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Defining the gap

• The tangible, material dimensions of 
contemporary post-communist urban 
transformations have been widely studied by 
social scientists

• Comparatively less has been written about 
the manner in which ideological, discursive 
and political imaginations of urban space 
influence, and are influenced by, the 
production of post-communist cityscapes



What is ‘discourse’?
• A system of statements and practices of 

representation that defines meaning and 
reasoning (Hall, 1997; Lefebvre, 1974/91)

• In the post-communist urban context: the 
manner in which the media, experts, 
politicians, policy-makers and residents use 
images, texts, language etc. when referring 
to new socio-spatial formations



The key question …

• How might discourses be 
implicated in the rise of new 
socio-spatial formations in post-
communist cities?

• Why does this matter?



The ‘enlightened’ suburb
• Individual freedom and choice

• Escape from the social mix of 
post-communist housing estates

• Clean, peaceful, well-organised: 
getting back in touch with nature

• Auto-mobility

BUT:
Lack of critical attention
Discursive production of values and aspirations 

remains unexplored

New suburban housing estate in Katowice
Source: www.4321.co.il

http://www.4321.co.il


The ‘passive’ and 
‘stagnating’ inner city

• Press representation of working-class 
areas in Poland (Stenning, 2005):
– ‘feckless’
– ‘dependent’
– ‘passive’
– ‘lacking entrepreneurship’
– ‘unable to adapt to the new economic 

situation’

• Consistent with early analyses of post-
communist urban change 

QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

BUT:
What is the role of the press, politicians and 

experts in creating new spaces of exclusion?

Inner-city Krakow
Source: http://foto.westu.info/

http://foto.westu.info/


http://www.sunshineesta
tes.net

The ‘sexy’ urban core
Example: parts of the historical 

centre of Budapest 
described as:

• ‘the district of business and 
trade’

• ‘the district of dynamism and 
renewal’

• ‘where the city’s finest sleep’
• ‘district of great potentials’, etc.

BUT:
What are the political and 

economic interests behind 
these particular 
representations?

http://www.sunshineesta


Bretowska Brama

http://ii.forum.mojeosiedle.pl

Controversial 
socialist housing 
estates

• ‘the slums of the 21st century’ 
(Szelenyi, 1996)?

• Culturally iconic
• Seen in an increasingly favourable 

light
• Upscale infill developments 

BUT:
• How have representations of 

urban space shaped, and been 
shaped by the residential 
attractiveness of such areas?
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We should study discourses in 
the post-communist urban 

settings because:

• We lack a common framework to understand them

• They are ‘sunk’ in relations of power and have 
major social justice implications

• They are path-shaping (result in inefficient lock-
ins)

• We produce them ourselves!


