Agroprojekt and Hydroprojekt 

(Pechar, p.51).  

State Institute for Design and Standardisation (ŠPTÚ) 

With headquarters in Bratislava, the Institute for Design and Standardisation worked with the local 

Stavoprojekt to develop new prefabricated panel systems within the ‘plan of set economic limits given 

by the ‘technical-economic directors’ (Moravčíková, 2011, pp.24-25). In addition, it actively 

participated in studies on how to fulfil territorial forecasts of the city and how standardisation could be 

applied to individual buildings as well as addressing problems of development in the city (Jankovich, 

1983, p.23) 

Výzkumného ústavu výstavby a architektury (Research Institute of Construction and Architecture- 

VÚVA) 

Established in Brno in 1954, VÚVA was separate from the other design institutes under Stavoprojekt, 

as they were directly under the Ministry of Construction and Technology (Pechar, p.51). Nevertheless, 

members of VÚVA also worked with the Standardization Institute to materialise state typification 

components, developing theoretical and experimental research activities (Zackova, 2014, pp.22-25). 

They contributed significantly in developing legislative standards for territorial planning, including the 
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documentation and methodology of territorial plans, and to the formulation of the 1958 Territorial 

Planning Act (Ibid, p.30) 

Národní výbor (National Committee): 

Local authorities throughout Czechoslovakia were referred to as the National Committees, consisting of 

three levels: the kraj, okres and obec. Since its inception during the post-war Košice Program, the 

National Committee functioned as a state apparatus in its local area (Zarecor, p.8). Their autonomy were 

reduced after the nationwide conference of the KSČ in 1956. This act enabled the reorganisation of 

economic activities, and gave the ministries the right to control the investments, construction projects, 

labour and material supplies in every region. The National Committees were left with the following 

tasks: supervising local enterprises, organising the local economy, overseeing general investors and their 

construction projects, such as schools, repair and maintenance, roads, water supply and sewage facilities 

(Blahušiak, 1966, pp.114-115). In the 1960s as construction projects grew larger, the Regional National 

Committee had to facilitate them and ensure the project enterprises were held accountable (Kazimour, 

1975).  

General Investor: 

The main investors in property in Czechoslovakia were either the state, cooperative enterprises or 

property users (Prior, Hague, 1991) but an important actor was the General Investor, formed in 1957. 

The department of the General Investor had to take over the activities of the ministry in coordinating 

projects and building enterprises. They were subject to regional and municipal national committees, 

ensuring the economics and quality of construction, and developing building production (Pechar, p.51).  
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Figure 2 : Czechoslovak hierarchy of administration by 1969. Source: Arzmi, 2019 
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2.4 Historical Institutional Analysis  

To analyse the differences in how the structure of the role of actors change over time in correlation with 

the industrialisation of the construction industry, this section utilises the HI analysis as a theoretical 

frame by focusing on the concepts of positive feedback, critical junctures, unequal distributional effects, 

incremental institutional changes, and institutional complementarities and co-evolution.  

First, in terms of positive feedback concerning the building industry, the reliability and efficiency of the 

panel buildings as a solution to resolve the housing crisis took off in the GDR later than Czechoslovakia. 

The GDR panel buildings became the focus of attention of central authorities in the late 1950s and, 

following the success of erecting Hoyerswerda with this modern, efficient technology, became more 

widespread when central planning grew stronger. Whereas panel buildings in the GDR became more 

popular after Khrushchev’s speech in 1954, they were always in the forefront of discussions among 

architects and engineers in Czechoslovakia after the World War. With a more sophisticated technology, 

panel buildings were used extensively by the second half of the 1950s, and expanded throughout 

Slovakia. 

Another aspect of comparison according to the HI theoretical frame is the period of crisis, in which the 

actors experience changes, known as critical junctures. Reforms indeed took place in the GDR building 

industry during the destalinization period after the 1955 Baukonferenz, whereas in Czechoslovakia they 

took place before that, as institutions experienced changes in 1954. Similarly, both countries experienced 

economic crisis in the late 1950s and early 60s, which paved the way for economic reforms and the 

installation of the construction enterprises and general investors to assist with the facilitation of housing 

construction.  

Once institutions were established, imposed rules tend to advantage and reinforce the authority of certain 

actors over others. In the GDR, for instance, the series of laws in 1949, 1950 and 1954 as discussed 

previously, gave the state authorities the right to confiscate and build on lands. Private owned 

architectural firms were mostly incapacitated with the appointment of the Ministry of Construction, and 

most architects had to be registered under the district or municipal councils. By the time the central 

authority of the State Planning Commission grew in 1965, municipal and county councils became 

weaker. In Czechoslovakia, with land appropriation by the state from its former exiled German residents 

and the need to develop Slovakia, territorial planning laws were introduced as early as 1949 and by the 

time they were refined in 1958, the National Committees had to surrender control over their areas to the 

central ministries. Most privately-owned architectural firms were already dissolved in favour of 

Stavoprojekt in 1948, and the 8 Guiding Principles, directed the architects to move towards 

industrialised construction. Furthermore, the 1960s economic reforms tended to favour Czech Lands 

more than Slovakia, in the sense that raw materials or semi-finished products in the latter were 

reproduced in the former, thus creating an imbalanced pay gap between them.  

Patterns of incremental institutional changes in Czechoslovakia seemed to be more continuous and even 

preceded similar events in the GDR. There was more layering of new policies and reshuffling or 

establishment of actors that were in charge of issues of housing and urban planning. This volatile 

condition may be connected with its heuristic tendency to redefine the nation, establish its legitimacy 

and further industrialise and urbanise Slovakia more effectively. It was not until 1970 and onwards that 

there seemed to be a fixed structure of administration. To demonstrate, the layering of new policies in 

addition to existing ones was already happening in 1950s with the subdivisions of Stavoprojekt into 

more specialised research bodies in 1954. Between 1954 and 1956, Slovnaft chemical industries and 

plants were set up in Bratislava, creating jobs, which pushed the need for further dwellings. Hence, to 

increase efficiency by delegating to specialised entities, the following year saw the formation of the 

General Investors taking over more responsibility from the Ministry for housing provision. Eventually, 

to appease Slovak demands for more autonomy, a displacement of new policies in the 1960s saw the 

Slovak National Council being granted incremental rights to govern the local economic development in 

1964, and the right to direct their national committees, though they were still dependent on the central 
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state power. Meanwhile in the GDR, the year 1958 was when powerful top actors, the State Planning 

Commission and Ministry of Construction were given official duties in charge of coordination and 

planning. The Bauakademie faced more changes as it subdivided into more independent research 

institutions until the 1980s. The economic reform of the 1960s prompted the formation of VVB and the 

Wohnungsbaukombinat to assist in the construction industry. As more industries such as the Nord Ost 

in the outskirts of Berlin were formed in 1964, the demand required to improve efficiency for further 

dwellings especially around the designated Aufbaugebiet (Development Area) near S-Bahn stations, led 

to the addition of VEB Typenprojektierung. The GDR experienced more incremental changes with their 

top organs from the late 1950s and new actors were added until the mid-1960s, while the Bauakademie 

continually expanded and became more independent until the 1980s. On the other hand, the central 

administration in Czechoslovakia suffered constant incremental changes up until the late 1960s, when 

they became ČSSR and established top organs for Slovakia, at the same time consistently re-evaluating 

and introducing new federal territorial planning laws up until the 1970s. In contrast, their research 

institutions, unlike the GDR, remained stable since the mid-1950s.  

As urban planning is a product of the decisions of actors, which depend on one another, they tend to co-

evolve which affect not only each other but also the structure of other actors and institutions. As the 

Stavoprojekt became more specialised in Czechoslovakia, this corresponded with the development of 

territorial planning which came under the MVT and the State Planning Commission. In the GDR on the 

other hand, actors began to detach from each other, as the Bauakademie became more independent but 

had less say over construction. This emerged with the re-introduction of the general development 

planning system in the mid-1960s. At that time, both countries were already developing ideas on the 

ideal residential complexes, following the speed of how panel buildings were erected everywhere. In 

the GDR, there was the idea that the Umland, or surrounding landscapes in the Bezirk had a purpose to 

serve the cities, such as the immediate Brandenburg countryside used for agriculture and sewage 

treatment plants. This also had much to do with the fact that the GDR had a higher rate of urbanised 

population. Whereas in Czechoslovakia, with its goal to assure Slovakia remained on equal standings 

with the industrialised Czech Lands, there was dedication on an even distribution of housing in the 

countryside with the 1961 approved law. At the same time infrastructure was controlled and 

strengthened so resources from Slovakia could be transported and made into finished products in Czech 

lands.  

  

2.5 Conclusion 

The organisation of modernity in both countries correlated with the establishment of important 

institutions. While Czechoslovakia may seem ahead of the panel industry game in the beginning, the 

GDR eventually caught up in the 1960s. To keep up with West Germany, the latter established industries 

and focused more on reinforcing their industries and developing cities like East Berlin, whereas 

Czechoslovakia  worked in different scales, drafting planning laws which developed housing in villages 

and improving conditions in Slovakia. Subsequently, the newly created actors and laws successfully 

generated alternative methods of working, leading to the prioritization of certain projects over others. 

These will be discussed in the next chapters.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

 

CONCEPTION OF HOUSING BUILDING PROGRAMMES 

 

 

3.1 Introduction: 

 

Moving the focus from actors to circumstances and visions of production, this chapter explores these 

aspects. It filters them through the spirit of HI, anticipating the contingencies that are the face of these 

visions. This chapter is particularly interested in the elements surrounding which Marzahn and Petržalka 

were conceived and considers the conditions, events of their conception. It seeks to respond to the 

following questions:  

1. How did the critical junctures create policies that led to large housing building programmes? 

2. What were the urban capacities of the areas where Marzahn and Petržalka developed and how 

were they appropriated for the housing programme? 

This contribution utilises the idea of assemblage as perpetuated by Colin McFarlane (2011) as a way of 

perceiving the cities which are the results of: 1) an emerging process of multiple temporalities and 

possibilities 2) production of urban policies, thus exposing power relations in the processes which led 

to certain urban forms. It also explores the urban potentials that were created through the urban policies 

and the existing urban capacities of the areas before they were exploited. The critical juncture could be 

defined as the event which lead to the appointment of new insitutions, policies as a chosen option from 

two or more possibilities (Sorensen, 2018). For this reason, it is crucial to specify the definition of 

potential versus capacity, as it is easy to confuse these two terms as they are similar but not exactly the 

same. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, potential  denotes something which ‘exists in 

possibility and capable of development into actuality’ or something which ‘expresses possibility,’ 

whereas capacity refers to the ‘potential or suitability for holding, storing or accommodating’ and the 

‘facility or power to produce, perform or deploy.’1 The understanding of urban potential is what is 

produced constantly by other forces such as legislations, whereas capacity is generated by change over 

time  and the existing capability to produce. These go hand in hand and after a critical juncture, the 

capacity of the urban area about to be developed is limited by the defined potentials. For Sorensen (2018), 

the critical juncture analysis in planning history is a useful tool to determine the causality of urban 

planning decisions and their consequences, and provides a starting point without going too much into 

the past. In both cases, the critical junctures sparked significant changes in institutions and urban policies, 

thus producing the legacy of the largest housing estates. 

The first section of each case study will focus on the antecedent conditions, narrating briefly on the 

historical and economical background that led up to the critical junctures of the GDR and 

Czechoslovakia, providing a clear starting point to narrate the conception of the housing estates. The 

next section will discuss the critical juncture, which, in Czechoslovakia is the 1968 Prague Spring and, 

in the GDR is the new leadership in 1971. It intends to prove that these incidents led to large housing 

building programes. The 1968 political event led to the federalisation of Czechoslovakia, with bigger 

implications of territorial planning laws influencing its mass production of housing, whereas GDR 

launched its massive housing building programme at the same time as revitalisation efforts took place 

in East Berlin. This chapter accentuates the divergent pathways in which the paternalistic regimes 

yielded to, considering the options given, within the context of ‘organised modernity’ (Bauman, 1990; 

Wagner, 1994) and ‘technocratic thinking’ (Spurný, 2019).  

 
1 Merriam-webster.com, accessed on 30 July 2019  
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In anticipation of the contingencies confronting the materialisation of the state socialist utopia, the third 

section will discuss the persistent structures, the urban capacities of Petržalka and Marzahn which 

existed before the foundations were laid out for housing estates. The following sub-chapter narrates the 

competition and associated anticipated visions of the large housing estates, and how they built upon the 

existing capacities of the location.  

 

3.2 GDR 

3.2.1 Antecedent Conditions  

In the GDR, even though the Berlin Wall which divided the city since 1961 succeeded in curbing net 

emigration, Walter Ulbricht’s new economic reforms, the New Economic System (NES) and the 

Economic System of Socialism (ESS) were not enough to raise standards of living comparable to ist 

West Germany (Baylis, 1986). These systems encouraged local-decision making in the newly formed 

Vereinigten Volkseigenen Betriebe (VVB) instead of centralised coordination, to stimulate more growth 

efficiency. Ulbricht also encouraged a greater degree of technocratic planning, relegating tasks to 

specialists rather than party politicians. To ensure that the GDR remained competitive with the West, he 

prioritised funding and investments into science and technology, as well as emphasising scientific 

processes in national economic planning. Within the Structural Policy Concept 1968, annual plans in 

economic planning revealed high investments in industrial research, training facilities for automation, 

computerised equipment, electronic devices as well as modernising the petroleum, chemistry and 

metallurgy industry, recruiting highly qualified personnel (Stutz, 2009). In spite of short-lived 

improvements, there were inconsistencies and growing disproportions with neglected non-priority 

sectors and by 1967-68, the NES was blamed for the unintended growth of disparities. The inevitable 

growing economic crisis led to the abandonment of these reforms, Ulbricht’s resignation and a reversion 

to the policy of centrally directed economic planning (Baylis, pp. 385-386).  

The 1960s policies under Ulbricht’s tenure led to the erection of architecture oriented towards modern 

futuristic design such as the Tower Building in Jena and the TV Tower in Alexanderplatz. As far as the 

approach towards urban planning, the 1960s saw not only the emergence of the idea of a compact city 

centre but also the continual neglect of the old urban fabric. The GDR built upon the 16 Principles to 

elaborate on the urban development of city centres with the Grundsätze der Planung und Gestaltung 

sozialistischer Stadtzentren (The Principles of the Planning and Design of Socialist City Centers) (Flierl, 

2012). The centres of cities were perceived to be the centre of politics and culture in a socialist city, and 

the location of production in relation to housing, and leisure were considered, allowing the city planners 

to utilise General Development and General Transport Plans as essential planning instruments. The 

collaborative workforce of scientists, engineers to influence the trajectory development of cities enabled 

well-thought-out solution to integrating traffic mitigation and pedestrian thoroughfares (Stutz, 2009).  

3.2.2 Critical Juncture: Wohnungsbauprogramm under Honecker  

Permitted by the Soviet Union, the GDR managed to harvest a relationship with West Germany in the 

1970s thanks to the Ostpolitik of Willy Brandt (Chancellor of West Germany from 1969 to 1974), 

providing new opportunities to expand economic deals. Ulbricht had to resign in May 1971 due to 

conflicting ideologies with the Politbüro on his Ostpolitik policies and replaced by Honecker, who 

rekindled ties with the Soviet Union. East Berlin in 1972 began to experience an influx of tourists from 

not only the fellow states of COMEA such as Poland or Czechoslovakia but also from West Germany, 

despite the GDR’s strict policies of limiting contact with Western visitors (Palmowski, 2009; Baylis, 

1986). This increased pressure for the GDR to fulfill its social contract to its citizens, promising material 

and social benefits in exchange for their loyalty and hard work, highlighted as the Einheit von 

Wirtschafts- und Sozialpolitik (Unity of Economic and Social Policy), at the 8th SED Congress in June 

1971 (Rubin, 2016, Palmowski, 2009; Baylis, 1986).  
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The critical juncture in 1971 when Erich Honecker became the General Secretary of the SED came with 

the regression of politics towards a centralised-directed economy and the subsequent establishment of 

the Housing Building Programme in 1973. Hence the autonomy of powers from the VVBs and 

enterprises were reduced and new investments and decisions had to go through the approval of higher 

authorities such as the State Planning Commission (Baylis, 1986). This facilitated a nationwide issue to 

address the housing deficit which Ulbricht had failed to resolve. Furthermore, when the GDR became a 

member of the United Nations Organisation and the Economic Commission for Europe in 1973, the 

regime was conscious of the international interest it could potentially attract (Palutzki, 1999, p.72). 

Hence, the Housing Building Programme, Wohnungsbauprogramm, was declared by the Central 

Committee of the SED on the 10th Congress on 2 October 1973. The goal was to provide 2.8-3 million 

residential units from 1976 to 1990 and improve the overall living conditions throughout the country. 

The contents of the Housing Building Programme also included procedures of Komplexen 

Wohnungsbau (residential building complexes) with necessary communal facilities, demanding an 

assemblage of modern methods while also fortifying the reconstruction and renewal of historical cores 

(Junker, 1973, p.23). It was essential that the locations of these residential complexes were carefully 

selected to reduce primary costs for development, site clearance, district heating, gas, water and transport 

connections. Wolfgang Junker of the Ministry of Construction reiterated the need to use the assembly 

belt as well as the Slobin method to reduce construction costs and increase labour productivity (1973). 

The Housing Building Programme had to happen under the conditon that the Party oversees everything 

at all stages, from the Construction Ministry to the site (Flierl, 1998).  

3.2.3 Weaponisation of Existing Modern Planning Tools  

The achievements in industrial prefabricated panels made significant progress throughout the 1950s and 

1960s that by the time the ambitious goals of the Housing Building Programme were announced, the 

GDR was already armed with sufficient knowledge and technology in housing construction. The WBS 

70 construction series was introduced in 1971 under research done by the German Bauakademie, and 

used in 14 out of 15 Wohnungsbaukombinat (Housing Building Combines) with different local 

variations (Hannemann, 1996, p.82). Compared to its predecessor P1, P2 and QP, this new technology, 

using the refined Slobin and Taktstraße (assembly line) methods, consumed fewer material resources, 

was cost-and-labour-effective, speedily assembled and could be standardised for all housing 

construction (Ihlenfeldt, Saß, 1974). It matured through knowledge exchange and technological 

adaptations of existing developments from other COMECON countries. A Typenkatalog for each Bezirk 

(county) which specifies the building elements produced at each respective Wohnungsbaukombinat, 

detailing also the construction methods from the course of cranes, action radiuses of hoists, panel storage 

or access roads for panel transportation were based on each county’s capacity and economic conditions 

(Maaß, 2006, p.91). Drawing from their experiences in building housing projects from Stalinallee to 

Halle-Neustadt, Hoyerswerda and the WBS-70 prototype in Neubrandenburg in 1972, the GDR regime 

had already harnessed the capacity to insert and fill up the area of the future Marzahn before the critical 

juncture. By the time the Housing Building Programme was established and rational economic planning 

was effectively recentralised, the building sector only had to strengthen and intensify this capacity 

(Junker, 1976).  

Considering the range of options that was made available to Honecker’s state socialist regime, Ulbricht 

had already set the stage for a more efficient scientific management of governance. Let us consider the 

legacy he helped establish. He invested in scientific and technological progress, facilitating modern 

urban planning, consolidating the system of standardisation in the building industry and infrastructure 

in the name of organised modernity. Therefore, the society was ready to focus on developing a tertiary 

sector, as the GDR became well-established, despite its shortcomings and brief spell of economic 

reforms in the 1960s. When Honecker came in, the options available to the regime were the scientific 

management of the economy, and the organised hierarchical system, that were important modern tools 

in urban planning. Decaying historic urban structures and a housing deficit were persistent issues needed 

to be addressed. Hence, the Housing Building Programme, launched under the guise of Unity of 
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Economic and Social Policy, was an announcement that the GDR as a state socialist welfare regime was 

obligated to provide housing. This programme was dependent on the already established modern 

planning tools. At the same time, discourse on historical preservation had already entered intellectual 

discussions in architecture schools in the 1960s. The repair of older residential buildings was also 

included in the Housing Building Programme. The SED supported these because they compensate for 

the housing shortage and repair was more economical than building new infrastructures (Urban, 2009), 

coalescing the beginning of postmodern thoughts in this context. Despite the heated debates among the 

professionals, the regime was wont to the trustworthiness of the planning system. Thus, critical juncture 

became the defining moment where East Berlin became the largest construction site in the 1970s and 

urban development became subordinated to the sole task of housing construction. The housing estates 

of what is now Marzahn-Hellersdorf were conceived from this context, and built upon the already 

existing comprehensive 1969 General Development Plan, as will be discussed in the subsequent section.   

3.2.4 Urban Capacity 

The suitability of urban development in the area of Marzahn was not considered until the Housing 

Building Programme in 1973. In conjunction, the new master plans for East Berlin until 1990 were 

released. To achieve their goals, there were recalculations of important investments in the building 

industry from other Bezirke in favour of the capital, hence the five-year economic plans had to be 

recalibrated in the 1970s. This enforced a massive scale of construction concentrated in East Berlin to 

meet the desired quantity within the timeline (Palutzki, 1999, p.72-73). Before proceeding to the 

discussion of the conception of the housing estate, it is vital to elaborate on the urban capacity of the 

area, produced between the turn of the 20th century up until the 1960s.  

A site that was ripe with opportunities for this rationally planned utopia was the already existing 

Marzahn village north of Biesdorf. The areas of land, forests north and south of the village were just 

waiting to be colonised for this socialist utopia, but not without a demolition of a certain number of 

existing houses. In keeping with historical heritage awareness, planners took caution to preserve the 

historical centre of Marzahn, which contained a quaint church and a few older buildings including a 

school and a pub (Rubin, 2016, p.45). The city council regarded the surrounding village green as an 

asset which must be preserved (Nicolaus et al, 1999; Peters, 1997). Kienberg and Ahrensfelder Berg 

were two forest hills situated east of the site, providing recreation options formed alongside the Wuhle 

rivers. Moreover, the pre-war transportation networks made it easier to connect to the city centre, which 

will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.  

Other than a good capacity for easier transportation infrastructural connections, the allocation of the 

nearby industrial complex Lichtenberg-Nordost also primed the site of Marzahn for future housing 

development. As part of a plan to create a more functioning urban structure, several companies within 

the industrial complex of Storkower Straße were united with those in Lichtenberg Nord-Ost in 1962, to 

facilitate a more streamlined supply system within the concept of a city organism (Lindemann, 2017, 

p.115).    

Referring back to the documents under the General Development Plan of 1969 that were drawn up before 

the Housing Building Programme, the focus of the regime was oriented towards revitalisation and 

construction of new buildings in the compact urban areas of East Berlin. In addition, the comprehensive 

planning documents also highlighted the new construction of the industrial areas Lichtenberg, 

Weißensee and Schöneweide-Johannisthal, along with the expansion of public transportation and main 

road networks to link them with residences and green open spaces. There were also planned investments 

for the inclusion of extensive urban technology facilities for waste disposal and energy supply. 

Nevertheless, the construction of residential areas in these documents were not planned until 1980 

(Peters, 1997, p.32).  

These industrial zones, which had always been traditionally located in the eastern part of the city outskirt 

stretching from north to southeast, were not typically considered areas where settlements could 
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potentially develop until after the critical juncture in the 1970s. At this stage, construction of new places 

for work also demanded new residential development (Lindemann, 2017, p.115). Furthermore, when 

elaborating on the justification for the chosen site of Marzahn, Wolfgang Junker pointed out that not 

only would the industrial complex guarantee places of work for the future residents, but also heat and 

power plants with the capacity to install heating and hot water supply to areas within immediate vicinity, 

further increasing the attractiveness of the site (Nicolaus, 1999). In addition, there were also waste 

treatment and sewage plants which were already operating since the 1960s and 1970s, making the site a 

more affordable location (Schulz & Gräbner, 1987, p.164-165). 

 

Figure 1: A 1969 planned structure and composition of East Berlin. Red circles show planned community centres of compact 

urban areas, dark red as industrial areas, pink as residential and mixed-use settlements of the compact city connected by main 

road networks (yellow lines) and trams (white lines). These new built-up areas made it easier to insert the planned new 

residential settlements according to the Housing Building Programme. Source: Magistrat von Groß-Berlin, Bezirksbauamt, 

Bereich Städtebau und Architektur, Berlin: Hauptstadt der DDR, Generalbebauungsplan, Generalverkehrsplan, 1969, (4) Plan 

der Struktur und der Komposition  

3.2.5 Vision of Marzahn  

The figures were ambitious. SED ordered directives for half a million apartments to be built for the five-

year plan 1971-75 in its 8th Party Congress in 1971, and in 1973 they upped the ante by demanding 2.8-

3 million newly built and modernized residences from 1976 to 1990 (Berning et. al, 2003). At the same 

time, they wanted to maintain the status quo of East Berlin as a model socialist city with various building 

projects in its centre. These needed to be addressed in the General Development Plan and that meant the 

1969 one that was drafted by Director of Construction, Günter Peters needed to be revised. The 

comprehensive works including the networks of infrastructure, location of settlements and land-use 

areas in the 1969 master plans for Berlin needed no drastic changes, as the top authorities within the 

Politbüro quickly recognised the site with the highest capacity and urban potential in East Berlin in 

Biesdorf-Nord. Günter Peters, the Berlin Director of Urban Planning at the time decided that this area 
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could transform into a new satellite city. Under Peters, concepts were developed in 1972 by the Chief 

Architect of Berlin, Roland Korn at the time with the approval from top actors in the Politbüro, State 

Planning Commission and Berlin City Council. Thus, they passed the resolution on 27th March 1973 for 

Marzahn, ordering 20,000 flats to be built on this site, which was verified by the Ministers’ Council on 

April 11th 1973 (Hübner et. al, 1998). This mandated the main actor in charge of conforming to the 

Directives of the Housing Building Programme, the East Berlin City Council, under the watchful eye of 

the State Planning Commission, to accommodate this into the Housing Building Programme at the same 

time with the Generalverkehrsplan (General Transport Plan) as well as the “Komplexplan Stadttechnik” 

(Complex Plan of Urban Engineering) (Berning et. al, p.222).  

In collaboration with the Ministry of Construction and the Bauakademie, the Berlin City Council held 

an internal competition among the Collectives of architects and engineers from different East German 

cities, Leipzig, Erfurt, Rostock and of course, Berlin to determine the most suitable urban planning for 

Marzahn. Civil engineers, urban planners and traffic planners from the VEB Wohnungskombinat and 

BMK IHB, VEB Kombinat Tiefbau in Berlin also participated in the design contest. The competition 

specified that 35,000 residential units were needed for 100,000 residents, of which 20,000 must be 

completed by 1980 in the 9th City District of the Capital of GDR (Korn et al, 1976, p.548).  

To make use of the existing urban capacities generated and produced from previous regimes and GDR 

leadership, there were non-negotiable conditions highlighted during the competition. For instance, it 

was essential that the design of the new city district of Marzahn did not compromise the important links 

to its neighbouring districts of Weißensee, Lichtenberg and its industrial areas. It was also required to 

maintain the link to the city centre. The Housing Building Programme also recognised the need for 

historic preservation, hence the single-family housing areas that currently existed in Biesdorf, which 

would border the south of Marzahn and the old village core were to be preserved and incorporated into 

the built-in areas. Extensions of roads, trams and the S-Bahn lines based on the 1969 master plan could 

continue as planned, extending to the nearby recreational green spaces near Wuhle river. Marzahn would 

initially be divided into three residential areas, and each complex should contain services to serve the 

needs of its residents and must be reachable by foot (Korn et. al, p.551). While the issue of Architektur 

der DDR in 1976, which featured the competition entries of Marzahn showed the different proposals 

from the aforementioned participants, the urban boundaries and distribution of roads, elements of 

walkability and connection to public transit remained consistent. Of course, it was the Berlin Collective 

whose solution qualified for the next round of planning. As the head architect of the Palace of the 

Republic project in Berlin, Heinz Graffunder, who simultaneously worked on the WBS 70 under the 

Bauakademie, was chosen by the Ministry of Construction to lead the design collective in the Marzahn 

Figure 2: General Development plan showing the 

integration of public transportation networks with the 

development of new housing settlement of Marzahn, area  

shaded in black. Source: Korn, Schweizer, Walter (1976): 

9. Stadtbezirk in Berlin. In Architektur der DDR (9), p. 549 
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construction project (Pugh, 2014, p.295-296). As for the anticipated vision of Marzahn, the 

Bebauungskonzeption (development concept) proposed a ‘meaningful integration’ between the village 

and the new urban district of Biesdorf/Marzahn, preserving the green areas of the former. Being aware 

of the tendency for industrialised prefabs to be monotonous, Graffunder and his team strived to 

encourage a sense of community with various types of structures, arrangements in heights and diverse 

colours, blending in with the surrounding greenery. There should be ‘meaningful integration’ between 

the existing Marzahn village core and planned residential complex amidst the greenery.2 There would 

be educational, cultural, sports and medical social amenities in the three complexes, and an urban centre 

featuring retail, cafes and other services referred to as the Marzahn Promenade (Graffunder, 1975 via 

Pugh, 2014).  

3.2.6 Realignment 

Let us now turn to the question, whether the new urban policies created by the critical juncture enhanced 

the anticipated visions of Marzahn. We could say to some degree that it did, because Marzahn would 

not have been conceptualised without the critical juncture that led to the Housing Building Programme. 

The restructuring of GDR politics in 1971 restored the autonomy of certain actors, especially the 

Ministers’ Council and the State Planning Commission, whose demands paved the way for the visions 

of Marzahn to materialise. Moreover, the potential of Marzahn was based on new urban policies that 

required almost unlimited investment to prioritise the revitalisation of East Berlin with additional mass 

housing estates.  

In fact, according to the minutes of the Politbüro meeting written by Roland Korn, there would be no 

further discussions about the allocation of funds, that even if 800 million to 1 billion GDR Marks were 

needed, the State Planning Commission must secure this amount3 (Korn, 1975, via Hübner et.al, 1999). 

Marzahn was a complementary addition to the visions of East Berlin within the context of the Housing 

Building Programme, taking advantage of the existing urban capacity that the GDR had made great 

strides in by the 1970s. At the same time, these urban capacities provided boundaries to the urban 

designers and planners of Marzahn on how far they could stretch their imagination, for instance, in the 

former urban fabric of the village core, the adjacent areas of Lichtenberg and the green spaces. In 

addition, there was no question of which construction materials and technology were permitted, i.e. the 

WBS 70 and Slobin Method. Hence, they had to work within their limits, and managed to visualise 

community settings formed by these prefabricated blocks. Of course, its materialisation was another 

matter, but its visions would not have surfaced if not for the urban potentials created through the Housing 

Building Programme.  

 
2 Anlage 2, Bebauungskonzeption des 9. Stadtbezirkes Biesdorf-Marzahn, February 1975, p.30, folder 1, box 68, 
Graffunder Papers, DDR/VBK, Getty Research Institute (GRI) – quoted from Emily Pugh, 2014, p.295 
3 Mitschrift Roland Korns von der Sitzung des Politbüros des ZK der SED am 25.2.1975, in: Archiv 
Forschungsstelle Baugeschichte,  (Christa Hübner, Herbert Nicolaus, Manfred Teresiak, 1998) 

Figure 3: Model showing the southern area of the new 

housing blocks in Marzahn. The older village core and 

single family housing are preserved in the blank area in 

the midst of the surrounding new concrete towers. 

Source: Korn, Schweizer, Walter (1976): 9. Stadtbezirk in 

Berlin. In Architektur der DDR (9), p. 551 
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3.3 Czechoslovakia 

3.3.1 Antecedent Conditions  

Moving on now to consider the case of Petržalka in Bratislava, Czechoslovakia, its conception rose out 

of a different situation compared to Marzahn. The antecedent conditions before the critical juncture, i.e. 

the federalisation and institutional restructuring of the SSR in 1969, charted the gradual progress in the 

consideration of the Slovak right to govern. The 1960s was a time of great progress but also of great 

regression. Although, in spite of the new constitution in 1960 recognising Slovak rights, the Slovak 

national bodies were only granted limited institutional powers (Cox & Frankland, 1995, p.78; Sikora, 

Eds. Mikuláš et. al, 2011, p.302). With advancements in economic and land-use planning, Slovakia was 

divided into three regions but the central committee in Prague still dominated the organs and affairs of 

the party in Bratislava. Also, for the Slovaks the state party and institutions were separate which was 

not the case for the Czechs, denoting an asymmetrical model of governance (Crampton, 1997, p.320). 

Secondly, the social welfare conditions improved along with the consumption of goods, despite failures 

in fulfilling economic plans in the mid-1960s, thanks to local participation of experts and intellectuals 

(Kaser, Radice 1985, p.137-138; Turnock, 2006, p.303). With the growing economic disparity between 

the Czech Lands and Slovakia, economic reforms were needed in the 1960s. The objectives of these 

proposals written by Ota Šik were not only to loosen the centralised administrative planning system and 

gradually introduce free market principles, but also the Slovak national bodies demanded more 

responsibility to govern Slovakia’s economic development while at the same time preserving the idea 

of the Czechoslovakian socialist economy (Stone & Strouhal, 1989; Sikora, 2011, p.308-309). Antonín 

Novotný, the First Secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia since 1945 opposed these issues, 

resigning in early 1968 after internal conflicts. He was replaced by Alexander Dubček, a relatively 

young, charismatic, ambitious Slovak who went ahead with the reforms, launching the Action program 

in April 1968, allowing more freedom of press, economic decision making and more importantly in this 

case, easing the procedures for federalisation of Czechoslovakia into two equal nations. Under this 

program, the Slovak National Council was recognised as a legislative body and steps would have to be 

taken to reduce the economic gap between Slovakia and the Czech Lands before federalisation could 

happen (Crampton, 329). Dubček’s policies were unpopular and controversial among the leaders of 

other CEE countries. Since Czechoslovakia was the only country bordering both the Soviet Union and 

West Germany, the lax regulations with West Germany also worried Ulbricht in the GDR, as the 

possibility of easing travel restrictions could delegitimise the newly built Berlin wall.  

3.3.2 Critical Juncture: Prague Spring and its Aftermath 

The Prague Spring triggered the invasion of the Warsaw Pact troops not only in Prague but also in major 

cities including Kosice and Bratislava in Slovakia. While it is beyond my scope to narrate the details of 

the tragic event, the critical juncture, the federalisation of Czechoslovakia, became a defining moment 

for a number of policies. For starters, two months after the invasion, in October 1968, there was a more 

symmetrical system of governance when the Czech National Council was established alongside with the 

Slovak National Council (SNC). This constitutional law instituted divisions of powers, meant that the 

federal government (ČSSR) was in charge of important state activities ranging from foreign affairs and 

defence, while the economic production was jointly managed, and each republic was responsible for 

education and cultural affairs. These reforms were formally inaugurated in 1969 (Cox & Frankland, 

p.80). The National Councils were now considered the highest institutions of each republic and granted 

executive powers, although the key industries were still managed by the federal government, which 

prevailed over each republic (Žatkuliak, Ed. Teich et. al, pp.324, 328) Following Alexander Dubček’s 

demise and Gustáv Husák’s rise to power as the First Secretary of the Communist Party of 

Czechoslovakia (KSČ), the aforementioned constitution was revised in 1970, affecting the progress 

achieved by the Slovak reformists in the 1960s. Under Husák’s tenure, laws passed by the republic 

governments could be overruled by the federal government and the Regional National Committees were 

organs of the Ministry of Interior in Prague, facilitating control vertically onto the municipal 
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governments. The three regional councils, which were established, and operating since 1960 were 

suddenly abolished and more control was directly imposed from the SNC in Bratislava (Ibid, p.81). It is 

worth nothing that Husák was also a Slovak and ensured that Slovakia received considerable attention 

in urban development, gaining equal number of rights as within Czechoslovakia. When federalisation 

happened in 1969, he helped push for stronger legislations in Slovakia. 

Thus, the critical juncture further initiated a number of directives resulting from the XIV. Congress of 

the KSČ in May 1971 on urban and economic development throughout the whole Czechoslovakia, 

which resulted also in the SSR Urbanisation Project. Considering that, every large and middle-populated 

city was considered a node with a role to play in the overall system of Czechoslovakia, grand 

masterplans covering the whole country with a prognosis of long-term 30-year-development until 2000 

were drawn out, determining the direction of growth of these cities and their surrounding regions. The 

masterplans determined the concentration, specialisation of main economic activities and industrial 

production and then the targeted desired population, and the predicted expansion of the cities with the 

inclusion of surrounding areas into the urban agglomeration. Special attention was paid towards new 

future settlements in Slovakia so that they were not ‘accidental’ but developed with intention, as part of 

the whole future structure (Gřegorčík & Přikryl, 1974, p.97). As part of this urban expansion, funds and 

labour force were also allocated towards the modernization, reconstruction and new construction of 

housing throughout Czechoslovakia. For the KSČ it was a numbers game, in which they demanded 

500,000 new dwellings in large cities for the five-year plans 1971-75 and subsequently 640,000 in 1976-

80 (Rietdorf, 1976, p.252). In Bratislava in particular, the XIV Congress of the KSČ declared that 

housing construction must be main binding task in urban growth, with 24,300 planned new dwellings in 

1971-75 and a further 28,000 in the next five years to accommodate the anticipated population growth 

from the current 325,000 to the predicted 520,000 residents by 2000 (Schless, 1975).  

Therefore, in 1971, the government of the Slovak Socialist Republic, governed under the SNC, approved 

the “Principles & Concept of the Urbanisation in Slovakia" which became a political, economic and 

technological foundation for the "SSR Urbanization Project." This comprehensive document entails the 

process and methodology of spatial planning prepared by the Ministry of Construction and Technology 

of the SSR and URBION, the official institute of spatial planning in Slovakia. The document proposed 

that Slovakia was assigned ‘three variants of spatial settlement macrostructures into 13 urban 

microstructures,’ ensuring that the urbanisation process in SSR was ‘in synergy with the overall 

activation’ of that of the whole of Czechoslovakia (Michalec, 1976, p.209).  

 

Figure 4: A schematic plan showing the prediction of cities as centres of agglomerations in the year 2000. It includes the 

predicted population growth as part of the long-term development of the whole Czechoslovakia. Source: Jiří Gřegorčík & 

Zdeněk Přikryl, Architektura ČSR, 2/1974, p.99  
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Figure 5: One of the masterplans from the SSR Urbanisation Project which shows concentration of economic and industrial 

activities, connections and growth of the 13 ‘urban microstructures’ i.e. the 13 main cities of SSR and their surrounding regions. 

Source: Michalec, 1976, p.197 

3.3.3 Expansion of Industry and Territorial Planning Laws  

The strategic location of Bratislava has made it the focus of urban development following the 

concentration of industries since the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The First Czechoslovak Republic did 

help establish a few more industries to some extent. Thus, Czechoslovakia not only inherited the existing 

industries, especially the oil refinery Apollo that eventually became Slovnaft, but they also expanded 

the economy, especially the chemical and engineering industry in the city. The required settlements 

needed to complement industrial and economic expansion was always addressed throughout the socialist 

urban planning of Bratislava. Shortly after the communist takeover, proposals to expand the industry 

further eastwards from the city centre were already indicated in the 1949 územný plán (territorial plan) 

of Bratislava, drawn by Kamil Gross, at the same time as the proposal to link the recently annexed 

Petržalka with a new bridge alongside the reconstructed 19th century bridge Stary Most (Žalman, 2016). 

In the same year, territorial planning laws on economic planning and urban development to reduce the 

disparity between Slovakia and Czech Lands were encoded in the First Planning Act No. 280/49 Sb / 

1949 in cooperation with the Ministry of Construction. This blueprint stipulated that planning of the 

territories must be part of the economic planning, meaning that the construction of housing settlements 

was based on the centralised planned economy, from the distribution of economic investments within 

the region (Hruška & Krásný 1975, p.158). The first territorial plan based on these laws was the 1954-

56 territorial plan proposed by J. Svetlík and M. Hladký. In this plan, the central issue was how to 

develop the cargo station and the new port close to the Slovnaft refinery on the Danube river in parallel 

with the railway tracks and highways. Bratislava thus began to spread out, encroaching neighbouring 

municipalities within the range of 15-30 km eastwards, though the settlement of Rača was planned in 

the north and the construction of Petržalka was already fundamentally addressed (Žalman, 2016).  

The preference for economic planning decisions without deeper territorial knowledge proved 

insufficient as urban planning became more functional and addressed only within the economic sphere. 

Hence, almost a decade after, a second set of territorial planning laws were enacted in 1958, the 

Territorial Planning Law No. 84/58sb/1958. These laws introduced additional hierarchy of territorial 

planning, from the broader context of translating economic-to-regional planning, planning settlements 
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to the build-up plans of housing construction (Hruška und Krásný 1975, p.158). This spurred the next 

set of territorial plans in 1962-63 by Milan Beňuška for Bratislava and approved by the Czechoslovakia 

government in 1966. Seeing that it was based on the idea of a long-term perspective growth of Bratislava 

as an urban agglomeration, it became the most important territorial plan in which most of the concepts 

and intentions were realised, affecting the trajectory of Bratislava to this day. More industries were 

planned, such as the metallurgical industry and automobile industry with research facilities planned in 

the northern city outskirts, in addition to the expansion of the chemical, electro technology, mechanical 

engineering and food industry. At the southeast where the Slovnaft oil refinery plant is located, pipes 

were prepared to deliver oil to the Soviet Union. Besides expanding northeast and northwest, Bratislava 

was to expand southwards in Petržalka. It improved from the previous plan in addressing the relations 

between work, living and social aspects of the city (Blahušiak, 1966; Beňuška, 1972).  

Ensuing Prague Spring and its aftermath in the 1960s, the central government tenaciously reinforced 

their control in Bratislava after 1969, especially since the city, primed as the capital of Slovakia and 

second most populated city in Czechoslovakia after Prague, also contained important economic 

activities. Under Husák’s reign, industrial development in the SSR continued to flourish, particularly in 

heavy, arms manufacturing and petrochemicals, which in turn also contributed to the rise in living 

standards (Londák, Londáková, Eds. Teich et. al, 2011, p.346; Cox & Frankland, 1995, p.80). 

Consequently, it was the city’s capacity for industrial economic activities that effectively guaranteed 

more panel housing construction. 

3.3.4 Weaponisation of Enhanced Modern Planning Tools  

By irretrievably expanding the numerous economic activities in Bratislava within a short span, the mass 

rural-to-urban migration demanded more housing. What better way to equip the construction of mass 

housing estates than with prefabricated panel technology that Czechoslovakia had already accumulated 

from the past few decades. Czechoslovakia’s expertise in panel housing was already acknowledged 

through various exchanges with the GDR and other COMECON countries. In Bratislava, thanks to 

internationally experienced architects and engineers, the 1950s and 60s saw successfully built housing 

complexes of Februárka, Hostinského and Ružinov. Furthermore, thanks to an average growth of 9% in 

industrial production, investments for mass housing construction were secured annually until 1964 

(Moravčíková, 2011). Progress in panel technology drove the central government to draft laws on the 

mandatory standardisation of flats in 1964, intertwining with the hierarchical degree of the 1958 

territorial planning laws which included the build-up areas of housing (Michalec, 1976, p.341). To 

ensure the most up-to-date advanced technology, the government also encouraged research facilities 

including the Institute for Study of Design and Standardization (ŠTPU) in Bratislava to upgrade the 

existing ubiquitous T06B and T08B systems, resulting in the more sophisticated new construction 

system ZT in 1966. Despite Czechoslovakia’s competence, the problem of building the required amount 

of housing was still not solved in the late 1960s and had to be addressed (Moravčíková, 2011). The 

460,000 flats that were completed nationwide fell short of the promised 540,000 dwellings promised 

(Švácha: Skřivánková et.al, 2017, p.204).  

In 1969 during the onset of a tough normalization process, the central government consolidated new 

panel factories (panelárny) throughout the country, with equipment imported from the Soviet Union, 

West Germany and Denmark (Ibid). This strategy was aimed to bolster the productive capacity of the 

industrialised housing construction. Undermining the need to consult Stavoprojekt in their respective 

territories, the central government had already determined which panel systems would be used in every 

region, yielding their preferences for standardised results in the 1970s and 80s. Following the XIV KSČ 

Congress, central authorities pushed for further laws in 1971 on the management of dwellings and 

typification of flats (Michalec, 1976, pp.337-342). Obviously, the government managed to recognise the 

strength of their industrialised housing technology and the critical juncture became a lever to produce 

laws on compulsory standardisation of new flats to capitalise on their existing devices.  
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In spite of the readymade tools that Czechoslovakia was already armed with, they constantly searched 

for a way to perfect their craft in the scientific management of their economy and rationally-planned 

utopias. These advancements in the late 1950s and 1960s showed strong coalescence between 

standardisation of buildings and territorial planning, reflecting a stronger faith in technocratic form of 

governance. SSR Urbanisation Project is a testament to the strength of ‘organised modernity’ in ensuring 

the standardisation, collectivisation and conventionalisation of the nation, redefining relationships 

between institutions, with the intention to smooth out kinks in the system. From determining population 

growth, occupation, and industries to shapes and forms of buildings in cities on a larger scale of regional 

plans encouraging decentralisation, their practices seemed formidable.  

3.3.5 Urban Capacity  

The land south of the river Danube comprised of small villages, which existed since the mid-18th century. 

The waterways stemming from the river Danube have contributed to constant flooding. Since the late 

19th century, few industrial companies built their production factories on the southwest of what is now 

Petržalka, thanks to the construction of the railway connections to Vienna in 1914 and the bridge to 

Bratislava. From then on villages gradually became a distant industrial suburb of Bratislava as a low-

income workforce for the companies inhabited their run-down houses alongside the agricultural lands. 

In the 1860s, century, sports clubs and recreational activities developed along the banks of the Danube 

facing Petržalka, as well as the jockey stadium for the bourgeois Hungarians and Austrians. Besides 

rowing activities, they also enjoyed nature, with the Sad Janka Krála public park adjacent to the Old 

Bridge (Stary Most), which existed earlier (Kleibl, 2014). Hence, the former Engerau boasted so much 

potential for the satellite city of Bratislava, equipped with natural landscapes, public park, industries and 

recreational activities. The border with Austria hindered the possibility of maintaining railway 

connections to Vienna as efforts were refocused on claiming Petržalka as belonging to SSR.  

 

Figure 6:  View of Bratislava and Petržalka in 1905, taken by the Viennese photographer Anton Schlein from a hot air balloon. 

The photo shows the former rural settlements of Petržalka, agricultural lands, Sad Janka Krála Public Park, recreational 

activities including horse-riding, rowing and sailing clubs and the connection to Bratislava via Stary Most bridge. Source: 

Juraj Chlpík & Eugen Gindl, 2011, Petržalka Identity.  
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 3.3.6 Vision of Petržalka 

In contrast to GDR’s Marzahn, the anticipated vision of Petržalka precedented the critical juncture of 

Czechoslovakia. The international urban planning competition for the southern district of Bratislava as 

it was referred to then, was announced in 1966 soon after the mandate of the important 1966 territorial 

plan, which confirmed its future existence. Hosted by the National Committee of Bratislava and jury 

from the Czech and Slovak Union of Architects, the 1967 competition saw as many as 310 participants 

from 28 countries, though most of them came from Czechoslovakia. The now defunct former village, 

which had 4113 dwellings of predominantly single-family housing consisting of 15,000 inhabitants who 

were relocated before work could begin, was prone to flooding from the Danube river and had been 

independent from Bratislava until 1951. To qualify, the proposed entries for the newly acquired 

Petržalka must fulfill comprehensive planning objectives by deploying modern architecture, creation of 

urban environment encouraging a work-life balance equipped with various new amenities and leisure 

facilities, including a horse-racing track, lakes, preservation of the green parks and sports stadiums. 

There was no mention of being sensitive to the former layout of the structure of the village, as most of 

the old dilapidated houses would be ravaged to the ground except for a few houses on the edge of Dvory. 

Save for these and the preserved 1914 railway lines, Petržalka started almost from a tabula rasa (Gross, 

1969, p.12).  

The competition specified that the planned number of dwellings to be built until 1980 to be 60,000 for 

an estimated 140,000 inhabitants. Kamil Gross who drafted the first territorial plan for Bratislava region 

in 1949, pointed out that the construction of Petržalka must take advantage of the planned road and 

water transportation. The existing railway tracks would not be reconstructed or planned for use until 

1980, as the rise in individual motor transportation was forecast to increase, with planned bus and tram 

lines as public transportation. The road networks and bridges were already specified in the 1966 

authorized plans therefore participants of the 1967 competition were not required to solve this issue 

(Ibid, 47). It was only fair that the participants focus more on the architectural lay-out of buildings and 

their relation to the existing green, waterways from the Danube. The entries included different 

compositions of blocks in flowing forms. The experts in the jury judged the entries based on the potential 

transportation connections between functional areas and the technical-economic solutions in terms of 

floor ratio and housing density (Ibid, 51).  

When Czechoslovakia amplified Petržalka as an important project in the region, Stanislav Talaš and 

Jozef Chovanec from Stavoprojekt Bratislava were eventually commissioned to design the Petržalka 

and based most of their ideas on the competition. With the onset of normalisation and stringent binding 

laws of standardisation, they could not help but adhere to the prefabricated panels and standardisation 

(Kleibl, 2014, p.68). They supplemented their schematic plan of Petržalka to the territorial plan of 

Bratislava in 1970 and began urban planning studies in 1971 to refine their scheme (Kleibl, pp. 86-87). 

Like East Berlin, Bratislava was close to the western border of Austria, and had to be an exemplar of 

the socialist city. This meant that central authorities must consolidate control within the city, especially 

given that Petržalka was close to the border and the newly built SNP Bridge became a lifeline to the 

centre of Bratislava. In the housing construction program produced under the umbrella of ‘real existing 

socialism’ during the XIV KSČ Congress, special attention was given to the potential of Petržalka as 

propagated by the media (Szalay, 2013, p.200). Talaš and Chovanec planned Petržalka for 150,000 

residents with 40,000 dwellings with additional buildings for schools, medical facilities and power 

plants, within the district. As the presence of highway networks was non-negotiable, they did their best 

proposing improved the links between the different sections, was sensitive to the hydrological conditions, 

and adhered to the use of prefabricated flats but with various elements of composition and colors (Talaš, 

1978, pp.21-23). Much like the participants of the competition, they conceived the central area forming 

the backbone of Petržalka as a lively urban boulevard, a pulsing heart of the district’s social and cultural 

life, an extension to the older city centre of Bratislava across the Danube river (Hruška, 1978, p.10; 

Szalay, 2013, p.200).  
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An additional study of a metro system in Bratislava connecting old and new districts that included 

Petržalka was introduced in 1973. The’ submarine carrier transport system’ was planned to connect 

south Petržalka with other parts of Bratislava in the context that the city was to become a regional 

agglomeration with a million inhabitants as a high-capacity mass transit. Metro systems were already 

successfully set up in Prague in the early 1970s with assistance from Soviet engineers, so 

Czechoslovakian authorities wanted the same thing for Bratislava. The metro was incorporated in the 

directional plan of 1976, running along the central axis of Petrzalka, with lively economic centres and 

retail feeding off from it. However, due to the ambitious nature of the metro project the construction of 

a highway network took precedence, so much so that the planned metro was pushed back and eventually 

never realised (Kleibl, p.104).  

 

3.3.7 Realignment 

Although the conception of Petržalka came before the critical juncture of 1969, the importance that the 

visions of the competition represented became apparent to the regime as it honed in on the potential of 

the new district. The autonomy of the National Committee began to falter as the responsibility of the 

project transferred to Stavoprojekt. The imposed laws and policies following the XIV KSČ Congress in 

1971 and the announcement of the SSR Urbanisation Project compromised these initial anticipated 

visions in certain aspects, such as architectural and urban structure due to the binding mandatory 

standardisation of housing laws. The larger scale of technocratic governance meant that Petržalka was 

developed as part of an agglomeration of Bratislava. 

That the architects and planners of Stavoprojekt still envisioned a thriving urban centre although this 

was only secondary to the development potential of transport, industrial expansion and the number of 

prefabricated panel buildings that grew out of existing urban capacities. There are components of 

Miliutin’s linear city concepts in their scheme, in terms of having the public transport running along the 

green spaces. Envisaging a socialist city of Petržalka through these drawings and the confidence that 

these would translate well into the real world were thwarted by not only geographical conditions but 

also the dynamic process of socio-economic changes, as we will see in later chapters.   

 

Figure 7: Approved authorised plan of Petržalka 

highlighting the significance of the highway networks 

forming the layout of the housing estate, followed by 

planned metro line and railway tracks. Source: Výstavba 

Petržalky by Stanislav Talaš, Architektura ČSR p.19-23, 

Issue 1/1978 
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3.4 Conclusion 

There are a number of aspects in which Marzahn differs from Petržalka in terms of its conception. To 

begin with, Marzahn had the advantage in the fact that it had more infrastructure and was well enveloped 

by surrounding urban fabric. The GDR government recognised that they could just attach and reactivate 

schemes to these existing urban capacities when Marzahn was conceived in the wake of the GDR’s 

critical juncture. They were more sensitive to the older forms and the need to preserve the village core. 

Large building projects were more concentrated in East Berlin as labour and resources were invested on 

turning it into a model city.  

Whereas Petržalka did not have the same advantage in the number of existing infrastructures, 

nevertheless the immediate conditions of centralised economic planning created more potential. After 

the critical juncture of 1968, the visions from the competition were recognised and amplified. Unlike 

East Berlin, Bratislava developed as part of a larger whole, conforming to the long-term projection of 

the SSR Urbanisation Project. The technocratic experts of Czechoslovakia reinforced the level of 

scientific management of the economy by incorporating standardised building laws with territorial 

planning. Thus, Petržalka benefitted more from an organised, hierarchical system and stronger emphasis 

of technocratic governance.   
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CHAPTER 4:  

BETWEEN GENERAL DEVELOPMENT PLANNING & 

 TERRITORIAL PLANNING:  

DIFFERENT SCALAR APPROACHES 

 

4.1 Introduction  

Spatial planning processes and governances among the CEE countries took on different forms during 

state socialism. According to Hungarian scholar György Enyedi (1990) central-planned economies 

could be categorised in two models. The first was the Soviet central-planned model where resources for 

individual settlements were allocated via ‘regional agency’ while the second model was the 

decentralised planning and decision-making model at the local level, which was still dictated by ‘long-

term solutions’ set by the central planners. Both GDR and Czechoslovakia fall into the first category, 

along with Romania and Bulgaria while Poland and Hungary were of the latter. Notwithstanding, even 

within the same group, urbanisation among these countries would still differ from each other as 

Czechoslovakia was federal and, like Yugoslavia, could not “concentrate planning, management and 

development in the capital city as much as non-federal states” such as Hungary or the GDR (Ibid, p.170).   

 

Before we can begin to comprehend what spatial planning meant in countries of state socialism, let us 

look at what it means in the general sense. Spatial planning as a term is rarely used in the Anglo-

American countries compared to the terms regional planning and it should not be confused with urban 

planning. The spatial planning concept is mostly used in the European context. To elaborate, the 

definition of spatial planning, according the European Commission (1997), are methods utilised by the 

public sector to influence the distribution of activities in space with the aim of creating a more rational 

territorial organisation of land uses. The goal of spatial planning is to ensure a balance between demands 

for development and the need to protect the environment to achieve social and economic development 

objectives (p.24).  

 

The idea of spatial planning here that complies with the definition of the planned economy is that the 

public sector could influence the activities in space on a larger scale, ensuring an even development 

with specific social and economic development objectives. Compare that with the definition given by 

Polish architect Edmund Goldzamt (1979: 79), in which he said,  

 

"The on-going renewal of spatial planning is already linked to the economic perspective planning. 

Spatial planning becomes an indispensable organizational and methodological component of the 

decentralized decision making, the activation of the centres and regions of the whole country, and 

the subsequent transition to intensive economic methods." 

 

Despite the statement of ‘decentralised decision-making’ here, the planning practices in both the 

Czechoslovakia and GDR both subscribe to the concept of ‘democratic centralism’ in that all members 
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are legally bound to the decisions of the higher authorities. Goldzamt acknowledged this by stating that 

the urban planners and architects were bound to the social economic policies in their practice, and they 

had a duty to solve the greater issues in socialist society, especially with regards to providing places to 

live (Ibid). By the late 1950s, among the socialist countries, there were two important and new concepts 

that were developed in planning. The first was the establishment of satellite settlement networks in big 

cities and secondly the restructuring of rural settlement systems, with the idea of concentration of centres 

and providing the necessary facilities according to their hierarchy (Ibid). CEE is no different from the 

Western European countries as they also went about establishing modernisation projects in their 

countries only that their urbanisation and urban development were largely under the public sector with 

specific methods. Nevertheless, a major point of departure in the planning history of former socialist 

countries is the mid-1950s, in which the destalinization period led changes in spatial planning. 

According to Matej Spurny (2019, pp.163, 166), state socialism in the 1960s and 1970s was different 

from the Stalinist period in its approach to social engineering. While the “emphasis on production” and 

the “just distribution of wealth” were similar, technological progress, consumerism and provision of 

welfare distinguished this period from the previous decades. Optimisation of rational planning tools was 

especially strong in the late 1960s- 1970s, in what was defined as the ‘normalisation’ period in 

Czechoslovakia. By the mid-1970s, after three decades of centralised economic planning experience, 

both GDR and Czechoslovakia had refined their methods for effective spatial planning. In the 1980s, 

Czechoslovak spatial planning journals frequently looked to their German counterparts to evaluate the 

effectiveness of their own systems (Kuthan, 1984). The Territorial Plan and General Development Plan 

were important instruments for which any development decisions on cities and agglomerations to take 

place (Hrůza, 1977; Lammert, 1979; Gál & Furdik, 1984; Kadatz, 1997).  

 

The frequency and highlighted importance of these masterplans were often mentioned in primary 

literature, leading to the necessity of this chapter. When planning the future development of their cities, 

the socialist regime always referred to a master plan of their city. These large-scale, two-dimensional 

planning documents can be perceived as intermediaries among the actors. Borrowing the term of 

‘intermediary’ from Latour (2005, p.39), it is something which transports “meaning without 

transformation” while the mediators, the actors in this case, “transform, translate, distort and modify the 

meaning or elements they are supposed to carry.” As an intermediary, planning documents are visions 

of the central organs and national economic plans that are expressed visually with accompanying text. 

These master plans, therefore, were used as blueprints for further translations by actors as they were 

transported from the centre to the periphery, figuratively speaking.  

 

The research questions pertaining to this chapter are as follows: 

 

1. What were the main intermediaries used by the 1970s urban planners for East Berlin and 

Bratislava?  

2. How did they differ from one another and why were they different? 

 

The ongoing perception is that these countries operate similarly. By juxtaposing these different 

practices, it is likely that we would be less descriptive and become more analytical. Even Goldzamt 

admitted these differences and referenced how the former historical empires left different urban 

structures and how the socialist countries attempted to resolve the issues of these uneven gaps. 

Therefore, this chapter attempts to discuss the instrumental planning tools that steered the urban 

development of cities according to their own perceptions and priorities in how cities should develop in 

relation to a larger whole. Different perceptions of the masterplans of the cities could unlock their unique 
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mechanisms in processing these into reality, which will be revealed in later chapters. An important 

aspect which is rarely acknowledged or discussed by authors is how the urban fabric of these socialist 

cities were recalibrated according to larger-scale regional or territorial planning. This holds true also for 

advanced capitalist countries undergoing the rescaling of cities due to ‘large-scale territorial 

infrastructures of capitalist production, circulation and reproduction’ following the Fordist-Keynesian 

period of 1950-1970 (Brenner, 2019. pp.138-139). The formation of cities was directly facilitated 

through state agencies, which managed multi-scale plans or territorial and infrastructural development 

to boost the national economies (Ibid, p.129). 

 

Therefore, the centrally planned economies with their hierarchical organisation models provided a more 

rigorous large-scale territorial and regional development, in which city building were embedded in. For 

the case of Czechoslovakia, this is more rigid than the GDR, due to their larger stratification networks 

of planning pertaining to the federalised system. This chapter aims to prove this point by highlighting 

the different master plans in which the cities were conceived and how they defined spatial planning in 

which regional planning intermeshed with city building. The first section describes the definitions and 

methods in the East German context and how crucial General Development Plan is in developing East 

Berlin whereas the next section goes on to elaborate the concepts of Territorial Planning in 

Czechoslovakia. With a long-term perspective and strategies by technocratic experts, both planning 

practices of the GDR and Czechoslovakia from the late 1960s were bound to the idea of modern state 

power in planning, with the goal of social engineering through the materialisation of urban utopias, 

consistent with the emphasis of order in modernity (Wagner, 1994; Bauman, 1990). While renown 

scholars Lefebvre (2003, p.159) and Max Welch Guerra (2018, p.52) may insist that spatial and urban 

planning are not impartial to an ‘ideology’ and ‘political instrument,’ this chapter is not interested in 

debating extensively on the ideology of communism in urban planning of the CEE, nor the role in-depth 

of the Communist Parties in this process. While it does not deny that Marxist ideology was appropriated 

by Lenin were applied to some extent, it will however focus on rendering how the planning practices 

differ from one another according to the inception of city building in different scales, viewed through 

the lens of technocratic thinking and organized modernity (Spurny, 2019; Wagner, 1994) in definition 

and in methods, despite similar ideals. Eventually these different methods would reveal the greater 

intensity and sheer magnitude of the technocracy model in the case of Czechoslovakia.  

 

 

4.2 GDR 

While the GDR emulated the Soviet model of planned economy, the administrations of territorial 

planning in the GDR and the divisions of their regions into Bezirke (counties), Gemeinde, and Kreise 

shared similarities with West Germany due to common historical roots, a system already established 

before the divide (Fege & Menge, 1992). Territorial planning in the former GDR was under the 

responsibility of the Territorial Planning department under the State planning commission and the 

Bezirksplankommission (County Planning Commission). They determined, first and foremost, the main 

locations for distribution of the industries (with the prognosis of short to long term planning), the 

allocation of large investments, keeping account of development within the counties, and ensuring 

coordination between the central organs and county councils. Under the territorial planning system, the 

ministries and the management of the industrial combines had to plan their operations within the regions, 
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cooperating with the county councils in the production and exploitation of resources in line with the 

investments (Ibid).  

In the first two decades of the GDR, territorial planning played a big role as new locations were 

established for industrial production, with a fair amount of investment in new settlements to accompany 

them. For instance, Eisenhüttenstadt, founded in 1950 and touted as the model socialist city at the time, 

complemented the new steel mill combine next to the older town of Fürstenberg. Halle-Neustadt then 

emerged in 1967 as a settlement for the workers of the nearby chemical sites. Besides rebuilding and 

constructing technical infrastructures after WW2, the continuation of modern planning during this period 

ensured standardisation of resources and building practices.  

The GDR had four great conurbations: the East Berlin area, the Leipzig-Halle, Karl-Marx Stadt-Zwickau 

and Dresden, each consisting of more than 1 million people (Goldzamt, p. 102). The concept of core-

agglomeration hierarchy among cities and urban regions was common among centrally planned 

economies. The relationship between Berlin as a core city and the Berlin Hinterlands was established 

since the 1890s, and after WWII East Berlin maintained strong links with its agglomeration region 

(Zimm & Bräuniger, 1984).  

In the early years, the regime stressed on ensuring equality of wealth between agglomeration and core, 

though more attention was given to develop the centre of East Berlin in later years. From the late 1960s 

onwards, there was more focus on strategic planning in the cities. Influenced by the discourse in other 

countries including West Germany, the critique of modern planning and its effects on cities, as well as 

the attention towards historical preservation of inner cities, led to ideas about the compact city. In an 

attempt to develop East Berlin as the centre of political, culture and science with important buildings 

and monuments, the compact city revolved around the development within defined urban boundaries, 

and limiting extension beyond development zones if necessary. They worked at a sufficient scale, and 

not refer to territories beyond that scale. When they worked at a smaller enough scale, there were more 

thoughtful consideration of the integration of the telecommunication systems, the transport systems, the 

industries that fit into their vision of the ideal socialist city.  

An important masterplan for East Berlin was the General Development Plan of 1969. Rather than turning 

to regional scale, the GDR became more concerned with the compact city concept particularly in East 

Berlin from the late 1960s onwards, hence for East Berlin territorial planning was less of an influence. 

But firstly, we need to understand the concept of General Development Plan within the German context.  

According to Frick (2008) the German definition of Development Plan should not be limited to the 

construction of buildings according to the Building Code, but rather to all the objects and corresponding 

procedures that are connected with the qualitative control of the building activity in the area such as land 

division, public spaces or green spaces. The Development Plan intended for an entire city or 

agglomeration is referred to as the General Development Plan (pp.167-168). The General Development 

Plan in the context of the GDR was introduced in 1965 and used more as an instrument in the cities for 

the long-term management, planning and coordination of urban development, from effective traffic 

planning, identifying suitable residential locations and nature reserves (Kadatz, 1997; Rietdorf & 

Werner, 1972; Lindemann, Eds. Bodenschatz, Polina, 2017; Sommer & Weise, 1971). The General 

Development Plan had to be coordinated with the General Traffic Plan and the General Plan for Urban 

Technical Supply. Each municipality or district had its own General Development Plan approved by the 
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top organs and was responsible for drawing up its own General Development Plan of Work, under which 

there were the Development Plan and Development Concept, dealing with the urban design of each 

subarea of the district (Lammert, 1979, p.232), e.g., the Marzahn Development Concept. For important 

projects such as East Berlin, the state and district planning commissions, as leading economic organs, 

were directly involved with the development of the General Development Plan (Lindemann, 2017). The 

Social Political Objectives were a prerequisite for each General Development Plan in each council of 

the district. This provides the comprehensive view on population growth, labour force and workplace 

developments, funds and planned stages of development, planned infrastructure, recreation and 

environmental protection (Kadatz, 1997). Based on sources in the 1970s (Junker, 1976), these General 

Development Plans could range up to 1:25 000 in scale (Maaß, 2006, pp.88-89). 

 

Chart 1: Simplified diagram of the hierarchy of the General Development Planning documentation in the GDR in 1972. 

Source: Arzmi, 2019, based on Lammert, 1979; Kadatz, 1997 

This is not to say that territorial planning in the GDR was not so important in city planning, but compared 

to the newly federalised Czechoslovakia which we will discuss next, the responsibility to develop the 

city or urban areas was not strictly bound to territorial plans as they were with the General Development 

Plan. They may have been in the first two decades of the GDR, but attention was focused on the General 

Development Plan and the integration of these elements was fine tuned in the 1960s. 

4.3 Czechoslovakia 

As for Czechoslovakia, post-war planning practice during state socialism had its roots in the 1920s when 

economic growth spurred interests and experiments with regional and zoning in modern planning. 

During the occupation by Nazi Germany, comprehensive modern planning methods were taught, and 

these were later layered with the 1949 territorial planning laws under state socialism (Dostalik, 2017). 

With the dominant presence of technocrats and engineers in planning, the Czechoslovak planning 

methods drew influence from both German and Soviet practices. Planning practice in Czechoslovakia 

during normalisation became more complicated as there were two parallel plans which dictated planning, 

but the one that was commonly referred to and used by architects and urban planners was the Territorial 

Plan. There were separate Oblast Plans for infrastructure which must be coordinated with the Territorial 
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Plan. These documentations form the blueprint of the long-term development of the territory, including 

land use, social transformation, economic production, traffic planning and environmental protection. But 

first we begin with the definition of the Territorial Plan in the Czechoslovakia context.  

 

Chart 2: Territorial Planning documentation in Czechoslovakia after 1976. Source: Arzmi, 2019, based on Gal, Furdik 1984; 

Michalec, 1976 

Hrůza (1977) defines the territory in the Czechoslovak context as an area with natural resources, creating 

possibilities for exploitation and rational utilization. He went on further to say that the territory does not 

only include areas with high population densities and controlled urbanization, but also is a relatively 

large rural area undergoing urbanization (p.269). Hence, Territorial Planning refers to the planning of 

the territory. Under the context of the Czechoslovakia centralized economy, according to the textbooks 

from the Faculty of Architecture at the Slovak Technical University in Bratislava (1984), territorial 

planning is the development of the environment in a large territory into a uniform settlement system 

(Gál, Furdik, 1984, p.6). Dostalik (2017) insinuated that the phrase ‘territorial planning’ in the first 1949 

laws was deliberately chosen to suggest ‘a more technical and future-minded (and maybe eastward-

looking) approach’ (p.167). By 1976, territorial planning in Czechoslovakia consisted of three different 

stages: large territorial units, zones and settlement units. The cities of Prague and Bratislava are separate 

territories with their own agglomerations and have their own territorial development plans. Based on the 

Building Act No. 50/1976, in which building regulations must be strictly bound to territorial planning, 

each Territorial Plan must be accompanied by the Territorial Prognosis, an economic, social and 

demographic forecast of the territory and the Territorial Project, a time-based development plan for the 

territory (Ibid, p.26).  

As for the Territorial Plan, the plans of the large territorial units were the most crucial derivation of the 

national economic plans, and they could range from smaller scales of 1:2500 depending on important 

projects in which the centralised regime wished to focus in detail, to a large 1:200 000 of a specific 

territory (Gál & Furdik, 1984, p.27). The laws that bound planning activity and urban development in 

any village, town or city to territorial planning dates back to 1949 and was updated in 1976 (Maier & 

Šlemr, 2016, pp. 164-179). The plans for settlement units could be 1:25 000 in scale while their zones 

up to 1:10 000.  

With regards to the planning of oblasts since the communist takeover of 1948, there were similarities 

with the USSR model in the administration of their regions following a centrally planned economy. 

Oblast is also a Russian word for province or region, and refers to administrations in the countries of the 

former Soviet Union. Hence, I will retain the use of oblast to refer specifically to the Czechoslovak 

context and not confuse it with the general English term for region. During Czechoslovakia, oblasts were 

very significant in textbooks detailing the economic planning of cities, and were always included in 
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plans for the economic growth of the cities, such as the case with Milan Buček’s 1983 book on Spatial 

and Urban Economy.   

The Oblast Plan was significant, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, as cities in Czechoslovakia began to 

expand due to urban migration accompanying industrial growth. The oblasts consist of large city regions, 

which included Bratislava and Košice, considered as agglomerations with city cores, primary zones, and 

edge zones. Outside the city agglomeration but still within the city region were the external zones. Due 

to its location in Bratislava, Petrzalka fell somewhere between the primary and edge zones within the 

oblast planning system. The emergence of complex oblasts and urban agglomerations in Czechoslovakia 

came hand-in-hand with transport corridors.   

Chart 3 is a translated organisation of planning activities in the SSR, found in important textbooks for 

architects and urban planners. It demonstrates the importance of the oblast plan within the overall 

system, and how it had to coincide with the territorial plan. Apparently, the planning of these oblasts 

was under the jurisdiction of the Slovak Planning Commission, depicted in the diagram as SLPK and it 

has its own research institute (VÚOP - Oblast Planning Research Institute) to support the contents of 

their planning documentation. These oblasts and territorial plans seem to be on the same ranking, and 

must complement each other in the vision of creating a socialist order in the urban landscapes. Since 

oblast plans were prepared by the Planning Commission, investments were allocated mostly through the 

conditions laid out in the oblast plans rather than the territorial plan. These are then distributed to the 

investors and construction enterprises; whose responsibilities were to materialise them.  

Hence, in the urban planning of Bratislava, there were two intermediaries to contend with. There were 

distinct tasks on which actors were responsible for territorial planning and which were for oblast 

planning. Among the actors of the construction industry, the main reference was still territorial planning 

and its clear hierarchies of planning from large units, settlements to zoning, as they were the main guide.  

In theory, from the second half of the 1960s, greater discourse revolved around expansion of the city 

region via the satellite settlement system. Emmanuel Hruška, a prominent Czech architect who worked 

on Bratislava from the beginning of socialism through to the 1960s, reflected the beliefs that 

‘transformation of the economic structure would lead to transformations in the social structure’ (1966, 

p.409). He firmly believed in the expansion of the Bratislava region through creation of satellite towns 

for more equal wealth distribution, and clear articulation of functional organisations through zoning. The 

capacity to expand in unprecedented scale was possible due to advanced systems in technology, progress 

in building methods and connection networks.  
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Chart 3: Organisational activity of planning practice in SSR. VÚOP refers to Oblast Planning Research Institute, while SLPK 

is the Slovak Planning Commission. Source: Michalec, 1976, p.27 and Gál & Furdik, 1984, p.10 

4.4 Different Problems in Practice: 

The hegemonic nature of the modernist, ‘urban-regionalist’ planning perspective which persisted post-

WWII until the 1970s led to critiques of the deployed spatial planning methods in the GDR (Kress, 2018, 

pp.156-157). This shifted the focus from large scale modernisation projects to qualitative urban 

regeneration of the capital cities. Revaluation of historic centres were also partly due to Leipzig protests 

in 1968 following demolition of the Paulinerkirche, Venice Charter in 1964 and European Architectural 

Heritage Year in 1975 (Ibid). The centre of East Berlin shifted from Stalinallee to Unter den Linden in 
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the 1970s, coinciding with the emerging laws on preservation, which saw surrounding historic 18th-19th 

century buildings being restored at the time (Spurny, p.360).  

Meanwhile, Czechoslovakia had more agglomerations, that included Prague, Most, Karlovy Vary, Plzen, 

Liberec, Ceske Budejovice, Hradec Kralove-Pardubice, Brno, Ostrava, Olomouc, Bratislava, Zilina, 

Banska Bystrica, Nitra as well as Košice-Presov (Goldzamt, 103). Of course, the larger city regions of 

Bratislava, Košice, Prague, Ostrava and Brno received more attention in investments and ranked 

hierarchically higher in priorities than other agglomerations. In terms of the focus on historic cores, 

Hruška came out more than a decade after his support for the satellite system, pinpointing the problem 

of Czechoslovakia’s technocratic, double-pronged planning system on Bratislava, as centre of an oblast. 

He fervently argued that while technocratic methods of mathematical modelling led to progress, they 

could not replace creative, intuitive thinking. The decentralisation of Bratislava weakened the urban core 

as the nuclear of an agglomeration, as there was a lack of investment in the urban core. In the late 1970s 

as the SSR Urbanisation Project was underway, interconnection networks in Bratislava were established 

without a clear concept on how they would affect the overall urban environment. Echoing ideas from 

the GDR on the functioning compact city, he emphasised the role of Bratislava in fulfilling the social, 

cultural and commercial needs of its inhabitants (Hruška, 1978, pp.9-10). 

As we go over the problems of these methodologies discussed by practising architects and urban planners 

in the official professional journals during the 1970s and 1980s, the specificities of the issues that they 

raised in the GDR differ from that in Czechoslovakia. Of course, the problem could not solely be 

attributed to how architects and urban planners perceived the planning of their cities, as they were pawns 

contingent upon the decisions of the top actors. In the late GDR 1970s, they discussed the lack of clarity 

in the General Development Plan, which led to confusion when they tried to develop the Development 

Concept. For instance, where to locate the social and retail centres and tram stops at a reasonable distance 

from the dwellings, green corridors, the practicality of technical installation in the area to the 

arrangement of spaces to reduce noise pollution (Schattel, 1977; Pretzsch, 1979). In Czechoslovakia, the 

problem with the Territorial Planning process that the planners and architects frequently complained 

about was the incoherency between the layers of Territorial Plan and the Oblast Plan. They admitted that 

the long-term goals and concepts eventually got lost along the stages of the process when it came to land 

management and construction (Hrůza, 1977, p.272).  Representatives of the local municipalities claimed 

that there was a lack of guidance in implementing the plans into design and construction of the area, in 

addition to the lack of coordination between the oblasts and the territorial plans (Matoušková, 1985; 

Zibrinová, 1988, p.23). Hruška (1971, p.108) commented that economic planners usually focus on short-

term goal of 10-15 years while territorial planners foresee a longer perspective. Maier and Šlemr (2016) 

stated that the territorial planning method had more consequences in the urban development of Slovakia 

than did the Czech Lands. Kadatz (1997) noted that there were no clear distinctions between urban and 

oblast planning in the case of Czechoslovakia. Goldzamt (1975, p.116) commented that in 

Czechoslovakia there was excessive fragmentation of the settlement network, and while big cities like 

Brno, Bratislava and Ostrava played roles as being the oblast centres, the focus in investment seemed 

concentrated either on developing the centre in the capital or the structure of the smaller towns in the 

countryside.  

The reason for the bigger issues in Czechoslovakia was the rapid growth the country was facing. The 

state governments had to ensure that the largely agrarian Slovak lands develop to be on par with their 
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Czech counterpart. With the ongoing SSR Urbanisation project, this was also associated with the idea 

of the Slovak Affair, by increasing higher standards of living by providing jobs, housing and 

infrastructure in Slovakia to legitimise the existence of the regime. They saw their own territorial 

planning as an efficient way to control the development of the villages, small towns, and cities in the 

regions. Of course, there had to be a degree of flexibility and devolution of authority to the local councils, 

enterprises for urban development, as long as it fulfilled the needs of the territorial plans of the larger 

territorial units. The regime also allowed more private housing ownership compared to the GDR, and 

people were allowed to build their own family houses in the countryside, especially during the 

normalisation period (Šlemr & Maier, 2016 p.173). For instance, the proportion of private apartments in 

Czechoslovakia was 35.5% while in the GDR it was only 9.8% (Landmann, 2017).  

Moreover, when Czechoslovakia was federalised in late 1969, the Slovak Socialist Republic had its own 

Slovak National Council and its own ministries to develop the Slovak territorial plans with approval 

from the Czechoslovakia federal government in Prague. Even though reforms in 1969 dictated that 

economic production should be jointly managed by both Czech and Slovak national governments, the 

Czechoslovakia federal government still managed key industries (Cox, Frankland, 1995; Žatkuliak, 

2011). Thus, spatial planning was measured in economic indices by technocratic experts, which 

effectively made the oblast plan a powerful intermediary in itself. Additionally, the 1976 territorial 

planning laws consolidated Territorial Plans with Oblast Plans up to land areas and building codes.  

Fundamentally, both the GDR and Czechoslovakia subscribe to similar techniques of governmentality, 

to coin the term by Foucault (1978). They had a clear long-term 20–30-year perspective on how to 

achieve their objectives which was ultimately their notion of a socialist society. To do so they needed to 

manage economic growth and spatial planning on their own terms, affectively creating the socialist 

environment (as articulated in Chart 3), the conditions to create this ideal socialist society. These long-

term perspectives on desired population growth, employment, location of industries, and urban 

expansions throughout the states were ingrained in GDR’s Social Political Objectives and 

Czechoslovakia’s Territorial Prognosis. In order to achieve the spatialisation of the ‘socialist urban 

environment’ clearly articulated in both countries, they were contingent upon institutionalisation, an 

important feature of organised modernity in which the ensemble of actors was appointed to execute 

planning tasks (Wagner, 1994, p.76).  

4.5 Conclusion  

As we summarise the main points of this chapter, we could conclude that there were distinctive planning 

practices. By looking at how they refer to the main intermediaries of urban planning and how they were 

implemented in practice, we could discern these main differences with Czechoslovakia’s federalised 

planning as opposed to the GDR’s non-federalised one, and how they would form a trajectory for future 

development.  

With regards to these two terminologies used in the local context, Czechoslovakia’s territorial planning 

is comparable to spatial planning as defined by the European Commission in their rational utilisation in 

the distribution of settlements, infrastructure and economic production. On the other hand, GDR’s 

General Development Planning concerns itself with development and the structural spatial organisation 

of either rural or urban areas. Interesting enough, the masterplan of Bratislava was conceived as a 

Territorial Plan since the 1950s, and the satellite system idea conceived in the 1960s. The city of 
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Bratislava expanded outwards as part of an agglomeration by the late 1960s-1970s, and established 

urbanised corridors at the expense of smaller scale planning issues. In East Berlin, the General 

Development Plan was more focused on the immediate urban region while also pushing its urban 

boundaries not far beyond today’s Berlin-Brandenburg border. These practices show to which extent 

these regimes utilised their methods in the wake of scientific and technological revolution, which were 

emblematic of technocratic thinking. Spurný (2019) stated that there were two poles of technocratic 

thinking. One was economic reductionism and productivism and the other, rationally-organized utopia 

guaranteeing a better life for citizens (pp. 405-406). To elaborate these concepts, the more rigorous 

emphasis on welfare during the normalisation period promised reduced poverty, and better living 

conditions in housing. Constructing a welfare state required a collectivisation process (Wagner, p.98), 

which defined the population age, occupation, and education of society, reducing heterogeneity of 

inhabitants to statistics, as indicated in Social Political Objectives and Territorial Prognoses in GDR 

and Czechoslovakia respectively. The economic experts’ role entailed first measuring lands in economic 

indices with regards to these goals and aligning them with spatial planning. In the case of 

Czechoslovakia, a quasi-federalised system with a  double-pronged planning practice, these took on the 

form of oblast plans, eventually leading to decentralisation and dominance of infrastructural planning in 

the establishment of urbanisation corridors.  

Unfortunately, these planning systems have not always translated well in urban forms as reflected in the 

tensions recorded by the planning profession in their respective journals. Organised modernity was more 

heightened in countries of state socialism than in the West (Wagner, 1994), creating an inevitable 

monopolisation of certain practices in an attempt to eliminate ambiguity and uncertainty by imposing 

order, and prioritising one pattern over another (Bauman, 1990). These practices were not formidable, 

and according to Bauman as quoted by Wagner, they inevitably lead to ‘problems of fragmentation and 

dispersion due to insufficient communication and lack of social consensus and solidarity’ (p.44). 

The problem lies not only with the tight-knit woven structure of planning organisations, but the firm 

conviction that the large-scale two-dimensional masterplans could be translated in spatial forms in a 

seamless process. The virtues of an egalitarian socialist society were conveyed in drawings for 

development plans and conception on an urban scale, and the planners believed these could be 

transported on site when the urban forms were materialised. However, even these were contingent upon 

the complex reality of centralised planning.   
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CHAPTER 5:  

INFLUENCE OF TRANSPORTATION NETWORK POLICIES 

IN THE PLANNING PROCESS  

 

5.1 Introduction  

When we consider the planning history of the large housing estates in CEE, its production was developed 

simultaneously with an expansion of their public transportation systems (Musil, 2001; Turnock, 2006), 

which were either inherited from previous regimes or newly constructed. Indeed, their national 

urbanisation strategy, in which sectoral planning implied that industrial workers must have the means 

to commute every day from work to home meant that these infrastructures become an important 

component of socialist urban planning. Apart from that, the rise and eventual acceptance of private car 

ownership, and the need to connect capital cities with important industrial areas and surrounding 

settlements, propelled approaches to improving road and highway conditions in the 1960s (Gatejel, 

2011). According to Dimitriou (1992), the city could be perceived as a “dynamic interface machine of 

movement (transport), channels of communication (including information) links, serving activities 

accommodated by the settlement.” Inevitably, it was not just the architecture of large housing estates, 

but also the public transportation systems and the automobility infrastructures surrounding them which 

tremendously impacted the urban landscape of the Berlin and Bratislava that we see today.  

Cities rarely operate alone. They are economically, socially and culturally dependent on other cities. 

Thus, in considering how socialist cities came about in centralised command economies, we could go 

back to the theory of Zarecor’s ‘infrastructural thinking’ and ‘socialist scaffolding’ (2017). Hence, when 

looking at how transportation networks and highways developed in these cities, it is crucial to consider 

their relation to the overall system, in how they operated and why the centralised governments made 

these decisions. The supply of networked infrastructure across the whole country were also a part of 

modernisation projects, which began in the USA in the 1920s and 1930s, eventually influencing the 

other industrialised nations to follow suit. According to urban geographers Stephen Graham and Simon 

Marvin in their well-known book Splintering Urbanism (2001), “Infrastructure networks, now widely 

seen through organised metaphors as the very 'connective tissue', 'nervous systems' or 'circulation 

systems' of the nation, became an essential focus of power, legitimacy and territorial definition of the 

modern nation state.” The association of mobility with modernity is linked to the process of 

legitimisation of a nation state (Tuvikene, 2019), and could only be achieved via establishment and 

improvements of a coherent ‘circulation system.’ 

The importance of comprehensive and cohesive urban planning in the CEE was influenced by the 1960 

first All-Union Conference on Urban Planning in the Soviet Union, in which 2500 architects, engineers 

and other professionals from the built environment participated, coming from the GDR, Czechoslovakia 

and Poland. V.A. Kucherenko, president of Gosstroi (State Committee for Construction), called for a 

proper organisation of urban planning, a proponent of high-capacity road and transport systems in city 

centres around important civic buildings and the need for urban expressways. Not only that, he proposed 

a system of incorporating city planning within a larger scale urban region and cities as agglomerations, 

seen as nodes of supply and functional centres for systems of ‘production and reproduction’, generating 

‘high degree of mobility of people, goods and information’ (Kucherenko, 1960 via Beyer, Ed. 

Siegelbaum, 2011). The USSR’s political decisions on restructuring their regional planning policies to 

incorporate transportation networks and automobility infrastructure in their two-dimensional large-scale 

master plan of the states would encourage economic efficiency by ensuring effective circulation and 



 

75 
 

intensive use of existing resources and available materials. These concepts reverberated between the 

GDR and Czechoslovakia, as they improved their regional and general urban planning methods to 

eventually incorporate transportation planning. An instrumental tool to steer this modernisation project 

was a clear general urban plan for the city region, which was a part of the plan for the whole country as 

discussed in Chapter 4. The 1960s became a productive year for architects, urban planners and traffic 

engineers as theoretical discussions regarding the composition of the city and transportation issues 

blossomed, addressing questions on how to balance these aspects (Beyer, 2011). By 1967, following the 

congregation of the Council of Ministries of the USSR to discuss ‘Measures for Improvement of Urban 

Passenger Transport Service,’ the states of GDR, Czechoslovakia adopted the General Transportation 

Plans as part of their master plans, referred to as Generalverkehrsplan and General Dopravy respectively 

(Khairullina, 2019).    

As previously mentioned, private car ownership was accepted in the 1960s despite many hurdles to 

owning a car. The rise of the consumer culture and mass motorization appeared in parallel with the 

booming automobile industry. While each country embarked on divergent paths when it came to mass 

motorisation, both Czechoslovakia and the GDR had their own domestic automobile production 

industries with demand among the COMECON market. To compete with West Germany, the GDR 

produced Trabant and Wartburg cars on a mass scale (Gatejel, 2011) while the national Czechoslovak 

cars, especially the Skoda, saw an increase in the production process from 1955 to 1964 (Fava, 2011). 

There was even a failed joint venture between both countries to develop a new passenger vehicle, and 

ultimately they had to resort to importing Western cars (Gatejel, 2011). Of course, this progress urged 

the socialist regimes to improve their road and highway conditions.  

Hence, with this background information, it may seem as if both the GDR and Czechoslovakia took 

similar approaches in public transportation planning as well as motorway infrastructures. However, this 

is not the case, as we must consider the individual historical and political context of both countries, as 

well as their own planning methods as elaborated in Chapter 4. Discerning the urban fabric of Marzahn 

and Petržalka, it is insufficient to discuss the static urban spaces without acknowledging the transport 

network policies that also shaped them. While it is widely known that tracks for cranes and large 

machineries helped determined their urban fabric, it was also the forces of communication networks, 

both public transport and motorways that configured them, hence setting the pace for future urban 

development decades after 1989 via degrees of desirability of the land area in the market economy. Thus, 

this chapter responds to the following questions;  

1. What were the reasons for the different approaches to transportation planning in East Berlin 

and Bratislava?  

2. How did the planning of new and the renewal of old transportation networks determine the 

urban fabric of the Marzahn and Petržalka? 

The differences between the late 1960s general development plans of East Berlin and Bratislava already 

showed the tendency for the former to generate more transit-friendly connections and the latter for more 

efficient roads and highway networks. For each case study, the chapter discusses the historical context 

in previous governments to get a sense of what the GDR and Czechoslovakia already inherited in terms 

of both motorway systems and public transportation networks. Then it will expatiate on how both 

regimes develop new systems or retrofitted the inherited systems in the late 1960s to 1980s, thereby 

affecting the urban outcomes of our case studies.  
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5.2 History of Mobility Infrastructures in Berlin 

5.2.1 Expansion of Groß-Berlin along with Transportation Networks before WWII 

 

Figure 1: 1941 Plan of the eastern outskirt of Berlin, the villages of Marzahn-Biesdorf, already connected to Greater Berlin 

by S-Bahn tracks, roads and railway lines. Source: Bezirksmuseum Marzahn  

An important starting point is to analyse the pre-WW2 map, demonstrating the existence of the artery 

roads and public transport. An Eastern section of the 1941 plan of Berlin, which would become the 

Marzahn-Hellersdorf housing estate in the late GDR regime, shows the villages of the older Marzahn, 

Biesdorf and Kaulsdorf recently merged with the city, connected by S-Bahn lines. The S-Bahn tracks 

were laid out separately from the main arterial and collector roads.  

The integration of public transportation networks in the city was negotiated at the turn of the century 

starting with the Greater Berlin planning competition in 1907. Inspired by international city-planning 

debates such as the 1892 Otto Wagner’s Generalregelierungsplan for Vienna and 1901 plan for 

Washington D.C., the proposals included entries by Max Berg on how Berlin could expand, refining the 

techniques Siegfried Sitte had strived for in the building legislations for Vienna. At the same time, while 

the urban planning profession as a separate discipline developed, a consideration of the economic, 

aesthetic and social aspects of the discipline contributed to the growing Berlin metropolis during the 
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Weimar Republic. Under the leadership of Ernst Reuter, the various types of public transportation in 

Berlin were operating under one large organisation, the Berliner Verkehrs-Aktiengesellschaft (BVG) in 

1929. Thereafter, an integration of public transport networks became a crucial theme that accompanied 

the urban expansion of Berlin in 1920s and 30s. At the same time, an extensive Autobahn network from 

Berlin were also established, connecting with other European cities. A comprehensive planning culture 

flourished well into the Nazi regime, and this was obvious from the 1933 Gesamtplan (General Plan) 

with its integrated residential areas, transport, railways and green belts. Gustav Langen developed the 

General Plan further in 1935 by including ideas of running an axis of railway tracks and Autobahn 

through the city, ensuring that this infrastructure was also balanced by free open spaces and large 

housing estates. From the 1937 general development plan, the Nazi regime expanded the Autobahn 

system, building the North-South, East-West axes as well as the outer radial rings in Berlin (Tubbesing, 

2019). When Berlin was divided after WWII and the GDR took over, there was already a complex, 

integrated transportation system that the regime could work with. 

Hence, when the GDR was established in 1949, they inherited the Autobahns left by the Nazi regime, 

which were already efficient connectors to the nodes needed to establish an effective socialist scaffold; 

thus, only minor adjustments were needed. The Autobahns were extended to new GDR cities such as 

Eisenhüttenstadt, Hoyerswerda and Halle-Neustadt and directly to Warsaw through Łódź in Poland. 

They also successfully extended the railway networks, in 1960s and 1970s (Lammert, 1979, pp.60-61).  

 

5.2.2 GDR’s legacy of Public Transportation Systems and Tangentialverbindung  

Whereas the 1941 plan showed how the S-Bahn tracks were laid out separately from the main arterial 

and collector roads, by the time Marzahn was realised in 1976, these tracks merged with the arterial 

road. Referring to the map of Marzahn today, the housing settlement is bordered by Märkischer Allee 

along the western edge and Landsberger Allee, the main collector road that runs across the middle 

connects directly to the centre of Berlin. During the GDR, Märkischer Allee was formerly known as 

Heinrich-Rau Straße. Together with Allee der Kosmonauten, they were important road arteries for the 

construction of Marzahn. The assembly lines method, Takstraßen were coordinated along these roads, 

Figure 2 : Märkischer Allee and Allee der Kosmonauten were crucial to the construction of Marzahn, starting from the 

Südspitze (southern tip). Source: Open Street Map, accessed 2 Dec 2019, on: 

https://www.openstreetmap.org/search?query=Marzahn#map=14/52.5341/13.5445  

https://www.openstreetmap.org/search?query=Marzahn#map=14/52.5341/13.5445
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where simple rail tracks were laid out to guide enormous cranes to construct the panel housing blocks 

one by one from the south, starting with the WG 1 and finishing the WG II and WG III towards the north 

in Ahrensfeld around 1986 (Rubin, 2011, p.135). The construction of these roads was not only to service 

the construction of the new settlement in Marzahn, but to become a part of a larger, integrated 

development in Berlin.  

The GDR’s stance on modern, rationalised planning in integrating public transport following the 1960 

Conference in the USSR was clear. It should not be separate from urban planning, nor should it be 

neglected from the start. According to the decree set by the Ministry of Transport in 1966, 

“The principles of urban planning and design of cities aim to have an active influence on the basic 

direction of transport development, whereby transport should also have a meaningful interaction with 

territorial-economic development and urban planning.”1 

Utilising the GDR method of general development planning as discussed in Chapter 4, the integrated 

1969 General Development Plan indicated the servicing of the city centre and plans to upgrade and 

retrofit existing infrastructural networks to ensure efficient traffic and accessibility options. It included 

more planned public transportation networks, detailing where the new S-Bahn stations would be, 

incorporating them with the existing and planned Autobahn and road networks. In conjunction with the 

1973 Housing Building Programme to build more flats in the city, areas were already allocated at the 

outskirts for Marzahn-Hellersdorf in 1969, served by several S-Bahn stops along the edge of these 

Siedlungen. Besides, owing to the city division and construction of the Berlin Wall, several S-Bahn lines 

were disconnected from the stations in West Berlin starting in 1961. The BVG operated in West Berlin 

and the BVB in East Berlin. Hence, there was a compromise between the two regimes on how to operate 

their S-Bahn networks in terms of the citizens’ commute. Certain important S-Bahn stations such as the 

Potsdamer Platz were walled up and ceased to operate during the GDR. They modified S-Bahn networks 

in a way not to allow East German citizens to enter West Berlin via public transport. On the other hand, 

trains from West Berlin crossing north-south line via East Berlin would pass through stretches of stations 

without stopping. These stations, which were heavily guarded by GDR officers, were often referred to 

as the Geisterbahnhöfe, or Ghost Stations (Link, Richter, 1994). An important innovation from the GDR 

in this aspect is the outer railway ring to connect East Berlin with the areas in the north, west and south 

communities, bypassing West Berlin (Bodenschatz, 2018, p.24-25).  

With the expansion of Marzahn at the periphery, the regime paid attention to the provision of public 

transport infrastructure in their vision to develop East Berlin, also ensuring that their citizens could get 

around with trams. The map showing the network of S-Bahns refer to the radius of new and existing S-

Bahn stops as Einzugsbereiche, or ‘catchment areas’ and this idea allowed a walkability of not more 

than 600m between the residential flats and areas of interest such as shops, communal facilities and 

schools.2 In spite of meticulous planning, economic problems and deteriorating conditions hindered 

smooth implementation and operation of S-Bahn and tram facilities, so that East Berlin residents still 

lacked proper transport connections in 1980s.  

 

 
1 Grundsätze für die Entwicklung des Verkehrs in den Stadten der DDR, 1966. Der Forschungsgemeinschaft 
Stadtischer Verkehr Ministerium für Verkehrswesen der DDR (1966, p.2). Source via Khairullina, 2019.  
2 “Information über die Beratung am 8.1.1974 zur städtebaulichen Lösung des Stadtteiles Biesdorf-Marzahn,“ 3, 
and „Grundlagenmaterial für die Bebauungskonzeption des Stadtteils Biesdorf/Marzahn“ (Magistrat der 
Hauptstadt der DDR – Berlin – Abt. Generalplanung Berlin, 15.10.1973), 11. BA-L DH2 21389: Planung des 
neuen Stadtteiles Biesdorf-Marzahn, 1973-1975. Source via Rubin, Ed. Siegelbaum, 2011 
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Figure 3: The public transport infrastructure networks merging with the main road network. The green lines show the 

planned and upgraded electrically operated S-Bahn networks; the orange lines are S-Bahn networks still running on diesel. 

Source: Magistrat von Groß-Berlin, 1969, Bezirksbauamt, Bereich Städtebau und Architektur, Berlin: Hauptstadt der DDR 

 

Figure 4: Map of the S-Bahn network and its Einzugsbereiche (Catchment Areas). Source: Bundesarchiv, DC 20-BILD/148, 

Ministerrat der DDR, Generalverkehrsplan der Hauptstadt der DDR Berlin, circa 1970s (not dated) Generalbebauungsplan, 

Generalverkehrsplan, 1969, (10) Plan Öffentlicher Personennahverkehr 



 

80 
 

 

When it came to planning and upgrading the road networks, East 

Germany experienced a more advanced modern car-planning movement 

in comparison with the other COMECON countries. After the war, both 

East and West Germany had already rebuilt their urban landscapes with 

large motorways running through their city centres in Berlin, Dresden 

and Halle. In the early 1960s, still very much influenced by the Stalinist 

urbanism with large thoroughfares for demonstrations and parades, a 

substantial amount of road infrastructure was built around 

Alexanderplatz in East Berlin, connected to the majestic Stalinallee 

(Beyer, 2011). The turning point for the GDR was in the late 1960s-

1970s, when they were influenced by the intellectual discourse critical 

of the automobile-friendly city and its effects on the urban environment 

in West Germany since the 1960s (Aßman, 2016). In discussing road 

planning and its effects on existing urban tissues, the Ministry of 

Transport in 1968 acknowledged that road planning needed to be 

addressed at a ‘much earlier point in time, when fundamental decisions 

on the location and extent of new areas are initiated.’ 3 

When developing the road networks in East Berlin, the GDR traffic 

engineers were more pragmatic in their approach with its planned 

Tangentialverbindung (Tangential Link). This was not solely the GDR’s 

idea, as the concept of an efficient traffic system in a car-friendly Berlin 

was planned during the Nazi regime. The East Berlin city centre was to 

be a compact urban area with direct road connections to the large 

housing estates, industrial areas and recreation areas. The Tangential 

Link is the main road network consisting of a system of radial roads with 

tangential connections, creating a grid system effectively distributing traffic to connect individual city 

areas (Krenz, et al., 1969, p.38). The main transport for the residents of the new housing estates in the 

1970s were the S-Bahn connections. The General Transportation Plan was in alignment with the General 

Development Plan, in the sense that the planned new residential areas in principle should not be 

interrupted by main roads to eliminate disruptive crossings (Schattel, 1977, p.390). The Tangential Link 

was only partially completed during the GDR period and that was during 1972-1974 when the outer 

motorway ring was completed (Bodenschatz, 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Basisstruktur der Verkehrsanlagen, Dresden, Leipzig, Rostock und Magdeburg, 1968. Bericht Zentrale 
Arbeitskreis für Forschung und Technik Ministerium für Verkehrswesen der DDR. Source via Khairullina, 2019 

Figure 5: Tangentialverbindung concept. Source: Krenz, Weidner, & Stiebitz, 1969, p.39 



 

81 
 

5.3 History of Mobility Infrastructures in Bratislava 

5.3.1 How Modern Planning began in Bratislava under the Austro-Hungarian Empire  

Figure 6: A 1935 map of Bratislava and the former village of Petržalka. Source: Hauptstadt der Slovakei, Bratislava A 

Petržalka, Orientačný plán, 1935, Štátna vedecká knižnica, Košice. Thick double lined roads indicate tramlines while the 

dashed lines indicate the railway tracks.  

As for Bratislava, the system of trams and railway was first built during the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

with the first electric railway in 1898. In this 1935 map of Bratislava and Petržalka, formerly known as 

Engerau among the German-speaking residents, the double lined roads indicated here are the tram 

systems and the striped black and white lines are the trains. The train tracks, with connections to 

Budapest and Vienna (Barenscott, 2010), are seen here circumventing the urban fabric of Bratislava on 

the eastern side, crossing the only bridge across the Danube to Petržalka-Engerau, Stary Most. 

Meanwhile, the tramlines seemed to be more pre-eminent in the main roads leading to the inner city of 
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Bratislava, along the edge of the Danube and around Petržalka-Engerau. The Vienna Tramway was an 

important inner-city network of trams installed in both Bratislava and Vienna. In 1914, locomotive trains 

began to operate between the two cities until the disintegration of the Empire and the formation of the 

first Czechoslovak Republic in 1918. A local enterprise took over the tramway systems, improving 

operations until the 1938 Munich Agreement, when tramlines to Petrzalka-Engerau stopped, as the Nazi 

regime acquired the south side of the Danube, resuming train connections with Austria until the end of 

WW2. Thereafter, the Czechoslovakia regime did not renew the tracks between Bratislava and Vienna 

as transportation planning took on other forms (Kleibl, 2014, p.20-23).  

Even before the socialist modern auto-oriented planning, under Hungarian architect Antal Paloczi, 

planners were proposing more bridges across the Danube in the early 1900s. They were already thinking 

about how to regulate traffic in 1905 before the first modern cars appeared on the roads. At the time, 

they were more concerned about trams, trolleybuses and horse-powered carriages overtaking roads. The 

empire’s main strength were the railway systems, especially the railway lines connecting Vienna to 

Bratislava in this case. From the early 1900s to 1917, there were three regulatory plans of Bratislava 

proposed under the Hungarian legal framework, which followed the modernising trend of European 

urbanisation, as they planned for the urban expansion of the city. Paloczi was strongly inspired by the 

German ideas of modern principles in the construction of cities, with the likes of Reinhard Baumeister, 

Joseph Stübbern and Camillo Sitte. In the 1917 regulatory plan before the breakup of the Empire, Paloczi 

proposed the construction of three bridges across the Danube, removal of part of the rail lines in the city 

centre and an industrial channel to the harbour on the river (Moravčíková et al, 2017). Although the 

modern planners during the socialist regime never mentioned or referenced Paloczi’s ideas, the plans of 

Bratislava in the 1950s and 1960s echoed similarities concerning the planned ring roads and planned 

bridges.  

 

Figure 7:  Paloczi's main ideas for the expansion of Bratislava in 1917, outlined here in the city plan of 1894. Source: Laura 

Pastoreková, from Moravčíková et al, 2017, Architektúra & Urbanizmus, p.39 
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5.3.2 Czechoslovakian Legacy of Light Rail Tram system and the Prague-Brno-Bratislava 

Highway 

During the socialist planning system of Czechoslovakia, there was minimal upgrading of the inherited 

transportation networks, as investment priorities focused mainly on road building. Nevertheless, there 

were considerable improvements as Bratislava expanded, despite its geographical limitations of the 

Small Carpathian Mountains, Austrian and Hungarian borders, industrial plants, the harbour and river.  

Besides Petržalka, new housing estates were built in the northwest and northeast parts of the city such 

as Karlova Ves, Dúbravka and Rača. These necessitated the demand for public transport, mainly the 

light rail trams, referred to as ‘rychlá tramvaj’, planned as an extension to the existing tram lines in the 

1970s and 1980s. There were four planned radial routes, converging in the city centre. However, only 

the partial planned routes in the direction of Karlova Ves, Dúbravka and Rača were realised before the 

Velvet Revolution of 1989. This was due to the delay in funding and lack of technical expertise 

(Seidenglanz et al, 2016).   

Since its foray into modern planning, tramlines were the preferred main mode of public transportation 

in Czechoslovak cities, from Prague to Brno and Bratislava. Nonetheless, investment policies in the 

command economy seemed to state otherwise, according to the 1970s VUVA planning document, they 

had to be ‘cheap and efficient’ (Mulíček & Seidenglanz, 2019). Their implementation was also affected 

by the critical juncture in which the federalisation and territorial planning laws restructured the 

administration. Railway transport was under the jurisdiction of the federal authorities, while both the 

Czech and Slovak national governments were in charge of their own road and public transport. Final 

implementation was only decided by the regional and local city councils, hence explaining the variations 

in why light rail trams varied between the larger cities of Prague, Brno and Bratislava (Seidenglanz et 

al, 2016, p.10). The tram works seemed to work better in Brno, whereas Prague focused on building 

metro systems in the 1970s. Since there was a significant delay in investment and resolving technical 

issues in Bratislava, the city became dependent on buses as a main mode of public transportation. The 

use of buses were fortified with proper road building and addition of car usage.   

 

Figure 8: D1 and D2 expressways (thick pink lines) formed a crucial part of the transnational Prague-Brno-Bratislava highway, 

shaping the settlement of Petržalka. Source: Open Street Map, accessed on 2 Dec 2019 on 

https://www.openstreetmap.org/search?query=Petržalka#map=13/48.1163/17.1178  

https://www.openstreetmap.org/search?query=Petrzalka#map=13/48.1163/17.1178
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By examining the current view of Petržalka, highways seem to form its edge boundaries, traversing 

around the settlement and across the Danube with five bridges. The SNP Bridge (Slovenského 

národného povstania or Slovak National Uprising), constructed in 1967-72, played a crucial role in the 

rapid construction process of Petržalka, relieving the vehicle load from the reconstructed Stary Most.  

The railway tracks crossing the middle of Dvory were upgraded infrastructure of the former Austro-

Hungarian regime. The original planned metro systems for Bratislava, as conceptualised in the proposal 

of Petržalka, running parallel with the north-south axis from the city centre to the south, became too 

difficult to materialise (Kleibl, 2014). Different periods, in 1969, 1974 and 1980 showed different ideas 

on how to reconcile public transportation networks with sectoral visions of regional planning, with their 

implications on spatial structure in Bratislava. Yet, the implementation of highways took place faster 

than the ongoing theoretical discussions among planners and scholars on how to properly integrate 

public transport, including tramlines and underground metro systems (Khairullina, 2019).  

Taking a closer look at the development of Bratislava, the highways, roads and bridges that were 

constructed around the city drastically changed its urban structure. The Jewish quarter in the old city 

was demolished to accommodate the road that led onto the SNP Bridge connecting the main city to 

Petržalka. To divert traffic from the old city quarters, the D1 highway was built, with the Lafranconi 

Bridge taking it through Petržalka and then onto Prístavný Bridge to the other side, thus creating faster 

connections. The D1 was part of the Prague-Brno-Bratislava highway, and the urban planning of 

Bratislava focused on deconcentrating the functions of the city, also due partly to its geographical 

limitations. Several housing estates including Karlova Ves, Dúbravka and Rača were developed along 

the planned highways. Indeed, this resulted from the infrastructural thinking of the regime. According 

to the proposal for the 1984 Directional Plan of the Bratislava Territorial Plan, the housing estates of 

Dlhé diely, Lamac, Líščie údolie - as part of the housing building programme in the 8th Five-Year Plan 

had to be located along the highway - supposedly because excluding these sites would ‘reduce the 

efficiency of transport and engineering investments’ (Hauskrecht, 1983, p.4). The intensification of 

traffic planning in concentrating growth along the highways was apparent in the 1963 Bratislava 

Territorial Plan and was more prominent in the 1976 Bratislava Territorial Plan (Hladký, 1978; Hollarek, 

1983; Hauskrecht, 1983; Žalman, 2016). While works on the highway construction through Bratislava 

was given priority, public transportation such as railways and trams was placed on the backburner 

(Nigrin, 2018, pp.61-76). In contrast to the improvement of highways, conditions of the railways 

deteriorated in 1970s-80s (Nigrin, 2018). 

Paradoxically, despite the federalisation of Czechoslovakia, when it came to highways, the centralised 

system of the territorial planning method allowed major interventions on a larger scale on the land-use 

of the territories within and around the cities and their agglomerations, affecting greatly the urban 

developments at smaller scales. The importance of highways was further rectified in the ‘SSR 

Urbanisation Project’ (Michalec, 1976), ensuring an acceleration in the urbanisation of cities in Slovakia 

through an efficient circulation system. The SSR Urbanisation Project imposed highways, bridges and 

main roads that circulate around the city to ensure faster connections for the vehicles transporting and 

delivering goods between Prague, Brno and the rest of Slovakia.  
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Figure 9:  General proposal for traffic solutions by the Bratislava Public Transport authority in 1970s. It is only one of the 

proposed traffic and public transport solutions, which were never realised. Source: Hladký, Architektura ČSR 1/1978, p.11 

 

Figure 10: Location of new residential developments following the expansion of the road networks.  

Source: Zalčik, Architektura CSR 1/1978, p.5 
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5.4 Conclusion  

Transportation network policies during the socialist regime became an important legacy in the CEE as 

not only do they form the clear layout in the urban fabric of these housing estates, but their outcomes 

reflect the state of urban planning today. GDR demonstrated more integrated planning, with clear 

objectives when incorporating public transport systems, making use of the networks left by the former 

regimes. On the other hand, Czechoslovakia was less path dependent on existing tramlines and train 

tracks, instead choosing to prioritise automobile infrastructure. Today, Marzahn still has good 

connections and direct connections to the city whereas Petržalka is still reliant on buses and automobile 

oriented, in addition to the tram routes added in 2016. Highway building policies throughout the GDR 

regime went from a state-oriented development to become more city-focused, whereas for 

Czechoslovakia it was the other way round. 

Drawing upon Wagner’s theory on organised modernity (1994, pp.79-80), both countries established a 

coherent chain of physical interaction via standardisation of technical infrastructures managed by the 

state institutions, thus removing ambiguity and, in the case of Bratislava, delocalising the city to 

integrate it into a socialist scaffold. Particularly in Czechoslovakia, in addition to the idea of modernity, 

the provision of these infrastructures was also an assertion of state power, which provided cohesive 

circulation system between important nodes. This begs the question of whether the planned highways 

serve the housing estates planned in Bratislava including Petržalka, or if these housing estates serve the 

purpose of justifying the existence of these highways.  
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CHAPTER 6:  

PRODUCTION STAGE &  

URBAN OUTCOMES 

 

6.1 Introduction  

As mentioned in Chapter 1, in the words of Malcolm Tait & Ole B. Jensen (2007) on relational spatial 

approach, the spaces within which the housing estates are produced is considered relational to the actions 

and decisions of the powerful actors. Therefore, this chapter examines how the composition of power 

relations between the actors led inevitably to certain urban outcomes of Marzahn and Petržalka. It 

attempts to utilise the concept of assemblage in focusing on the emergence and process of state socialist 

urban planning in Czechoslovakia during normalisation (1968-1989) and the GDR during the Honecker 

period (1971-1989). The charts in Chapter 2, featuring the administration structure of the urban planning 

and construction industry in both the GDR and Czechoslovakia, will be reproduced here, borrowing the 

concept of Actor Network Theory (ANT). ANT is a tool in urban assemblage to trace the translation of 

intermediaries into the production of the housing estate, in the context of policy changes after the critical 

juncture, as well as exposing which actors benefit from those policies and which are disadvantaged. For 

this particular research, the intermediaries are represented by general development plans, working 

documents, national economic plans or territorial plans. The mediators are the urban planning actors or 

translators of the decisions and directives from the top organs, as they translate plans into other forms. 

The urban planning policies are what defined the relationships between actors in the network, the 

constraints within which they operate. 

The purpose of this chapter is to understand how the policies following the critical juncture affected the 

relationship between actors. With all other things taken into account from the previous chapters, I would 

like to demonstrate how the processes in the production of these housing estates vary despite comparably 

matching outcomes, based on different priorities. These are dependent on the organisational system 

linking the actors, with a more extended, tighter chain for Czechoslovakia, while the GDR remained 

non-federalised, allowing some degree of inflection. 

The following are the research questions for this chapter:  

1. How were the intermediaries as discussed in chapter 4 translated from central organs to the local 

authorities? 

2. Which actors benefited more from the institutional changes resulting from the critical juncture 

and did they allow variations in construction over time? 

With regards to Marzahn and Petržalka, each case study is divided into three main components. Firstly, 

I will deliberate how the policies that emerged after the critical junctures of each country did or did not 

affect the relationship between actors. Secondly, I will tease out the contingencies that also affected the 

production process. Finally, the last section discusses which actor relationships generated by the policy 

changes allowed variations in the production of the housing estates over time, and a juxtaposition allows 

us to discern the different patterns.  
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6.2 Marzahn 

6.2.1 Reinforced Policies and Actor-Relationships after 1971 

Under the 1973 Housing Building Programme, there were no large compromises to the 1969 General 

Development Plan of East Berlin in terms of technical infrastructure, planned major roadways and large 

green spaces. With the selection of the site for a new housing estate on the plots north and south of the 

village of Marzahn close to the industrial site in Lichtenberg, the site was full-fledged with the already 

established urban capacities, with easy transport connections defining the site boundaries. It was not a 

problem to attach the necessary mechanisms and activate them on site.  

After the critical juncture of 1971, there were no significant new urban planning rules drafted, compared 

to the prominent set of rules that was the 1950 GDR’s Stalinist urbanism-inspired 16 Principles of Urban 

Planning. When the new phase of urban development rose in 1955 calling for major use of industrialised 

building methods, these became so enshrined in the practice that it was guaranteed as a way to fulfil the 

Housing Building Programme. To quote renown GDR architecture and planning critic Bruno Flierl 

(1998, p.59), the Housing Building Programme was not just the core of social policies but also the main 

construction task. As East Berlin was given priority by the government, each county were obliged to 

provide labour and resources to assist in its development; hence economic conditions and the capacity 

to build flats in each county varied. The reinforcement of obligatory laws in the previous decade to 

utilise panel housing according to certain techniques further limited the scope of work for the architects 

and urban planners at the county council (Maaß, 2006, p.91). At this stage, urban planning became more 

technocratic and revolved around building prefabricated flats, mostly on the green belts on the city 

outskirts. So, instead of new laws after the 1970s, guidelines for building and construction methods from 

the Ministry were distributed directly to the construction enterprises on site.  

The Ministry of Construction came up with the Komplexrichtlinien für die städtebauliche Planung und 

Gestaltung von Wohngebieten (Complex Comprehensive Guidelines for Urban Planning and Residential 

Planning) before the start of Marzahn in 1976 which entails the number of housing and social amenities 

required to create an adequate, functioning settlement. This was based on the research done by the 

Building Academy and taken on board as the methods proved timely and cost-effective. This meant that 

social amenities such as grocery stores were built using one building type and built in fewer locations 

within the housing estate with a larger catchment area, thus increasing the distance of travel for the 

residents who go there for their daily needs. In addition, it meant compromising the quality of these 

buildings because more flats were built, increasing the population density. The guidelines were renewed 

every five years in conjunction with national economic policy, and every district had to conform their 

projects to the given specifications and representatives from the Ministry of Construction who were 

always on location (Maaß, 2006, Rietdorf, 1976). It was necessary to adhere to these guidelines when 

the world economic crisis hit in 1978; expenses for new settlements were affected and social amenities 

were drastically reduced for more housing. 

As a complement to the Typenkatalog, which were aimed for the WBK, the Guidelines were handed out 

to the construction directors and architects in every county, dictating the building of non-residential 

buildings with rational construction techniques, that adhered to the national economic goals. The 

Guidelines affected not only the WBK, but also other construction enterprises like the Ingenieurhochbau 

and Tiefbaukombinat. The former was responsible for industrial, public and commercial buildings, and 

the latter, a civil engineering firm, was also active in the construction of roads and bridges in Marzahn 

(Urban, 2009; Nicolaus, Hübner et. al, 1999, p.84). The architects and planners either worked for the 

urban planning office in the Berlin city council or under Projektierungsbetrieb (Project Engineering 

Companies) which was subjugated to the building enterprises since the end of 1960s, drafting up 

working documentation for builders on site (Flierl, 1998, p.56).    

It is crucial to emphasise here the title of this policy, the Housing Building Programme, which prioritises 

just that, building dwellings for the people. Hence, the relationships between the actors centred around 

this idea of building a sufficient number of dwellings and insert that within the 1969 General 
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Development Plans. The regime restructured the national economic policies beforehand to prioritise the 

implementation of the Housing Building Programme in terms of allocating expenditure. Even Wolfgang 

Junker (1976) insisted in sticking to the relentless goal of focusing on apartment building rather than 

spending too much on communal facilities. The 31st Plenary Session of the Bauakademie in 1974 

emphasised the slogan “Wohl der Gesamtgesellschaft (Wellbeing of Society)", when they vowed to 

build "good apartments for all and not luxury apartments for a few.” It is only when the number of flats 

built complied with the national economic plans did the Ministry of Construction see the need to allow 

the increase in social and communal amenities (Palutzki, 2000). According to the East German daily, 

when the foundations of Marzahn were laid out in 1977, more than four billion Marks were available to 

construct the planned 35,000 flats, six recreational homes, 1680 plazas as well as the necessary social 

facilities within the 564 hectares of land.1 The priority for dwellings was strictly applied when the world 

economic crisis happened in 1978. Increased prices for raw material drastically affected the expenses 

for the development of new settlements and social facilities were reduced in favour of more housing 

(Ibid, p.321). Hence, given the tight restraints, the WBK was forced to push aside the guidelines for 

mixed housing complex requirements to meet the overarching goal for housing. 

In addition, new rules were added, such as the case, when the distance regulations within the GDR 

building code was repealed. The new regulation stated that it was sufficient to allow two hours of 

sunlight on 21 February for at least one living room per apartment. This benefited the building 

enterprises which were able to meet the demanded increase in housing while saving costs by 

creating more density in the enclosed panel housing blocks in Marzahn after the economic crisis in 

the 1980s (Nicolaus, Eds. Hübner et al, 1999, p.88-90). Later in 1982 the Politbüro of the Central 

Committee and the Ministers’ Council established the Grundsätze für die sozialistische Entwicklung von 

Städtebau und Architektur in der DDR (Principles for Socialist Development of Urban Planning and 

Architecture in the GDR) which did not serve anything new but only to advocate the existing 

technocratic methods.2  

These new laws inadvertently led to the reinforcement of certain actors, which subsequently led to minor 

changes of plans in Marzahn in late 1970s and the expansion of the area to Hellersdorf as we will discuss 

later. Below is the mediator-intermediary translating diagram illustrating how actors convert one form 

of intermediary to another.  

 

 

 
1 Neues über unseren neuen Stadtbezirk : Bezirksbaudirektor Dr. Günter Peters zu wichtigen Vorhaben des 
komplexen Wohnungsbaus in der Hauptstadt, Neues Deutschland, 29 September 1977, p.8 
2 Grundsätze für die sozialistische Entwicklung von Städtebau und Architektur in der Deutschen 
Demokratischen Republik. Beschluß des Politbüros und des Ministerrates der DDR. In: Neues Deutschland, 
Berlin 29./30.5.1982, p.9f) via Bruno Flierl, 1998, p.60-61 
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Chart 1:  Simplified diagram, on how Intermediaries are translated by the Actors from one form to another for Marzahn.  

Source: Arzmi, 2019 

 

The General Development Plan of Berlin was the blueprint and an instrument which steered urbanisation 

of the whole city, along with the attached General Plan for Urban Technical Supplies and the General 

Transportation Plan, approved by the Ministry. As explained in Chapter 4, they determined the general 

distribution of industrial, residential, recreational zones and were filtered through the city council and 

Ministry of Construction into smaller scales before handing over to the architects and project engineers. 

With the additional guidelines, the architects and project engineers working for the building enterprises 

had to convert these larger plans of the district into workable documents so the labour workers and 

construction managers could build on site. The top actors were the State Planning Commissions and the 
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Ministry, as they determined the priority of funding and building codes respectively. Officially, the 

district councils were supposed to oversee the construction of the housing projects by the industrial 

enterprises, approving development plans that followed the general masterplan. In Marzahn, there was 

the District Director of Construction and under him the Chief Architect, who oversaw the construction. 

Here they are represented as being under the Magistrate, with different departments dealing with 

specified issues. From 1973 onwards, the Urban-planning Office was incorporated into the Chief 

Architect’s office. The SED Party, of course, had a watchful eye on representatives at every stage.  

 

6.2.2 Contingencies  

Above all, the regime did not hesitate to spend a large amount of money importing panel factories from 

a foreign, politically neutral country to produce the required amount of prefabricated panels. Within the 

same year that construction in Marzahn began, the Finnish corporation Partek was located in the adjacent 

neighbourhood Hohenschönhausen, costing 620 million marks (Peters, 1998, p.94). As plans to double 

the number of dwellings in Marzahn became known, another panel factory also opened up in Vogelsdorf 

at the Berlin-Brandenburg border (Ibid). Under enormous pressure to accelerate construction in 1984, 

WBK had to negotiate with the Ministry of Construction as their warehouses on site and in neighbouring 

settlements for prefabricated panels were considered ‘illegal.’ In turn, the Ministry of Construction 

ordered the conversion of the agricultural area of Dahlwitz-Hoppgarten close to the Partek factory at 

Vogelsdorf to convert into a warehouse for panel storage (Apolinarski, 1998). 

Another change was the addition 

of workforce, hence the actor 

Wohnungsbaukombinat operated 

on a higher level. As construction 

of Marzahn proceeded, a large part 

of the labour force was deployed 

from the other counties in the 

GDR. Indeed, the labour workers 

were not just present on site in 

Marzahn but they were also a large 

part of construction projects around East Berlin. East Berlin 

projects were considered paramount and the government had 

the right to mobilise additional resources, the so-called ‘local 

reserves’ to partake in its ambitious building projects (Werner, 

2017). As labour resources became overstretched, the 

Wohnungsbaukombinat also utilised young, inexperienced 

youth from the Freie Deutsche Jugend (FDJ) to be voluntary 

working placements, perceived to be reasonable solutions. In 

1977, the FDJ-Initiative Berlin became the largest centralised 

voluntary youth labour project in the GDR, where more than 

6500 young FDJ members between 14 and 25 years of age 

were assigned in factories and sites for important construction 

projects, especially in Marzahn. 3  Very often they lacked 

competent technical training, affecting the quality of the 

panels produced (Rubin, 2016, p.64-65).  

The next factor was a non-human agent - the harsh winter of 

1978-79, which impeded the construction of Marzahn in 

Berlin (Fig.6). Since the site was located far from the dense 

 
3 Hervorragende Ergebnisse in der „FDJ-Initiative Berlin"Erfolgreiche Bilanz des ersten Jahres am Zentralen 
Jugendobjekt, Neues Deutschland, 22 September 1977, Berlin, p.2 

Figure 2: GDR newspaper reporting the heavy 

snowfall affecting construction time in 

Marzahn, Source: Reiner Franz, Neues 

Deutschland, Fr. 5. Januar 1979,Jahrgang 34 

/ Ausgabe 4 / Seite 8 

 

Figure 1: View of the large construction site of Marzahn in the 1970s.  

Source: Bezirksmuseum, 20 Jahre Marzahn, 1999, p.84 
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buildings in Berlin which provided windbreaks, this affected the performance of the cranes on the 

Taktstraßen, the assembly lines (Hübner et. al, 1999, pp.83-85). There was also flooding and heavy 

snowfall, causing serious delays on site when the WBK workers had to remove snow manually or with 

machines to recover their buried equipment and excavation pits for building foundations (Franz, 1979, 

p.8). Furthermore, according to an account by a Taktstraße leader, the prefabricated sections such as the 

kitchens and bathroom cells remained outside, exposed to the weather, eventually becoming damaged. 

There were insufficient resources, when cranes malfunctioned or cement was in short supply. To make 

matters worse, black market of construction materials cropped up frequently, from trading a box of nails 

or a double spool for a bulldozer or a front loader (Hübner et. al, 1999, p85). These appalling defects in 

1979 compelled the Marzahn’s District Committee of Workers and Builders Inspection to check for 

quality control. The committee’s inspections, and grievances by the first tenants who moved in were 

brought to the attention of the SED District Secretary who ordered the WBK to rectify those defects 

(Hübner et. al, 1999, p.27). 

On the other hand, there were last minute decisions that took place in the late 1970s as construction 

began. In the small villages of Marzahn and Biesdorf, 475 out of 931 families had to be evicted out of 

their homes in order for construction to take place. Most were offered accommodation in the new WBS 

70 apartments that would replace their homes. However, due to some residents refusing to move, the 

architects Roland Korn and Günter Peters, who were undoubtedly under the Berlin city council, heeded 

their calls and changed the layout for WG2, suggesting instead to build around the houses. Instead of 

the planned demolition of 575 dwellings, there were instead 83 (Rubin, 2016, pp.54-55). In addition, the 

preservation of the old village proposed by Korn in the original plan, was changed when a new director, 

Graffunder, managed the construction in 1981. Certain buildings such as the church were of historical 

interest and were placed under protection while others were demolished (Peters, 1998, p.14; Rubin, Ibid). 

Thus, while WG1 was built as planned, the other areas, WG2 and WG3 faced changes. These changes 

were reflected in the new model of Marzahn in 1981 which were different to the one presented to the 

public in 1976. Due to these changes and the lack of spaces in WG2 and WG3 as originally planned, 

and the need to preserve heritage sites and green spaces such as the hills in Ahrensfeld and Kienberg, 

Marzahn began to expand eastwards. These dwellings east of the planned Marzahn would eventually 

grow to become a separate Bezirk of Hellersdorf in 1986.   

In the 1980s, there were serious questions about the need to add social and cultural amenities as the first 

generation of residents who moved in needed to commute and rely on services in the city centre to meet 

their daily needs. By 1983, the SED First Secretary of Berlin demanded that the social facilities as well 

as those in along the Marzahn promenade be completed as soon as possible. At the time, architect Wolf 

R. Eisentraut and his team fought with the Wohnungsbaukombinat and managed to design the civic and 

social facility buildings such as the Rathaus, post office and department store differently to break the 

dreary impression of the site (Hübner et al, 1999, pp.90-91).  



95 
 

 

 

 

                               

6.2.3 Urban Outcomes  

If we base the outcomes in 1989 on the original plan in 1976 that was displayed to the public, there were 

significant changes, especially with the enlargement of the housing estate eastwards which sprawled out 

to become Hellersdorf. In terms of urban fabric, the layout of the housing blocks especially in WG2 and 

WG3 as construction advanced northwards after 1978, were denser with less flowy forms. Certain forms 

had to change for technical reasons, allowing easier access for cranes tracks, radius of hoists, possibility 

of stocking panels and transport accessibility (Topfstedt, 1988). In all, after its completion, there were 

38,332 built flats in 1990, and while they deviated greatly from the 1976 plan, they adhered to the second 

version - the 1981 plan. There were not enough cultural and social amenities as planned and there was 

poor quality of construction. Concerning the relationship between the actors as defined by their 

Figure 3: 1980 model of Marzahn, which differs from the 1976 plan. It shows the WG1, WG2 and WG3 and the 

additional flats in Kaulsdorf-Nord (northwards) and Marzahn-Ost (eastwards). Due to changes during 

construction, plans were redrawn to allow preservation of certain buildings in the villages. Due to lack of space 

in the north and other areas, construction spread out on the eastern side which would later become Hellersdorf. 

Source: Bezirksmuseum Marzahn, modified by Arzmi, July 2018.  
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intermediaries, even though we would be inclined to point out that the architects and planners were 

puppets with top organs and the SED Party pulling the strings, there were considerable incidents where 

they significantly influenced the urban outcomes. Of course, during these instances, they were in the 

positions of significant power; Korn, Peters and Graffunder were architects, planners installed as 

directors of construction leading the construction management. After all, they produced the drawings 

and instructions for the industrial building enterprises and while most of the time, they could change the 

number of dwellings required or the type of building methods used, they could certainly negotiate on 

where the housing blocks could be laid out, allowing certain compromises. Between tight budget, issues 

of preservation and adding more diverse buildings, there were some negotiations involved among those 

working in the Berlin Magistrate with the construction enterprises. What was non-negotiable were the 

infrastructural transportation routes, which remained the same. In the end, variations inevitably 

happened even with minor changes in the administration hierarchy. 

 

6.3 Petržalka 

6.3.1 Reinforced Policies and Actor-Relationships after 1968 

As we recall, Chapter 3 has already covered the territorial planning laws from 1949 up until the critical 

juncture in 1968, the SSR Urbanisation Project and the Housing Building Programme under these new 

policies. From 1969 and throughout the 1970s, a succession of regulations and spatial planning laws 

were enacted following the critical juncture of 1968, which consolidated the power of certain actors over 

others. While Czechoslovakia had been modernising Slovakia since late 1940s, after the XIV. Congress 

of the KSČ in May 1971, the SSR was divided into 13 different territories with guidelines for urban 

developments that resulted in the Resolution No.2 (Finka, 1997, p.88) and as mentioned, after the 

Congress, 24,300 new dwellings were planned in Bratislava during the first half of 1970s.  

Before we go any further, the chart below shows the new structure of the administrative hierarchy after 

1968, when the SSR government existed on its own. This shows a unique system of Czechoslovakia 

government from other CEE countries at the time, which as a centralised governance decentralised its 

governing structure although main decision-making powers on projects of economic interests were still 

in the hands of the federal government in Prague. Implementation of territorial planning, the methods 

which were already discussed in Chapter 4, were managed by the Ministry of Construction and 

Technology and the National Committees. The coordination and investment at the nationwide level was 

still managed by centralised Ministry of Construction and Technology based in Prague (Pechar, 1979, 

Hruska, Krasny, p.159). Likewise, the 13 regions and city councils were in charge of implementation of 

housing and public transport. Nevertheless, the allocation of investment was still based on the KSC 

Party decisions, and went through several mediators of both the central and national planning 

commissions before being relayed to the appropriate parties. Of course, it was no coincidence that 

changes in territorial and regional planning laws affected these relationships.  
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Chart 2: Structure and hierarchy of administration after federalisation in Czechoslovakia in 1968. Source: Arzmi, 2019 

The 1976 territorial planning laws in Czechoslovakia were very much path dependent and had evolved 

starting with the ČSR Planning Act No. 60/49 in 1949 and 1958. The actors who were responsible for 

territorial planning in 1958 also shifted. First, it was under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Economy, 

then the State Construction Committees which existed at the time, USBOV in the Czech Lands and 

OSBOV in Slovakia. Afterwards the State Planning Commission and the Ministry of Technology took 

over the tasks of territorial planning in the 1950s. In 1973, after an audit by the central Ministry of 
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Construction on the national committees, they found several discrepancies and disorderly conduct in 

practices concerning residential building projects. These exposed violations prompted the MVT SSR 

and the central authorities to reduce the responsibilities of the National Committees and develop a more 

comprehensive system to regulate their investment activities (Michalec, 1976, pp.265-268). This 

ultimately led to the Territorial Planning and Building laws which came into effect in Czechoslovakia 

in 1976. The Construction Act No.50 and Building Code legally bound the housing construction with 

territorial planning, directly influencing the growth of mass housing (Hauskrecht, 1983, p.2; 

Moravčíková, 2011, p.32-33). Territorial planning documentation were also redefined as an essential 

component of the 1976 laws, which stipulated that the contracting authority - in this case would be 

Investing - was given the right to approve and make necessary changes in the planning documentation 

(Gál, Furdik, 1984, p.38-39). These 1976 laws under the helm of the important SSR Urbanisation Project 

had great repercussions on the structure of the relationships between the actors, and therefore had 

implications on production of urban planning.  

Territorial planning laws aside, the Komplexná bytová výstavba (KBV) which was akin to GDR’s 

Komplexrichtlinie, also defined the production stage. The KBV, literally meaning ‘Complete Housing 

Construction’ had been around since the 1950s, provided guidelines on the types of social amenities for 

a certain type of housing, such as kindergartens, shops, medical centres, post office, playgrounds or 

sports facilities. Based on research by state institutes supported by the State Planning Commission and 

the Ministry of Construction and Technology, these specifications on the flat categories to the quantity 

and size of public facilities ensured that the planners and architects conform to the most cost-effective 

solutions in building housing estates with the right amenities (Runštuk, 1978; Moravčíková, 2011, p.40; 

Maier, 2016, p.170). The financial parameters for the KBV were set by the technical-economic 

indicators (THU), defining the number of flats, floor areas to the height of buildings. In the 1950s and 

60s the indicators of success were in the architectural and urban planning quality of the apartment blocks, 

from the spatial arrangement, and structural design to open spaces. By the 1970s, the standards were 

lowered, as the KBV and THU systems became strictly more refined to prioritise more flats and a lower 

production of social amenities. The Slovak Planning Commission and Construction Ministry specified 

these in the development goals for each of the five-year plan in more detailed planning documentation 

(Moravčíková, 2011, pp.26-27, Maier, 2016, p.170). In addition, in 1972 in Czechoslovakia, the nové 

konstrukční soustavy (new construction system or NKS) a set of typographic documents for panel 

construction was created.4 The KBV, THU and NKS were a set of parameters for the construction 

enterprises to operate upon.  

Interestingly enough, the main investors in projects also acted as general contractors, entrusted by the 

Ministry with ‘advice’ from the national committee, to coordinate, develop production and ensure 

quality of construction within the limits of the economy. In the case of Petržalka, the general investor 

was Investing. Since the 1960s, there were technical and economic organisations working with the main 

investors to increase efficiency, and the role of the general investor expanded to include engineering and 

quantity surveying, taking on more responsibility for construction projects (Pechar, 1979, p.51). By the 

1970s, with the changes in territorial planning laws, their roles went from just investor to simultaneously 

being the quantity surveyor, engineering consultants, technological suppliers and contractor, though 

officially they were referred to as the ‘investing-engineering’ firm while the general contractor was the 

state enterprise Pozemne stavby n.p. Bratislava who was in charge of erecting buildings. Like Pozemne 

stavby, there were other enterprises in charge of roads, infrastructure and water management acting as 

the subcontractors (Dvorín, 1973). Even though the National Committee of the City of Bratislava had 

their own Chief Architect Department fulfilling the role of the Planning Authority, in reality they were 

not as influential as Investing and Pozemne stavby, and could not objectify any conflict that occurred 

(Podobský, 1982, pp.31-32). For that matter, the štábu vedenía stavby or “building management staff" 

 
4 M. Lipták, T. Pindel, Vývoj konstrukčních soustav, http://panelaky.info/vyvoj_panelaku/ , accessed on 10 April 
2018 

http://panelaky.info/vyvoj_panelaku/
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was officially set up with representatives from the relevant actors involved to resolve any conflicts on 

site (Dvorín, 1973).  

 

Chart 3:  Simplified diagram, on how Intermediaries are translated by the actors from one form to another for Petržalka. 

Source: Arzmi, 2019 

In the mediator-intermediary chart, SSR Urbanisation Project takes precedence, and the 1976 laws 

defined the necessary territorial planning intermediaries, which are approved by the federal and national 

governments, the Ministry of Construction and Technology before being translated into working 

documents by Investing and Stavoprojekt. The additional element to the system in Czechoslovakia is 

the status of regional plans, that were the basis of which funds were allocated, as they were distributed 

to the necessary sectoral ministries and industrial enterprises. As remarked by a few practitioners in the 

1980s architectural journals from Chapter 4, the regional and territorial plan do not always complement 

each other, as one or the other were constantly updated to accommodate sectoral planning such as 

highway building and how to organise settlements around roads. This, of course needs to correlate with 

the three stages of territorial planning, i.e., Large Units, the Zone, Settlement Structure, and number of 

dwellings required. Of course, the national committees who were supervising implementation of the 
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projects, even if they did bring up the issue, their roles were minimal because of the 1970s laws. The 

actors in charge of roadway infrastructure, Dopravoprojekt and Doprastav operated based on the 

documentation translated directly from the regional plans, therefore the urban planning under territorial 

planning laws were subjugated to the former.  

 

6.3.2 Contingencies  

The conditions in which construction works 

started in Petržalka after 1973 required much 

planning and neccessary modifications. This 

not only included the limited funds, the 

targets set out by the national economy, but 

also the environmental conditions of the site 

which prompted abrupt decisions by the 

engineers from Investing, Pozemne stavby 

and the other building enterprises. 

Situated on the southern banks of the 

meandering Danube river, the site itself was 

precarious, as the former village which 

existed there previously had survived 

flooding several times. Studies in the early 

1970s were prepared by the Bratislava 

Stavoprojekt proposing an artificial drainage 

canal built along the perimeter of the planned 

estate to protect the new development from 

flooding. When the project was handed over 

to Investing to evaluate and process the 

feasibility of the project, they decided instead 

to deepen the riverbed of the Danube and 

increase the height of the levees (Szalay, 

2013, p.199). The geodetic survey done by 

Investing showed that the subsoil was inadequate for construction of high-rise buildings and needed 

plenty of gravel as well as adequate technology to lay the groundwork for a firm foundation (Dvorín, 

1973). Therefore, it took three years to do engineering works to lay the proper foundation in Petržalka 

before the first housing construction began in 1976. The proposed metro line that ran through the north-

south spine connecting different sections was immensely shortened in favour of protecting the stream 

and eventually abandoned due to limited funds. Since then, the long green recreational strip has always 

existed along the canal.  

Ironically, despite a totality of the organised, hierarchical planning system, there was a lack of consensus 

on how Bratislava should progress. Even after construction works began on Petržalka, a new territorial 

plan came out in 1976 by Josef Hauskrecht, indicating further growth of Bratislava with more expansion, 

solutions to transport problems and balancing of industrial production with environmental protection 

(Zalman, 2016). The issues of how to treat the historical structures and maintain social economic 

functions of the urban centre of Bratislava became a vigorous discussion among the planners and 

architects. Contrary to preservation ideas and sensitive handling of their historic monuments in Berlin 

and Prague during the 1980s,5 Slovak architects in Bratislava were still transfixed on expansive concepts 

 
5 The ČSR government, like the GDR, considered preservation of historic buildings as part of the Housing 
Building Programme, and was willing to invest in Prague as the capital. Their research institute VÚVA 
collaborated and exchanged ideas on inner city renewals with the GDR Bauakademie. Source: Günther Kabus, 
Helga Hüller, Harald Rautenberg, Zdeněk Horniecky, Vladimir Fousek, Modernisierung und Umgestaltung: 

Figure 4: Plans for Bratislava kept changing, affecting Petržalka 

throughout 1980s. This 1982 scheme features tall modern buildings 

scattered throughout centre of Bratislava, placed along the north of 

Petržalka. Source: Alexy, Architektura & Urbanizmus 1982, p.152. 
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of modernity, planning 

insensitive incisions of tall 

modern buildings into the 

historic urban landscapes, 

scattered throughout north 

Petržalka in 1982 (Alexy, 

1982). These ideas were in 

disagreement with the traffic 

planning and outside the range 

of budget dictated by the 

oblast plans. Another set of 

territorial plans and city plans 

for Bratislava came out in 

1984 and 1986, which 

included more development in 

the south of Petržalka in 

addition to the ongoing 

construction (Zalman, 2016).  

With changes to the Bratislava 

development plan throughout 

the years, annual revisions 

prioritised mainly the building 

of more flats in Petržalka 

every year, inevitably 

decreasing the number of 

social amenities 

(Moravčíková, 2011, pp.26-27). With the preliminary engineering works for the foundation consuming 

more costs, this put high demand on Investing and the other enterprises to manage the project, within 

the time, production capacity and workforce, given its large scale. According to Investing’s 1973 

document they promised to deliver 50,000 flats by 1988-1990 while acknowledging that they must 

compromise some required buildings from the KBV.6 

The third contingency was the restrictions in construction costs. Due to underestimation of engineering 

works, more costs were consumed in the beginning than expected which set the momentum for tighter 

budget control in the later years. Pozemne stavby was obliged to use standardised buildings developed 

by the ŠTPU in Bratislava, such as the ZTB, P1.14 and P1.15. The BA NKS system was the base for 

which the Danish firm, Thomas Schmidt was licensed to produce the concrete slab panels for Petržalka 

(Moravčíková, 2011a, pp.26-29). Similarly, to enhance quality and efficiency, Czechoslovakia had to 

allow neutrally political foreign companies to supply the necessary technology. However, in spite of this 

progress, it did not uplift the overwhelming monotony and degrading quality of the housing in Petržalka. 

In addition, the 1978 world economic crisis forced Investing and Pozemne stavby to make several 

compromises in Petržalka. They began to question the necessity and feasibility of the central boulevard, 

which was never fully realised as well as compromise the original conceptions on mass transit, social 

amenities and certain public spaces (Moravčíková, 2011, pp.44-49). 

 

 

 

 
Erfahrungen aus der DDR und der ČSSR,  Bauakademie der DDR, Výzkumný ústav výstavby a architektur, 1984, 
Berlin.  
6 I. Dvorín, Mestský Sektor Bratislava-Petržalka. Bratislava: Investing ,1973 

Figure 5: Construction in Petržalka in 1980 with panels produced by Thomas 

Schmidt panel factory cluttering the site. Source: Tlačová agentúra Slovenskej 

republiky, https://www.aktuality.sk/clanok/301671/foto-vystavba-petrzalky-na-

archivnych-fotografiach/, accessed 29 July 2018 
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6.3.3 Urban Outcomes 

In the end, Pozemne stavby managed to successfully build 49,829 flats and while the first residents had 

to frequently cross the Danube to the city centre of Bratislava for their basic needs due to lack of social 

and economic services, there were no shortage of pre-schools and schools (Szalay, 2013, p.202). 

Comparing the urban outcomes to the ones proposed by Talaš and Chovanec, there was no lively central 

boulevard or adequate mass transit lines as forecast, nor were there enough social facilities to sustain 

the liveliness of the population, which first moved in from 1980 onwards. Though most of the layout of 

building blocks conformed to plan, they were built in looser forms and enclosures had larger radiuses 

due to technical issues. The residents were dependent on buses that scuttled them to and from the rest 

of Bratislava. The highways were also built as planned, thanks to the strength of sectoral planning which 

placed more weight on the regional plan. With federalisation came decreased autonomy of the National 

Committees and added layers of bureaucracy to urban planning. With more laws affecting the 

relationship between mediators, this made the system inflexible for the architects in Stavorpojekt or 

National Committee to apply any changes. Only Investing seemed to have authority to propose these 

changes based on reasonable justifications. Although Petržalka contained more dwellings, it was still 

incomplete and this incompleteness would in a way create its own path dependency after 1990 as we 

will see in the next chapter.  

 

Figure 6: Petržalka in 2007 is continually undergoing changes. The unrealised potential of public transport and lack of lively 

urban centre provided opportunities for transformation. Source: Juraj Chlpík & Eugen Gindl, 2011, Petržalka Identity. 
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6.4 Observations 

Summing up, let us consider their matching outcomes. The actors fulfilled the targeted number of 

dwellings set out by the political parties. Nevertheless, both lacked lively centres and consisted of poor-

quality panel buildings which had to be rectified in the 1990s. The production process displayed 

problems of the state socialist system of planning as highlighted by Katherine Verdery (1996). Within 

the system, the anticipated quantities, and investments for raw materials were stated in plans to fulfil 

national targets, as evident in Czechoslovakia’s oblast plans, and deduced from the GDR’s general 

development plans. There was always a bartering of raw materials between building enterprises and 

central authorities as they dealt with both surpluses and shortages of certain resources, hence ‘constraints 

of production and shortages of supply were the main structural problem’ (Verdery, 1996). 

With all other factors and modifications on site being considered, Marzahn experienced changes in urban 

fabric for WG2 and WG3 in its early years of construction and public transport was upgraded or built 

as planned, although not up to par in terms of quality. Whereas for Petržalka, the urban fabric stayed the 

same, but the public metro and light rail tram lines were never built, except for the highways which the 

top actors considered an achievement.  

As elaborated earlier, embedded policies affected more changes in the relationships and administration 

capacity of Czechoslovakia than in the GDR. Although these 1970s laws, parameters and guidelines 

were path dependent, with federalisation and different delegations of tasks, planning decisions were 

centralised but implemented by different actors. In the GDR, planning was more integrated, and even 

though there were changes, they managed to manoeuvre and everything was built accordingly, just 

because there were less changes in administration capacity. The actors were familiar with each other, as 

they were not purged from their positions as the National Committee was in the SSR in 1973, so they 

already knew how to navigate with the construction enterprises. Czechoslovakia laid a tighter noose 

with their planning system, with more actors with their own interests involved. Their oblast plans, 

economic indicators of THU and NKS ensured less inflection of the urban outcomes by influencing the 

investment and determining priorities. In this aspect, the GDR was more path dependent on policies in 

the 1950s and 1960s whereas Czechoslovakia added more layers of laws in the 1970s. 

In all their hard work in materialising this rationally planned utopia, the actors could not have fathomed 

the changes these housing estates would undergo after 1989 when they were both even barely finished. 

Throughout the time that they were produced, there were incremental socioeconomic changes which led 

to the explosive critical juncture of 1989 and its subsequent political changes. Marzahn and Petržalka 

were conceived in their idealised forms, and materialised through technocratic means within the last two 

decades, only to have the odds go against them after the end of state socialism, thereafter being subject 

to urban changes. These ruptures and their effects on the housing estates will be explored in the next 

chapter.  
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CHAPTER 7:  

IMPACT ON POST-SOCIALIST DEVELOPMENT 

 

7.1 Thirty Years of Transformation: General View 

At the time of writing this chapter, Berlin had just celebrated the 30th Anniversary of the fall of the 

Berlin Wall. Across Berlin from 4th to 10th November 2019, a range of events commemorating the 

peaceful revolution took place at significant places, from concerts, theatre performances, art exhibitions, 

lectures, interviews with famous political dissidents and prolific singers to discussions with the public. 

However, the events commemorating this anniversary focused mostly on the issues leading up to the 

revolution and not much on the experiences that the neues Bündersländer (new federal states, i.e. East 

Germany) had to go through since the reunification. Suffice to say, any tourist visiting these events 

would only get the impression that there was not much more to life in the former GDR than Stasi 

operations and mass oppression.1    

Rather than fruitful discussions in Ostdeutsch-Westdeutsch alles eins? Ein Erfahrungs-austausch (East 

German – West German all one? An Exchange of Experiences) workshop on 9 November 2019, it did 

not cover in-depth issues, only personal sentimental narratives. While GDR-born sociologist Sandra 

Matthäus and West Berlin journalists Freya Klier and Dr. Nadya Luer discussed and drew extensively 

on their experiences growing up on both sides of the wall, they did not fully engage with the audience 

regarding issues of failing industries, dominance of West German policies, waves of populism, wage 

differences as well as shrinking cities in East Germany. The same recurring rhetoric came up among the 

audience, usually from those old enough with stark memories of the divide and suffered job losses as 

GDR industries dismantled or repossessed, mostly by West Germans.2 The East Germans would go 

“The Westies have no idea what we’ve been through, for them nothing has changed” and the West 

Germans retorted that, “The Easties should be ‘grateful’ that we ‘bailed’ them out from economic 

poverty.” Such patronizing and dismissive attitudes in shutting down productive two-way 

communication mirrors how West German policies have dominated the region since the re-unification 

of Germany without much room for contemplation, thus seemingly delegitimizing the policies in the 

GDR, with exceptions to adapting certain elements of welfare and education as small compensation. 

Indeed, 30 years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, there are still pressing questions and resentment on 

issues such as low wages and unemployment, which have not been resolved. Unsurprisingly this 

animosity resulted in the surge of the far-right parties in these states.  

While both the Czech Republic and Slovakia had a turbulent start in the 1990s, they have successfully 

enjoyed economic growth rates despite experiencing a recession in 2008. Since their divorce, both 

countries have gotten along amicably, more than they did when they were one country, as they no longer 

complain about who is subsidising or dictating policies to whom. After Slovakia joined the EU in 2004, 

Bratislava has undergone exponential growth as foreign investors were attracted by low taxes and 

location.3 Nevertheless, there are ambivalent views towards this transformation.  

 
1 More information can be found via https://mauerfall30.berlin/programm/ accessed online on 2 November 
2019  
2 Marcus Böick (2018) recounts how Treuhandanstalt, deemed one of the most controversial organisations in 
German history, sold off GDR ‘state-owned’ enterprises to mostly West German investors. This resulted in 
liquidation of industries, massive job lay-offs as the economic restructuring of East Germany to market 
economy took place throughout the 1990s.  
3 Angus Roxburgh (2014), Slovakia: life after the velvet divorce, New Statesman, 6 March 2014, 
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2014/03/slovakia-life-after-velvet-divorcec accessed on 3 November 
2019. 

https://mauerfall30.berlin/programm/
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2014/03/slovakia-life-after-velvet-divorcec
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As reported by the Guardian, the former socialist countries in Central East Europe have not been 

completely satisfied with the way the neo-liberal capitalist market operated (Krastev & Holmes, 2019). 

Despite three decades of gains in the economy and living standards, the weaknesses in the liberalisation 

model copied from the West overshadowed the former authoritarian regimes, revealing corruption, 

scandals and inappropriate extortion of public property by private investors in the current market 

economy. The expectation of a fairer democracy since the 1989 revolution had not resulted in 

improvements in economical situations of certain countries. The Pew Research Center survey of 17 

European countries revealed that they felt most people in Poland, Czech Republic and Lithuania felt that 

their countries were better now than in the former regimes while only more than 40% of Hungarians and 

Slovaks felt the same (Henley, 2019). This is a reflection of how the countries in the CEE have 

progressed differently on their own terms since opening up to free markets and successfully becoming 

member states of the European Union. In addition to the ‘huge pot of money’ offered for development 

in CEE as part of EU membership, they had to comply with a new system of planning with ‘compulsory 

elements’ to ensure ‘integration and participation (Tosics, 2015).  

Several renowned academics studying the transformation of cities in CEE countries have categorised 

them according to their own understanding of how their markets operated along with the public sector 

and informal economies. For Bohle and Greskovits (2012), the Baltic nations and a couple of Balkan 

countries like Bulgaria and Romania have inherited neoliberal capitalism that is not properly regulated. 

They also classified the former Yugoslav countries as emulating a state welfare capitalism akin to those 

in North and West Europe. On the other hand, in his 2005 article, Hungarian sociologist and advisor on 

EU housing and regional policy issues, Iván Tosics, grouped the cities in Central European and Baltic 

countries as imitating a social-welfare and capitalist-regulated type of planning similar to West and 

Northern European social democracies. He described the cities in the Balkans, including the former 

Yugoslav countries, as being in a weak position where there were high incidents of informal planning 

in a grey economy, resembling the Global South rather than their other European counterparts. Bohle, 

Greskovits and Tosics mutually agree that for cities in Russia and the former Soviet Union, the state still 

plays a major role in the distribution of resources with strong collaborations with the private sectors. 

Undoubtedly, as CEE countries began to reposition themselves to participate in the financial global 

market, which encouraged open borders, there would be winners and losers. The winners are the new 

capital cities which benefit from their geopolitical positions with historical and natural assets to boost 

their tourism factor (Benkő, Kissfazekas, 2019). The losers are the post-industrial cities and peripheral 

areas, and there is a strong tendency for ‘west-east gradient’ in economic disparity (Tosics, 2015). 

Bratislava became one of these capital cities, alongside Ljubljana, Zagreb, and Tallinn among others.   

According to Tosics (2006), the elimination of the state as an essential planning agency resulted in 

‘uncoordinated territorial development and urban sprawl around larger cities.’ As central areas of the 

cities become gentrified and suburbs built along the peripheries, there was growing differentiation, 

exacerbated by growing automobile use. The weak ‘cross-territorial cooperation’ (Tosics, 2015) 

contrasted to the centrally planned city agglomerations in state socialism. Furthermore, the reduction of 

state subsidies led generally with deteriorating quality of public transport, while restitution of property 

and mass privatisation led to issues with management (2006). 

In predicting the future development paths, we would benefit from an evaluation of the adopted urban 

development policies in our existing case studies, identifying which have profited from and which have 

been disadvantaged from this transition. Considering the fact that East and West Germany were reunited 

in 1990 and Czechoslovakia was split in 1993, how much of the practices today are path dependent on 

the policies from the former federal government? Much of the urban development projects visible in the 

former GDR today are dominated by policies established in West Germany before 1989, whereas the 

new Slovak Republic maintained and refined the urban policies that were established in the former 

Czechoslovakia to suit the market economy.  
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Given these circumstances, this chapter evaluates these phenomena visible in the cases of Marzahn in 

Berlin and Petržalka in Bratislava by employing Andre Sorensen’s historical institutionalist approach 

(2014) to understand their impacts. According to Mahoney and Thelen (2010) and Sorensen (2014), 

there are four modes of policy change. They include layering, drift, displacement and conversion. 

Layering refers to the creation of new policies without eliminating the old ones; displacement refers to 

the formal replacement or elimination of existing policy; drift is the transformation of stable policy due 

to changing circumstances, while conversion is the changes in implementation of existing policy. These 

are summarised in the table below:  

 

 Low levels of discretion in 

Interpretation/Enforcement 

 

High levels of discretion in 

Interpretation/Enforcement 

Strong veto 

Possibilities  

 

Layering (Creation of new policy 

without elimination of old) 

Drift (Transformation of stable policy 

due to changing circumstances) 

Weak veto 

Possibilities  

 

Displacement (Formal reform, 

replacement, or elimination of existing 

policy) 

 

Conversion (Internal adaptation of 

existing policy through changes in 

implementation) 

 

Table 1: Four modes of policy change. Source: Sorensen (2014), adapted from Mahoney and Thelen (2010:19)  

 

For each case, the chapter explores the general changes in terms of socio-economic and administration 

capacities, the urban regeneration policies, giving a few examples how these were affected by the 

planning of the former regime. This chapter will not go in depths on the social and economic issues, nor 

will it explain in detail the political situations that initiated these changes. It will only provide 

background sufficient for the explanation of the situations in each case, understanding these phenomena 

from the perspective of Harvey’s utopia of process (2000). These phenomena of changes are an 

embodiment of the utopia of the state capitalist process. The first aspect in the ‘negotiation of spatiality’ 

in the process is the legitimacy of state power which allowed the free markets to thrive. The second 

discusses how certain areas of the estates are perceived as commodities based on their physical qualities, 

with changing value over time.  

 

7.2 Marzahn 

 

In general, the reunification of Berlin led to the dominance of West German leadership in the planning 

profession as the majority of East German planners were removed from office during the 1990s. They 

favoured the inner city reconstruction, promoting ‘compactness, mixed land and building uses and 

public transport’ while at the same time discouraging ‘large monofunctional zones, high-rise towers and 

residential decentralisation’ (Ward, 2002, pp.321-322).  

By the time the wall fell in 1989, Marzahn consisted of 59,645 newly residential prefabricated flats and 

359 social infrastructures (Lüdtke: Flecken, 2007, p.9). Up until 2009, due to job losses and high 

unemployment, plenty of people emigrated to other places, resulting in a rapid population loss in the 

prefabricated estates of Marzahn. Subsequently, with a deficit of 54,000 inhabitants, more than 10,000 

flats were unoccupied and many were demolished in haste (Eltzel, 2018). Those who could not 

financially or physically afford to move stayed on in Marzahn. In addition, there was an influx of Russian 

immigrants while the Vietnamese community remained, though these could not compensate for the loss 

of population (Kil, et al., 2006). Thus, Marzahn has had a tumultuous beginning, and gained notoriety 

for being a place of anti-immigrant neo-Nazis, despite the small number of aforementioned immigrant 

Targeted 

institution 
Political 

context 
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communities (Young, 2017). From 2010, residents 

in Marzahn began to rise again. These positive 

trends started to show after a series of urban 

regeneration policies improved prefabricated flats 

and skyrocketing rents in other parts of Berlin 

made Marzahn an attractive place for locals and 

foreigners searching for affordable housing 

(Eltzel).  

 

To solve the problem of rapidly shrinking cities in 

the former East Germany, the 1994 

“Großsiedlungsbericht” (Large Settlement Report) 

by the Federal Ministry for Spatial Planning, 

Building and Urban Affairs, made 

recommendations to improve the urban 

environment of these housing settlements, taking 

examples of west German settlements as case 

studies. Though the East German settlements were 

not explicitly mentioned, they were described as 

problematic, and despite their main positive 

aspects (mixed social structure and large green 

spaces), the report considered interventions as 

necessary (Rogge, 2019). This led to two main 

federal funded programmes geared towards urban 

renewals, which are “Städtebaulichen 

Weiterentwicklung großer Neubaugebiete” (Urban 

Development of Large New Settlements) and the „Städtebauliche Erneuerung in Gebieten der Block- 

und Plattenbauweise“(Urban Renewal of Block and Prefabricated Panel Areas). The latter was aimed 

specifically for prefabricated panel buildings.  

These policies could be traced back to the 1971 Städtebauförderungsgesetz (Urban Renewal Act) in 

West Germany, in which older, low-rent housing stock was demolished in favour of building new 

apartments. Following resistance from residents in the mid-1970s, discussions and public debates 

ensued, in which the West Berlin government reconsidered urban renewal as a more pragmatic approach 

(Couch et al, 2011). This led to better restoration efforts of older buildings and historic centres in the 

1980s. Preservation of older buildings also took place in the GDR with the 1975 Denkmalpflegegesetz 

(Heritage Conservation Act), though it was not as extensive as in West Germany, except for sites of 

importance such as the Nikolaiviertel in East Berlin (Haspel & Staroste, 2014).  

The 1990s urban renewal programmes did not achieve much success, as the East German housing 

prefabricated estates were still going through the initial phase of privatization and local municipalities 

had to substantiate a third of the funding, which was not feasible (Rogge, 2019, p.103). A provocative 

cover of a prominent German magazine Der Spiegel featured the headline 1250 Milliarden Euro - Wofür? 

(€ 1250 billion – for what?) to discuss whether the structural changes in East Germany, funded by the 

West German federal states were worthwhile. Indeed, expectations that the new Eastern federal states 

would catch up with the West and that transition would be completed in no time, while the urban renewal 

programmes promising a creation of ‘blossoming landscapes’ had not been fulfilled (Gribat, 2019). 

However, the single-family housing areas in Marzahn benefitted greatly from this programme, as 

publicly owned detached individual housing was in high demand. The programmes also favoured the 

historic urban core of Alt-Marzahn, as renovating dilapidating older buildings received more attention. 

Thus, Marzahn suffered more from an oversupply of housing as former residents vacated its 

prefabricated panel flats.  

Figure 1:  2004 cover of Der Spiegel, discussing the extent to 

which East German states benefitted from West German 

funding. Source: R. Olbinski, 2004 at 

https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-30414285.html 

accessed online on 2 November 2019 

https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-30414285.html
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The second phase of the urban renewal programme began with a report by the Lehmann-Gruber- 

Commission in 2001, which addressed the dire situation of vacant flats in East German housing estates 

and proposed demolition as a solution (BBSR, 2001). Stadtumbau Ost (Urban Renewal East) was set up 

as a direct response to the report in 2002 and aimed to strengthen the inner-city neighbourhoods and 

stabilise the housing market by getting rid of empty buildings on the outskirts if necessary, while 

revitalising large open spaces and brownfield developments. Stadtumbau Ost ran until 2017 when it 

merged with Stadtumbau West to form a common urban renewal programme which is still ongoing today 

(Rogge, 2019, p.104). Stadtumbau Ost became notorious in the first decade of 2000s as it was 

accountable for many demolitions of not just empty flats, but also of unused social amenities such as 

kindergartens and school buildings. The programme reflected the binary discourse that dominated West 

Germany on what was considered desirable or non-desirable. Historic city centres, older building stock 

with closed forms and courtyard spaces were more desirable than prefabricated panel housing of the 

1960s onwards, implying the failure of modern socialist urban planning. Stadtumbau Ost justified the 

destruction of the empty prefab buildings, emphasising that the residents have not lived long enough in 

them to feel a sense of attachment, and the old historic buildings were much more valuable, as they had 

more socio-cultural meanings (Gribat, 2019). 

During the course of these programmes, the transition to new administrative structures was by no means 

smooth in the former East Berlin. The Berlin Marzahn-Hellersdorf district council and housing 

associations such as the Marzahn Wohnungsbaugesellschaft had relatively low autonomy in 

administration capacity. It was the centralised administration of Berlin which determined funds for 

development, appointing the Senate Department for Urban Development and Housing as responsible 

for these renewal projects. The Senate had power in providing clear incentives for cooperation between 

the city districts and the housing industry stakeholders (Fritsche & Lang, 20). This was very much 

influenced by the approaches of the urban development process in West Berlin in the 1980s, learning 

from the ‘careful urban renewal’ of ways to renovate and rejuvenate old neighbourhoods (Couch et al, 

28, Fritsche & Lang, 20).  

Figure 2:  In North Marzahn, large 11-storey prefab panel blocks were retroffited into manageable 3-6 storey residential 

apartments. Ahrensfelder Terraces is inhabited by mostly senior citizens and families with nearby medical centre, pharmacy, 

supermarket and playground. Source: degewo, https://www.degewo.de/wohnen-in-berlin/kiez-leben/marzahn-

hellersdorf/ahrensfelder-terrassen/ accessed online on 2 November 2019 

https://www.degewo.de/wohnen-in-berlin/kiez-leben/marzahn-hellersdorf/ahrensfelder-terrassen/
https://www.degewo.de/wohnen-in-berlin/kiez-leben/marzahn-hellersdorf/ahrensfelder-terrassen/
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Nine of the 11 Stadtumbau Ost 

locations in Berlin took place in 

Marzahn, where most activities 

involved demolition of flats. 

This activity took place in 

different places in various 

forms across Marzahn, leaving 

wide open spaces of former 

buildings, drastically changing 

the urban structure. Some of the 

demolitions were individual 

buildings while others were 

whole blocks extending several 

streets (Fritsche, Lang: Flecken, 

2007, p.23). Decisions on which 

to demolish depended on the 

municipalities and whether or 

not the remaining tenants could 

be relocated. Thousands of flats 

and almost 100 social amenities 

in Marzahn were demolished to 

avoid vandalism and 

negligence. Even though they 

represent just under 5% of the 

total flats, this caused an uproar 

among the locals (Lüdtke, 10). 

Following fierce discussions the Marzahn housing association in corporation with the Senate of Urban 

Development, stakeholders and residents council, a comprehensive urban project was conceived in the 

form of Ahrensfelder Terraces in the northern part of the housing estate. Rather than complete 

destruction, this experimental project in the northern part of Marzahn involved a partial dismantling of 

11-storey buildings into manageable three to six-storey buildings, extending loggias and modernisation 

of the flats. This new housing stock was occupied mostly by citizens over 50 years old who were not 

only the original Marzahners, but also people who moved into the area from other places (Flecken, 2007).  

Ahrensfelder Terraces, completed in 2005, became a learning curve for how public participation of 

residents could serve Stadtumbau Ost. Local government and planners encouraged the mobilisation of 

private investors in the area, leading to another successful project, the Marzahn Ringcolonnaden. This 

consisted of modernisation and repair of the dilapidated flats as well as enhancements of retail shops on 

the ground floor, a conversion of a medical center into a shopping center on Mehrower Allee, improving 

schools and playgrounds, and the construction of newer apartments on demolished sites (Flecken, 2007). 

New residential buildings are currently being built along Ludwig-Renn Straße on the site of demolished 

flats to bring more young people in the area, mainly targeting students, trainees and young families, to 

be completed in 2020 (Ritter, 2019).  

It was not just the residential areas that were given a facelift. Local municipalities approved capitalist 

ventures and investments in Marzahn-Hellersdorf to enable more job opportunities and boost the 

economy. Eastgate Berlin, the largest shopping centre on the eastern outskirts of Berlin completed in 

2005 became the commercial focal point of the area, replacing the former department store and postal 

office. A smattering of chain supermarkets such as Penny, Lidl and Rewe popped up throughout 

Marzahn, while locally owned corner grocery stores and restaurants were still encouraged. Former 

industrial areas in Lichtenberg and sites adjacent to Marzahn-Hellersdorf were offered to investors, with 

funding allocated by the Senate Department for Economics, Technology and Research via the Berlin 

Figure 3:  Urban regeneration plan in 2002 for Ringkolonnaden in North 

Marzahn under the Stadtumbau Ost program. The yellow buildings on the plan, 

former social infrastructures were demolished, leaving only green spaces . The 

blue and ochre coloured buildings have been upgraded. The orange residential 

flats were labelled here to be partially dismantled and modernised, but have 

since been demolished and five residential buildings aimed for young married 

couples and students are being constructed, to be completed in summer 2020. 

Source: Senate Department for Urban Development & Housing Berlin, 

https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/staedtebau/foerderprogramme/stadtumb

au/Plaene-Grafiken.1288.0.html accessed online on 2 November 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/staedtebau/foerderprogramme/stadtumbau/Plaene-Grafiken.1288.0.html
https://www.stadtentwicklung.berlin.de/staedtebau/foerderprogramme/stadtumbau/Plaene-Grafiken.1288.0.html
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city council.4 In the second decade of the 21st century these sites were taken over by diverse companies 

ranging from a bread factory, software technology, electronics and a manufacturing company 

specialising in renewable energy and green technology.  

People eventually began to redensify Marzahn from 2010 as the district of Marzahn-Hellersdorf saw an 

increase of 266,684 residents in 2017 compared to 244,265 in 2009 (Amt für Statistik Berlin-

Brandenburg via Eltzel, 2018).  While this is just a slow and steady increase over 8 years, this trend is 

set poised to continue with the unpredictability of the housing market in Berlin. While Marzahn would 

not be the top choice for most Berliners, it still proved to be a viable option for affordable housing, 

seeing as it occupies the lowest share in the housing market and asking prices, and provides good 

transport connections to the city centre. Other than offering a range of residential buildings from single-

family housing to cheap flats, Marzahn boats a few tourist attractions such as the Gardens of the World 

and the idyllic historic centre of Angersdorf and nearby windmill. The Bockwindmühle that was 

destroyed in 1978 was rebuilt in 1994 in Alt-Marzahn. In spite of the ambivalence of being tainted as a 

no-go right-wing voter zone and a welcoming place for artists and immigrants, private developers have 

taken note, investing in the construction of large new residential projects in the Marzahn-Hellersdorf 

area (Berlin Hyp & CBRE, 2019).  

Furthermore, city authorities supported the cultural economy to compensate for the shrinkage of former 

industries. Berlin is known as the ‘creative city’, attracting visual artists, writers, musicians and 

designers to occupy the city, at the same time as economic and urban development are being driven by 

finance and real-estate businesses. Stefan Krätke, a professor of economy and social geography termed 

the latter occupational group as the ‘dealer-class’ (2012). While the culture industries’ growth was 

insufficient to sustain the city economy, its significant portion in the workforce influenced the changes 

 
4 More information can be found on https://www.berlin.de/sen/wirtschaft/en/business-support/the-right-
location/commercial-and-industrial-sites/  accessed online on 2 November 2019 

Figure 5:  Big commercial developments take place at prominent locations based on transportation networks. Source: 

Google Satellite Maps, accessed online on 2 November 2019 and modified by Arzmi, 2019 

https://www.berlin.de/sen/wirtschaft/en/business-support/the-right-location/commercial-and-industrial-sites/
https://www.berlin.de/sen/wirtschaft/en/business-support/the-right-location/commercial-and-industrial-sites/
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in urban structure, leading to urban gentrification in the inner-city districts of Neukölln and Kreuzberg, 

to name a few. As the districts become more affluent, the pioneering artists relocated to another low-

cost area, followed by another round of settlement and gentrification (p.138-148). For the past few years, 

musicians and artists have been trickling in and occupying Marzahn. This is the case when a block of 9-

storey panel buildings on Frank-Zappa-Straße 11 was bought and converted into music studios, later 

becoming a hub for international musicians, and thus potentially affecting the urban structure in the near 

future (Dudziak, 2020).  

Reflecting back on the practices of the GDR in the 1970s and 1980s, the urban fabric they left behind 

experienced changes imposed by West German policies in the past thirty years. First, in terms of urban 

planning, these neighbourhoods were considered structurally weak in the layout of their large 

homogeneous panel blocks from the perspective of West German studies that favoured courtyard 

typologies (Rogge, 2019). Construction of massive, impenetrable housing blocks with no proper street 

frontage lent to its stark visibility as they became vacant during a massive flight of emigration in the 

1990s, inevitably leading to their demolition. Secondly, decisions of the former GDR regime to merge 

important roads with public transport routes ensured that Marzahners would always be in walking 

vicinity of transport stops impacted the evaluation of the land values during the market economy. Since 

land values at large interchanges are much higher for commercial development, there was a tendency 

for large shopping centres to develop there, such as the case with Eastgate Berlin between the 

intersection of Landsberger Allee and S-Bahn station. As for residential buildings, proximity to 

sufficient public transit was among the factors that make them more profitable as in the case of 

Ahrensfelder Terraces. In addition, parts of the road networks Tangentialverbindung designed by GDR 

traffic engineers are still being constructed. With preservation of the former village of Marzahn and the 

decision to maintained single family housing, the large green spaces ensured a variety to the area, 

enabling enough support during the 1990s and 2000s urban regeneration programmes when heritage of 

old buildings was a priority.  

The first step in the utopia of capitalist process in Marzahn as part of reunified Berlin was the exercise 

of state power, reflected in the centralised urban policies based on West German experiences. The 

federal urban renewal programmes encouraged demolition and later on, rehabilitation, bringing in 

several stakeholders and residents. As an act of legitimisation, municipalities allowed more mixed-use 

neighbourhoods, permitting large chain supermarkets to open up their franchises around Marzahn. This 

reorganisation of spaces reflected the representation of material practices as capitalism is negotiated in 

urban form. In the second stage of the capitalist process, based on Harvey’s description of political 

economy of place construction (1996, pp.295-299) as new institutions are reconfigured over time, 

certain locations in Marzahn are embedded within patterns of capital accumulation. Property developers 

invested in places around transport systems and their potential for generating profit based on their 

physical qualities. Furthermore, in a bid to attract residents and consumers, the historic, cultural and 

natural elements of Marzahn are highlighted as part of the postmodern fetish, mitigating its reputation. 

In addition, the takeover of the industrial park of Lichtenberg by tech companies and various other 

initiatives brought new labour and economic activities in the area. 

 

7.3 Petržalka 

In the years following the Velvet Revolution, Petržalka was not perceived in the most positive light 

because of its architectural homogeneity, poor quality of flats and lack of functional diversity. Václav 

Havel, the last president of Czechoslovakia from 1989 to 1992, known for his ambivalent relationship 

with the Slovaks, famously referred to the prefab mass housing buildings as “undignified rabbit hutches, 

slated for demolition” (Schwarzbaum, 2015). He particularly chastised the sight of Petržalka during his 

speech on 1 January 1990, saying that,  



114 
 

"During a recent business trip to Bratislava, I also found the time to look out of the window of 

my plane, despite several negotiations. From above I saw the Slovnaft petrochemical combine 

and right next to it the huge prefabricated housing estate of Petržalka. This sight was enough 

for me to understand that for decades our statesmen and political representatives had not 

even looked or wanted to look out the window of their planes. None of the black statistics 

available to me could have given me an easier and quicker understanding of the situation in 

which our country found itself.”  

         (Havel, 1990) 

In 1991, Petržalka consisted of almost 50,000 flats inhabited by nearly 130,000 people. In the last 30 

years, it became a product of a more dynamic transformation process following political relations in an 

unregulated market economy. It also suffered a population loss of 13,000 within a span of 10 years, but 

the rate of decrease slowed down as it only lost 3000 people in 2018. Nevertheless, going from 128,251 

inhabitants in 1991 to 102,982 at the end of 2018 was not as dire as Marzahn and the vacancy of flats 

not as visible.5 There was not a massive emigration into other cities or countries, but rather the loss in 

population was because people would prefer to live in other types of dwellings, such as the detached 

suburban housing. This trend was marked by a development of suburban sprawls and the desire to live 

in the city, combined with the rise of automobile usage (Bleha & Buček, 2015). Demolition was not an 

issue in Bratislava, as more than half of their residents still occupied the prefabricated panel blocks. The 

people occupying these estates were still from various social backgrounds and Slovakia is regarded as 

one of the most egalitarian countries in Europe, despite growing inequality (Seifter, 2014).  

The Slovak, Hungarian and Czech scholars seem to favour the term ‘humanise’ when they refer to ways 

that they could revitalise the monotony of these neighbourhoods (Szelényi, 1996; Enyedi, 1998). 

Discourse on ‘humanising’ these flats appeared since the 1970s, and this verb began to take root in the 

1980s as architects, including Petržalka’s designer Stanislav Talaš criticised the conditions under which 

these mass housing estates were built without much consideration for aesthetics or socio-cultural 

elements (Talaš, 1985; Lasovsky, 1980). Unlike their German counterparts, ‘humanisation’ in the sense 

of urban regeneration of the panel housing estate was not synonymous to demolition, but rather, finding 

ways to improve the built environment while preserving the existing morphology  (Šuška, et al., 2013; 

Horák, 2019).  

In terms of managing the public or semi-public spaces around these neighbourhoods, from the wide 

green open spaces, playgrounds, car parks and front entrances, these ‘humanising’ efforts are tricky with 

buildings of mixed ownership. Before 1990, flats in Petržalka were either owned by the state or the 

cooperatives, and very few (less than 2%) were privately owned (Beňušková, 2006). In parallel with 

Poland and other socialist countries after 1990, privatisation laws came into existence in two forms; 

restitution laws in which former owners could repossess their housing, and transformation laws, where 

the municipal and cooperative housing units could sell their flats to tenants for low prices (Ivanička, 

2006). By 2003 a mere 10 years after the independence of Slovakia, only 15% of the flats in Petržalka 

were not sold (Beňušková, 2006), and within the whole Slovakia, only 6% were owned by local 

authorities, and state-owned flats comprised of 1.5% (Buček, 2005). As a consequence, it is often the 

case that the best housing stock is sold while the undesired ones stayed with the municipality, creating 

problems with the lack of social housing and flats for rent (Ibid). A question of who should be 

responsible for ‘humanising’ public spaces is often the issue. Therefore, flat-owner associations with 

common goals were formed, within neighbourhoods and they are often effective strategies to encourage 

people to cooperate in taking care of their shared surroundings as well as promoting a sense of 

responsibility to avoid neglect (Beňušková, Ivanička, 2006). Nevertheless, quite a number of flat owners 

often did not have access to adequate funds to refurbish flats, and an urgent need of repair caused by 

deferred maintenance would affect their living conditions. Therefore, government housing subsidies 

were available to support these repairs. In some cases, ‘humanising’ the urban environment in large 

 
5 Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, https://slovak.statistics.sk 
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housing estates needed the initiation of private investors as both the individual flat owners and municipal 

councils lacked the funds to do so. Eventually this co-dependency on private developers to initiate action 

led to projects that placed profit over the needs of the public (Šuška, et al., 2013, p.84). ‘Humanisation’ 

of Petržalka under private developers has seen some successes, such as the mixed-use neighbourhood 

of Gercenova, completed in 2008. Like the Ahrensfelder Terraces, it consists of refurbished flats, new 

residential dwellings, greenery, outdoor cafes and shops. Another example is the Skybox, where new 

constructed dwellings were built at the same time as landscaping was done to harmonise with the 

existing flats (Vitková, 2017).  

 

Figure 6:  Gercenova Ensemble - Mixed-use neighbourhood consisting of new flats and 'humanised' existing flats. Source: 

Ľubica Vitková, http://www.sidlistejakdal.cz/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/06_Lubica_Vitkova.pdf, accessed 19 November 

2019 

With privatisation of flats affecting the physical environment of Petržalka, the actions of larger investors 

and property developers affect its urban morphology at a bigger scale. Even though the local authorities 

of Petržalka exist, their tasks seemed confined to administrative roles such as maintenance support, 

supervision of businesses or protection of public order.6 The Bratislava City Council is in charge of the 

bigger projects in Petržalka such as road, telecommunications, water infrastructure and managing public 

transport sites.7 Both of them cooperate on certain issues, though officially the local district of Petržalka 

is supposed to provide building permits for investors in their area, there seemed to be no proper guideline 

to regulate their activities. This had something to do with the ambiguity of the territorial and urban 

planning laws that they navigate under, which are based on the 1976 laws when Slovakia was still a part 

of Czechoslovakia, since then were adapted and modified after 1993. As discussed in Chapter 4, the 

1976 laws were the first produced document on settlement and urbanization specifically for the SSR, 

applied to territorial planning and investment activities. After 1989, a list of new laws accompanied the 

1976 territorial planning laws, including the privatisation laws and the Building Codes (No. 103/1990 

Coll.) as well as those established in 1994-1996 that set the pace for a path dependent urban development 

(Finka, 1997, p.89-91). The socialist urban planning laws and the Slovak Urbanisation Project had left 

a homogeneous distribution of settlements, and led to the formation of buffer zone of settlements around 

Bratislava. These buffer zones not only included the prefab panel housing estates in Dubravka and 

Karlova Ves but also a development of single family housing in the former rural communities such as 

Raca which were absorbed into the Bratislava urban conglomeration (Ibid). Although the Slovak 

Republic had gained independence, its theoretical aspects of the territorial planning were still rooted in 

the previous system, as they were perceived to be well established, considering the approaches towards 

environmental and regional issues.  

 
6 More information can be found on the official Bratislava- Petržalka district website on  
https://www.petrzalka.sk/miestny-urad-a-organizacie/posobnost-miestneho-uradu/ accessed online on 21 
November 2019 
7 Territorial plans for infrastructural developments can be obtained on https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/uzemny-
plan-zony-petrzalka accessed online on 13 November 2019 

http://www.sidlistejakdal.cz/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/06_Lubica_Vitkova.pdf
https://www.petrzalka.sk/miestny-urad-a-organizacie/posobnost-miestneho-uradu/
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/uzemny-plan-zony-petrzalka
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/uzemny-plan-zony-petrzalka
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According to the Territorial Planning and Building Order Laws compiled and approved in 1998 by the 

National Council of the Slovak Republic, § 8 and and & 12 lists out the exact same territorial planning 

documents used in 1976. The structure containing the Territorial Forecast, Plans and Projects for each 

hierarchy of Large Territorial Units, Settlement Units and Zones remained the same. The governing of 

Large Territorial Units remained in the higher authorities as the plans for the hierarchy of national and 

regional levels involve the relevant ministries and regional governments respectively (Gašparovič, 1998; 

Finka, 1997). What was modified were the master plans at the local level and the ambiguity in which 

areas are under the jurisdiction of which local municipalities, as the Obec (commune) has become 

independent an territorial administrative unit. Looking back, the socialist regime had a clear Oblast Plan  

which saw space as basic planning units of the national economic plan which territorial planning 

conformed to, whereas during the transformation, this Regional Plan was eliminated, leaving territorial 

planning at the mercy of being steered by the fluctuating market economy. Within cities, there are certain 

regulations of urban development and specific initiatives in response to the social and economic 

problems but overall there was still no coherent national policy (Buček, 2005, 91). A debate on revising 

the concept of territorial planning to create a more detailed plan at the Zone level arose because the level 

of changes in urban development in Bratislava was outpacing its city master plan, so much so that the 

master plan seemed to react in response to the current profit-oriented private property development, not 

the other way round (Horák, 2016).  

In the years leading up to Slovakia’s accession into the EU in 2004, territorial planning strategies in 

Bratislava were modified to suit the transnational framework. Two important documents were added in 

2001, the Spatial Development Conception of Slovakia and the National Strategic Reference Framework, 

acknowledging cross-border challenges with Austria and Hungary in the Territorial Plan of the city 

(WaRe, 2013, p.24). To boost the economy, from 2002 to 2006, neoliberal measures were put in place 

by the government (Machala, Koelemaij, 2019, p.9) leading up to the 2007 Bratislava master plan, but 

certain things are still left for interpretation at the smaller scale for the Zoning plan (WaRe, 2013; Horák, 

2019). Bratislava benefitted from the EU membership, as they were able to acquire support for road 

infrastructure and waterfront developments. However, an economic crisis at the end of the early 2000s 

hindered and suspended certain construction projects, only to see an acceleration of these activities again 

from 2010 (Horák, 2019, p.96-97).  

 

Figure 7: Visualisation of Matadorka (in foreground), a multifunctional residential complex currently being built on the 

former Matador industrial area. According to the website, these ‘elegant’ apartments are designed for ‘cosmopolitan’ 

clientele with a ‘purpose,’ clearly aiming for a specific income group. These apartments would be highly sought after due to 

its location near the train station and easy links to the city centre. Source: Matadorka, https://www.matadorka.com/sk/projekt, 

accessed 7 November 2019 

 

https://www.matadorka.com/sk/projekt
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Figure 8: Master-planning competition entries on how to develop the central axis of Petržalka were featured on the 2014 issue 

of Projekt. Source: Projekt 1/2014, Riešenie centrálnej rozvojovej osi Petržalky, p.16-17 

In this context, Petržalka experienced dynamic changes in urban spatial structure not just as a result of 

privatisation and ‘humanising’ activities of its existing flats but also the insertion of new condominium 

blocks, conversion of brownfield areas to business industrial parks with office buildings and shopping 

centres. The intensification of these activities in certain areas is also attributed to the location and often 

this is determined by proximity to transport connections and the structure of roads. For instance, the 

location of the Aupark shopping centre, which became the second most popular mall in Bratislava was 

built in the northern part of Petržalka close to SNP Bridge and was thus easily accessible from the old 

city via highway interchange. After 1989, road and highway building carried on, and with more 

established links to Vienna, Budapest and Prague, as well as diplomatic ties, foreign companies such as 

Siemens and IBM built their factories and offices near important artery roads. The industrial site in the 

southwest of Petržalka, served by main arterial road Panonska Cesta has been colonised by international 

automobile and electronic factories or turned into American-style strip malls surrounded by vast parking 

spaces. Offices and commercial buildings have developed along the northern part of Panonska Cesta 

running parallel to the Petržalka train station, leading directly across the Danube to the city centre. With 

increasing employment, movement into the area near the train station became so popular that partial 

remnants of the industrial area of Matador were demolished to build condominiums, slated for 

completion in 2020 next to Vienna Gate condominium.8 These recent residential construction projects 

soared in the past decade, with a few being developed on the outskirts of Petržalka. Slnečnice, completed 

in 2018, is arbitrarily situated far from the southern tip of Petržalka with only a single bus stop 

connecting to the rest of the city. This only encourages the new residents to be more car dependent and 

 
8 More information on Matador Residential Development can be found on https://www.matadorka.com/ 
accessed online on 7 November 2019 

https://www.matadorka.com/
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overload the urban fabric of Petržalka with traffic, 

as public transportation through the central axis is 

still not resolved despite thirty years of 

transformation.9  

The natural environment of Petržalka, such as the 

Chorvátsky canal, artificial lakes of Draždiak and 

the forest green are still well preserved and 

enjoyed by its residents, and this was always 

taken into consideration in endless discussions on 

how to develop the central axis of Petržalka. 

Plenty of urban experts criticise the lack of 

commercial, social-cultural activities that were 

supposed to develop throughout the central axis 

with an integrated public transport along the 

Chorvátsky canal, but never fully realised during 

the socialist regime (Mládek, J. et al, 1998; 

Čapová et al, 1995; Šuška, et al., 2013). In 2014 

the city council hosted a master planning 

competition which saw numerous entries but no 

real solution was chosen.10 As recently as 2019, 

the Bratislava city council opened the discussion 

of the “Solution of the Central Development Axis 

of Petržalka” to the public, welcoming any 

suggestions to the proposed concepts.11 The plans, 

which were made transparent and accessible on 

the website in February 2019, were still 

conceptual, yet revealed proposals for public 

transportation routes for central axis tram lines, 

new apartment buildings, bike lanes, and more 

commercial hubs along the axis.  

Without a doubt, unregulated urban development 

from neoliberal planning in Bratislava is an issue 

that has been addressed for decades by academics 

and practitioners alike. There is a tension between 

the public authorities as enablers, the private 

developers from local to multinational large 

corporations, the architects and activists who are 

 
9 More information on Slnečnice Housing Development can be found on  https://www.slnecnice.sk/ 
10 See 1/2014 of Projekt, Riešenie centrálnej rozvojovej osi Petržalky, p.4-27 
11 Announcement on the official Bratislava city website, on https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-
urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu  accessed online on 2 
November 2019 

Figure 10: Conceptual plan of the central axis proposed by 

the urban planning department of the Bratislava City 

Council. It includes planned new commercial, residential 

areas, landscaping and the integration of the long-awaited 

public transport. It was made accessible to the public in 

February 2019 for suggestions and comments. Source: 

Bratislava City Council.  

https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-

studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-

predlzenie-terminu accessed 2 November 2019 

 

https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu
https://www.bratislava.sk/sk/prerokovanie-urbanistickej-studie-riesenie-centralnej-rozvojovej-osi-petrzalka-predlzenie-terminu
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concerned about the city. Investors set up a platform the Institute of Urban Development (Inštitút 

urbánneho rozvoja – IUR) to promote their interests in urban planning. Their mission is to “to establish 

a partnership with public, governmental institutions, local governments and the development 

industry.”12 Set up in 2005, the institute boasted that it ‘has been dedicated to promote well-planned and 

balanced land development, efficient construction and correct practices.’13  Clearly their efforts in 

promoting a ‘well-planned and balanced’ urban planning seem to be failing, because 13 years later 70 

Slovak architects, urban planners, engineers and activists under the leadership of newly-elected mayor 

Matúš Vallo published a Plán Bratislava, a document which defines the vision and future planning for 

the city.14 It is still too soon to predict the effects of this joint bottom-up movement, but it reflects the 

concerns of the people on what direction growth in the city should take.  

As the new Slovak Republic, the recalibration of state power is reflected in its adaption of particular 

economic strategies. This includes adopting the Thatcherite right-to-buy social housing laws in the 

1990s that resulted in the increase of flat ownership in Petržalka. By continuing the territorial planning 

laws and at the same time embedding neoliberal market policies, the government created several 

loopholes for private investors and property developers. To further legitimise and assert their position 

in the global economy, joining the EU was a big step, as Bratislava is strategically located at the borders 

of Austria and Hungary. This meant conforming to EU regional spatial planning and economic policies 

and becoming embedded within larger, supranational systems. Therefore, the reestablishment of 

infrastructural networks between Budapest, Bratislava and Vienna show a strong alliance and the move 

away from their east-oriented COMECON past into a more fortified West-European oriented economic 

trade block. Over time, this generates capital accumulation in Petržalka, thus becoming a utopia for not 

just the state but also the EU capital process. With the assurance of profitability in land investment, the 

last 16 years of EU membership entailed new production of urban spaces, i.e., new high-end 

condominiums, financial towers, tech parks and mixed-use neighbourhoods.  

 

7.4 Reflection  

Both of these housing estates in the capitals of Germany and Slovakia have undergone significant 

changes during the past thirty years of transformation. At first glance, it seems as if they have embarked 

on similar paths. Their destiny is inevitably shaped by the socio-economic circumstances of their host 

cities. There are similarities in terms of successful participatory regeneration projects such as the 

Gercenova and Ahrensfelder Terraces. Other overlapping projects include the conversion of brownfield 

sites into business parks for international corporations, and the addition of more shopping centres near 

important road interchanges such as Aupark and Eastgate malls. Prefabricated panel buildings in both 

case studies have been renovated, upgraded and given a new lease on life thanks to subsidies and support 

from the state authorities. Albeit there are plenty of similarities, there is a stark difference in what is 

taking place simultaneously in Petržalka. In comparison to Marzahn, Petržalka has gone through more 

physical changes in urban structure despite not suffering from as much mass demolition as Marzahn, 

and there seems to be no end in sight to this laissez-faire urbanism, unless the activists of Plán Bratislava 

managed to have their way.  

To respond to the question of whether the practices today are path dependent on their former regimes, 

we could diagnose the processes via the characteristics proposed by Mahoney and Thelen (2010). The 

actors in question are the local authorities of Berlin and Bratislava who are directly involved with the 

development within their post-socialist housing estates. In this case, they are the Berlin City Council 

 
12 More information can be found on the IUR website on http://www.iur.sk/sk/uvod,  accessed online on 10 
November 2019 
13 Ibid - http://www.iur.sk/en/introduction 
14 More information on this movement can be found on https://www.planbratislava.sk/en, accessed online on 
11 November 2019   

http://www.iur.sk/sk/uvod
https://www.planbratislava.sk/en


120 
 

and the Senate, Marzahn-Hellersdorf District, the Bratislava City Council, and the Petržalka District. 

The diagnosed characteristics refer to these local authorities in question on whether they have strong or 

weak veto possibilities and whether there was any discretion in implementation or enforcement of urban 

policies (Sorensen, 2014, p.19).  

When considering Marzahn, the authorities seemed to display a stronger veto possibility. The 

reunification of Germany meant that Marzahn is now under the jurisdiction of former West Berlin 

institutions. These ‘uncritical transfer of concepts and approaches’ seemed to devalue the former 

socialist urban planning practices as weak and irrelevant (Gribat, 2019). From the East German point of 

view, the implementation of the 1990s urban redevelopment programmes and 2002 Stadtumbau Ost 

could be prescribed as Displacement. Displacement is the replacement of former GDR planning policies 

to allow East Berlin to adapt to the changing economy under weak veto and low levels of discretion. 

From a West German point of view, we could refer to these aforementioned policies as Layering, since 

they were created without eliminating the previous policies under strong veto. The Senate of Urban 

Development and Housing and the Berlin city council have veto power over the development of 

Marzahn by inviting key industry players to invest, though it is pretty much regulated. This diagnosis 

could also be applied to the continuity of road transportation networks, as the construction of 

Tangentialverbindung, upgrading of transport facilities carried on with demands from the central 

government and the ministry, thereby affecting subsequent land values around the affected routes.  

As for the Petržalka, there are different diagnoses to the characteristics of their policy changes. When 

Slovakia gained independence and drafted its constitution, the territorial planning laws remained the 

same, except for the decentralisation taking place in the lower administrative structures. Thus, there was 

Layering involved at the beginning. As time went on, and under high levels of discretion and seemingly 

weak veto possibilities for the Bratislava city council and Petržalka district, the processes display 

symptoms of Conversion, where non-enforcement of policies is asserted through implementation. The 

existence of a Bratislava city master plan without clear smaller scale Zoning or Settlement Plans, 

allowed more room for interpretations, allowing investors to exploit it for their own gain. In terms of 

housing production under high discretion and strong veto, there was a Drift in a sense that these policies 

were transformed to halt the production of flats and encourage privatisation en masse. It allowed real 

estate developers to build higher priced condominiums, prefab flats were still sought after for their 

affordability. With the obligation to abide by the EU transnational planning policies, Layering of new 

regulations is applied in terms of allowing cross-border mobility infrastructures.  

Hence, the practices that are happening in Petržalka are affecting its physical spatial structure at a much 

faster rate than in Marzahn. While from a superficial level it may not seem like it at first, but inherited 

path dependent socialist urban planning are causing these changes. The inherent ambiguities of the 

inherited 1976 territorial planning laws, the unfinished central axis development, mass public prefab 

panel housing, brownfield sites, extensive road building and motorisation policies in the former 

Czechoslovakia have created vast opportunities for investors to drastically exploit and densify Petržalka , 

much to the irk of concerned activists. Whereas in Marzahn the previous GDR planning practices and 

urban fabric were often times considered weak, irrelevant and in need of replacement, the seemingly 

unresolved issues from the socialist urban planning in Petržalka are instead seen as chances for new 

creations. It may be the case that Petržalka and indeed the whole of Bratislava will never see the end of 

this transition. As Martinez (2014) suggests, this never-ending transition could be understood as ‘bardak 

mentality’ (bardak refers to a multi-dimensional disorder in Russian) where change is always in process 

and never completed.  

These urban morphological changes depend on the policy changes discussed (layering, drift, conversion, 

displacement), susceptible to the fluctuating market economy. The production of Marzahn and Petržalka 

took 14-17 years during state socialism but underwent 30 years of post-socialist urban morphological 

changes. These housing estates are in a constant state of incompletion, even long after the original 

planners and architects have left the scene, embedded with the ‘utopianism of market process’ (Harvey, 

p.178). The market economy treated them as unfinished building projects, with no sign of closure. Hence, 



121 
 

these case studies embody the tensions when spatial forms of utopia transition to a utopia of social 

process. The problem therein lies in the visions by the original state socialist agencies who viewed the 

materialisation of these ambitious housing estates as being complete, i.e. having closure. They 

underestimated the socio-economic processes that would take place shortly after the project started, 

culminating in the critical juncture. When the original intentions were forgotten, the urban products of 

these housing estates became utilitarian and considered a dull legacy of state socialism in a capitalist 

postmodern world that values aesthetics. This was rooted in the fixation of the manifestation of the urban 

product rather than its use over time (Till, 2009).  
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CHAPTER 8:  

UNWANTED HERITAGE OR  

CONTINUOUS BUILDING PROJECT?  

 

8.1 Overview 

The research questions posed at the beginning of this thesis were aimed to investigate the processes in 

how the housing estates of Marzahn and Petržalka were produced. Through Historical Institutionalism, 

comparative methods, and to a certain extent, assemblage, the first six chapters of the thesis have 

uncovered how various degrees of path dependencies in the process led to certain urban outcomes at the 

time they were being built. Chapter 7 explored how these outcomes led to different pathways during the 

transition to a market economy over the past three decades. This concluding chapter provides an 

overview of the research questions that guided this thesis and how the correlating chapters answered 

them, as well as recommendations for future research. 

1. In the process of building their vision of a state socialist utopia manifested in the largest housing 

estates of Marzahn and Petržalka, how did the GDR and Czechoslovakia make use of existing 

tools and which of these aspects are more path dependent on technocratic methods established in 

earlier decades?  

a. Building industry  

b. Roads and transit  

c. Administration capacity 

 

Chapter 2: Genesis of Actors and Institutions after WWII to late 1960s reviewed the development of 

important actors and institutions during the first two decades of state socialism, and the laws that 

necessitated their formation. The historical institutional analysis at the end of Chapter 2 underpins the 

pattern which would culminate in certain actors having more leverage over others in steering the urban 

planning of cities, including the Ministry of Construction, State Planning Commission, housing 

construction enterprises, rather than architects and urban planners. The path dependent aspects and 

established technocratic methods of the building industry as pertains to the research question 1(a) are 

detailed in Chapter 2.  

 

Chapter 3: Conception of Housing Building Programmes began with the critical junctures that defined 

the period of late organized modernity in both the GDR and Czechoslovakia, leading to the important 

housing building programmes, and the extent in which they utilized their existing modernisation tools. 

Then it discussed the existing urban capacities of the sites where Marzahn and Petržalka would be built 

respectively as well as the original visions of the architects and planners.  

 

In the GDR, the critical junction here was when Erich Honecker became the General Secretary of the 

SED party in 1971. For Czechoslovakia, it was the federalisation of the country in 1968 following the 

invasion of Warsaw Pact troops. Subsequently, large housing building programmes were established in 

both countries, under different contexts. For the GDR, the goal of Wohnungsbauprogramm was to 

provide up to three million residential units from 1976 to 1990 as well as improve living conditions 

throughout the country.  Meanwhile, in Czechoslovakia the housing building programmes were under 

the auspices of the SSR Urbanisation Project in 1971, a 30-year development project which entailed the 

expansion of cities and surrounding regions. With modern planning tools such as the assembly method, 

advanced WBS-70 series and building catalogues, each Wohnungsbaukombinat in the GDR was 

equipped with resources for housing construction. The site of Marzahn is situated on the outskirts of 
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East Berlin in the former village of Biesdorf. Its construction required demolition of existing houses, 

and there was historical heritage awareness as planners took caution to preserve the centre containing 

the church, older buildings, school and pub. The physical manifestation of Marzahn came after the Berlin 

City Council launched a competition among architects and engineers throughout the GDR. Their vision 

of Marzahn included the preservation of single-family housing and village core while integrating them 

with the new urban landscape, complete with educational, cultural, retail, sports and medical amenities. 

On the other hand, Czechoslovakia expanded its territorial planning laws in the 1970s, in which the 

construction of dwellings become encoded as part of a larger SSR Urbanisation Project. With advanced 

research facilities and sophisticated construction systems in panel technology, Czechoslovakia also had 

the advantage when plans were underway on how to develop the site south of the Danube in Bratislava. 

The vision of Petržalka came to light in the 1967 competition, and was taken over by Stavoprojekt. 

Ambitious plans of a lively centre, and metro system along with the recreational areas were interwoven 

in the narrative of how Petržalka would be constructed over time. This chapter is a continuation in 

response to the first research question (a) in how path dependent existing tools were used even after the 

critical junctures that defined the birth of the housing estates.  

 

Chapter 4: Between General Development Planning and Territorial Planning: Different Scalar 

Approaches explored the main intermediaries, i.e., planning documents used by the 1970s urban 

planners to prove that, in comparison to the GDR, Czechoslovakia operated on a longer chain of a 

stratified planning network due to its federalized system. In the GDR, the General Development became 

an important masterplan for East Berlin in 1969, becoming an instrument for long-term management 

and coordination of urban development. In Czechoslovakia, there were two parallel plans that dictated 

planning, the territorial and the oblast plans. The former was commonly used as a blueprint by architects 

and urban planners while the latter was used for infrastructure and the economic planning of urban 

agglomerations. The end of Chapter 4 also discussed different problems of practice between the two 

countries, extracted from their respective professional journals. In Czechoslovakia, these mostly relate 

to scale and hierarchical issues. The findings of this chapter respond to the research question 1(c) 

regarding administration capacity in the sense that both the GDR and Czechoslovakia operate on 

different hierarchical structures in planning systems.  

 

Chapter 5: Influence of National Transportation Network Policies in the Planning Process aimed at 

determining how far the planning of new and a renewal of old transportation networks influenced the 

urban fabric of Marzahn and Petržalka, and reasons for these different approaches. Before the formation 

of the GDR, Berlin had an extensive transportation network system, some of which were dismantled 

when the city was divided. The GDR made use of existing public transport to expand and upgrade the 

networks, connecting important artery roads and S-Bahn tracks to Marzahn, thus significantly shaping 

the layout of the housing estate. Bratislava inherited tramlines and railway systems from the former 

Austro-Hungarian Empire and managed to extend and maintain these lines as the city expanded. 

However, the construction of Petržalka took place at the same time as Czechoslovakia was modernising 

and building a nationwide network of highways, connecting major cities and towns across the country. 

This affected the layout of Petržalka as bridges, and main artery roads were built for vehicles to bypass 

the old city of Bratislava and cross the housing estate for a more efficient traffic flow. In terms of 

transportation networks, Czechoslovakia was less path dependent on existing tools in the building of 

Petržalka compared to the GDR, thus answering the research question 1(b).  

 

The concept of assemblage and Actor-Network Theory was used in Chapter 6: Construction Stage & 

Analysis of Product Outcomes to determine how the intermediaries as discussed in Chapter 4 were 

translated between actors during the building of Marzahn and Petržalka. Chapter 6 also went further to 

identify which actors benefitted from policy changes and how these led to different urban outcomes than 

originally planned in the conception of these housing estates. In the GDR after the critical juncture, there 

were few changes in policies, and the relationship between actors remained the same. This was 

advantageous to the architects and city council in charge of Marzahn when they had to negotiate changes 
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in the urban layout during the early stages of construction. As for Petržalka, the purge of the National 

Committee of Bratislava members from their positions for important building projects in 1973 and the 

1976 territorial planning laws reinforced the General Investor’s role. Engineering works in Petržalka in 

the beginning consumed more costs than anticipated. Due to the economic crisis, plans of having a 

mixed-use central boulevard, social amenities and a metro system were compromised. Both housing 

estates have matching outcomes, as they fulfilled the targeted number of dwellings but lacked other non-

residential amenities. Hence, when it comes to research question 1(c), the administration capacity of the 

GDR, compared to Czechoslovakia was found to be more path dependent as there was less turnover of 

personnel in the city council.  

 

Chapter 7: Impact on Post-Socialist Development addressed the second research question of this thesis. 

 

2. How did their decisions unintentionally create conducive conditions that enabled various changes 

during post-socialism? 

 

This chapter regards the fall of the Berlin Wall as another critical juncture in the timeline of Marzahn 

and Petržalka, as it led to the dissolution of the state socialist government and imposition of new policies. 

These new policies led to urban morphological changes in the housing estates. For instance, since 

Germany was reunited, administration has mostly been dominated by West German policies on housing 

development. As Marzahn suffered a demographic loss in the 1990s, its urban fabric came under scrutiny 

under the new city administration. Large block layouts in Marzahn were considered structurally weak, 

resulting in demolition and later rehabilitation projects under the Stadtumbau Ost programme. 

Commercial developments and chain supermarkets are now scattered throughout Marzahn, dotting areas 

near transit hubs and interchanges. Although Marzahn has slowly began to gentrify since 2010, it has 

not fully recovered from its initial population loss. As for Petržalka, the new Slovakian government has 

encouraged plenty of private initiatives to ensure constant urban development in the housing estates. 

From early on, privatization laws allowed residents to buy their flats and since flat owners often lack 

funding, urban landscaping is often carried out by private developers. Meanwhile, Slovakia’s accession 

to the EU and Bratislava’s proximity to international borders triggered waves of commercial 

development throughout Petržalka. The infrastructure built by the former Czechoslovakian government 

around Petržalka proved to be advantageous for cross-border mobility. The potential of the central green 

axis of Petržalka as a commercial and leisure hub has not gone unnoticed, as urban design competitions 

were launched in the past years to resolve the urban landscape.  

 

 

8.2 Conceptualising the Transformation of Housing Estates  

 

The findings of this thesis shed light on the different processes in the production of Marzahn and 

Petržalka. The GDR and Czechoslovakia were similar in terms of being path dependent on the building 

industry. Under the formation and auspices of the state socialist institutions, both showed a continuation 

of progressive standardised methods, setting the pace for later decades. When it comes to transportation 

planning as well as administration capacity, they both differ, and their decisions affected the urban 

structure of housing estates.  

 

Through analysis, this project confirms the hypothesis that Petržalka was a product of a more complex, 

hierarchical and technocratic form of governing in federalised Czechoslovakia whereas the GDR 

remained path dependent on former policies in the production of Marzahn. As Czechoslovakia looked 

to building more industries and expanding regions, this process charted a different path for Petržalka in 

its later years. The thesis has borrowed concepts from Kimberly L Zarecor’s ‘infrastructural thinking’ 

(2017) and Peter Wagner’s ‘organized modernity’ (1994) to describe its findings. Even though the 

research conducted has found Zarecor and Wagner’s theories on state socialist systems to be true, the 

thesis has proved, through comparison that one country seemed to have a higher degree of technocratic 
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modus operandi than the other. Czechoslovakia reflected a more emphatic way of scientifically 

managing their planning organisations as they became federalised and confined to different ways of 

governance. As discerned in Chapter 3, 4 and 5, the housing estates were produced and worked through 

a recalibration of different scales.   

 

By utilising technocratic methods, and prioritising certain projects, former state socialist regimes have 

unintentionally created a range of urban capacities in different forms. These include the unfinished 

central axis, unrealised metro project, uniformity of buildings, and location of transport stops. All these 

are considered either assets or liabilities in the market economy. The new governments and private 

investors evaluated their worth based on their dwelling types, demand, and geopolitical positions. The 

different forms of governance between Germany and Czech Republic, Slovakia affected the inhabitants 

of these housing estates. Germany introduced a new regulated market system, allowing public and 

private rental housing whereas the Czech Republic and Slovakia allowed increasing owner occupation, 

as well as substantial cooperative and public rental housing (Tosics, 2015).  

In order to conceptualise these transformations, the theory of dialectical utopianism by David Harvey is 

applied here. The visions of the ideal state socialist utopia imbued in the housing estates from the 

beginning were slowly compromised with the socio-economic and political changes. The utopia of form 

has thus turned into a utopia of process, as these changes in urban landscapes are a materialisation of 

capitalist processes in physical forms.  

 

8.3 Reflection 

 

Considering that the tradition in urban studies on post-socialist cities and housing estates focus more on 

urban products with little comparative case studies, this thesis chose to emphasise the process of 

production and go beyond national boundaries and the usual binary East-West narrative to compare two 

former state socialist countries. By utilising different methodological approaches from other disciplines 

such as the Historical Institutionalism method and Actor-Network Theory, this thesis provided another 

layer of perspective, demonstrating how analyses of post-socialist housing estates can be expanded, 

furthering knowledge on European urban studies. This thesis also serves as an invitation for future 

researchers to think contextually when studying housing estates, as they are not defined statically. Rather, 

their morphology should be observed through time, understanding the web of interdependencies that 

produce space, and the account of contingencies in generations of urban form. The methodologies and 

concepts applied in this research could also be synthesised in fields of practice, so that architects and 

urban planners can decide on alternative forms of urbanisation that will prevail.  

 

The author does acknowledge the shortcomings of this research, as the actors chosen in the case studies 

are institutions rather than professional individuals. The thesis does not deny the contributions of these 

individuals, though the author’s limited knowledge of the language to hindered access to non-digitalised 

primary sources required to find out more information about them. Moreover, the social issues 

associated with these housing estates are not discussed in depth, as they are beyond the author’s expertise. 

However, there is great potential for future research as the existence of the present economy always 

ensures that these housing estates become spaces of temporal dynamics.   

 

 

8.4 Outlook 

Returning to the concept of utopia, during Peter Marcuse’s interview with Bruno Flierl (2012) in 

discussing comparable features of socialist cities with capitalist ones, Flierl regarded utopia as 

unattainable yet a goal that society could aim towards. Marcuse remarked that the commonality of both 

cities is the existence of power relations regardless of economic conditions, as profit replaced the driving 
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force of urbanisation processes in the post-socialist era, rather than the government (p.232). Flierl 

envisaged a future in which society could democratically determine its own production and regulation 

according to its own interests (p.247). Until that day comes, architects, and planning professionals still 

have to contend with the evolving market deeply embedded in the system that produced the built 

environment.  

Therefore, the transformation of Marzahn and Petržalka is an inevitable and continuous process. German 

Professor of Urban Development Barbara Engel who initiated dialogue on the transformation of mass 

housing estates between Germany, Russia and Ukraine raised these issues, acknowledging that 

‘successful transformation can only be achieved on the basis of a deep understanding of the planning 

history and conceptions relevant at the time when the housing estates were built.’ She put forth the 

notion that the ‘socio-political, ideological and technical circumstances existing when constructing the 

housing estates have to be analysed and understood’, adding that a better understanding could ‘lead to a 

more sensitive handling of the transformation.’ However, the ongoing social processes as well as 

technological advancements in the market economy could undermine these plans, and effective 

strategies such as planning control must be put in place (2019, p.14). Their survival depends on multiple 

actors, but the state ideally should be the mediator and regulator.  

Before conjuring up urban design solutions, architects and planners first may have to admit that they are 

just pawns in the game with the main actors being national politicians, local leaders, investors and public 

interests. Planners have a responsibility to work with main players to design a better-integrated plan, 

while engaging with the community at the same time. The failure and derelict spaces of housing estates 

cannot be blamed squarely on modernist design alone, as with the case of Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis, 

Missouri. Despite good intentions, unequal housing policies and social segregation led to its demolition 

in the 1970s just two decades after construction. The undesirable reputation of these mass housing 

estates is not related to physical characteristics as much as it is subjugated to policies at the city 

government level. That being said, generally the housing estates in CEE countries are still in better 

conditions than the banlieues in Paris or the council housing estates in London. Their materialisation 

alone are not failures in itself, as they did fulfil the criteria to build housing for the public, but their 

lifespan is contingent upon national policies, economic forces and social ruptures.  

These constraining factors were not sufficiently addressed in the ‘Flying Panel’ exhibitions recently 

showcased in ArkDes, an architecture and design museum in Stockholm in October 2019. Nor were they 

mentioned in the accompanying book Flying Panels: How Concrete Panels Changed the World (Eds. 

Ignacio Alonso, Palmarola, 2019). The exhibition, as with other exhibitions on prefabricated panel 

housing,1 seems to glorify the architectural and technological aspects, giving a false impression that 

materialisation of these prefabricated housing is an end-solution to housing insufficiency, without the 

added perspective of why some of them failed. The architecture and planning products of housing estates 

are not ends in themselves; rather they are contingent upon other factors to ensure their survival in the 

dynamic neoliberal capitalist world. The solution for architects and planners is to understand their 

projects within a much broader political-economic spectrum in relation to the dynamic growth of cities. 

It is crucial to involve various stakeholders and politicians in the process, and not be seduced by 

romanticised images of their utopian forms. According to British architect Jeremy Till (2009), most 

architecture schools subscribe to the Beaux-Arts model of education, delivered during the outbreak of 

modernity in the 20th century. The assumption that the architect can change the world through his 

building form pervades most architectural schools, thus isolating students from confronting the reality 

of the utopia of a neoliberal capitalist process with all its contingencies before joining the workforce.2  

Given these circumstances, what is the contribution of urban planning history in dealing with the future 

transformation of housing estates other than serving as a mere background of a future urban project?  

 
1 Exhibition ‘Bauhaus Imaginista’ at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, 2019  
2 This issue is highlighted by Jeremy Till’s book Architecture Depends (2009). He criticises the autonomy of 
architectural education in his first chapter, Deluded Attachment, pp.7-26. 
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Planning history should not be restricted to esoteric groups of scholars or architecture and planning 

schools, but also involve other disciplines and other planning actors, particularly in educating the public. 

Álvaro Sevilla Buitrago, a planning professor in Madrid, suggests that, ‘A critical genealogy…can also 

unearth alternative paths implicit in former planning imaginations, and resuscitate social life forms that 

planning destroyed—concepts and regimes that could help solve certain contemporary urban 

predicaments (2018). Tom Avermaete (2018), a Dutch architect and scholar, argues that historical 

narratives would benefit from a ‘broader arena and processes of publicly negotiated transformation of 

space’ by concentrating on planning rather than planners. He went on that the challenges in planning 

history were to develop a set of ‘theoretical lenses and perspectives that can account for the contact 

between diverse actors in uneven power-relations of urban planning.’  

In hindsight, the contribution of this thesis within the interdisciplinary, international research project 

UrbanHIST is to encourage new ways of thinking about the past using the historical institutional method 

and a borrowing of Western European social theories. Because the housing estates are subjugated to 

continuous transformations that are path dependent, they are in constant state of incompletion and may 

never achieve closure as they succumb to the utopia of capitalist process. This is what the main actors 

involved in regeneration and building projects should keep in mind when idealising their schemes. David 

Harvey (p.167) aptly says, ‘Perhaps Utopia can never be realised without destroying itself.’ 
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