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Abstract

Throughout much of the Soviet period, access to housing was a major consideration, both for individual citizens and employers intent on increasing their
number of employees. Because of the heavy emphasis on industry, and despite the progress made within the area since the late 1950s, Soviet urban
residential provision never managed to fully recover from the acute housing shortage that characterized the Stalin years. In this paper, we address the
quantitative side of housing construction during the socialist era. Using the mid-sized diversified industrial town of Daugavpils (Latvia) as a case study, we
set out to investigate the extent to which employers were involved in decisions concerning housing provision. To do this, we consult a large volume of
archival records, our focus being on documents tracing entries indicating that new living quarters were ready and could be allocated to employees of
sponsoring organizations and enterprises.
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one respect, however, it is premature to proclaim the socialist city’s
death: the built environment and, concomitantly, the socialist
spatial structures? inherited by today’s post-socialist cities have by
no means been squeezed out by the market. Nor is it the case that
developments simply, and in a very spatial sense, leapfrog over the
socialist urban fallout. Although there is something to be said in
favor of Kiril Stanilov’s suggestion that ‘most of the energy of the

‘Let us face the truth, state allocation [of housing]
which dominates in our country differentiates

the population not by a family’s ability to pay,

nor by the work effort or by its need for living space,
but by one’s position in the state and party structures.’!

Introduction

Two decades of post-socialist reform and transformation have had
avisible effect on urban areas across the former Soviet bloc. With few
exceptions, the socialist city has ceased to exist. The urban economy
has witnessed a sea-change, and the commitment to social and
spatial equality (to the extent that it did exist) has disappeared. In

post-socialist growth has been channeled to the suburban outskirts,
where new shopping centers, office parks and clusters of single-
family residences have popped up, leaping over the belt of socialist
housing estates’, this view is an exaggeration.> The pre-transition
urban fabric represents at once both an obstacle and an opportunity.

In fact, we propose that the market squeezes into the existing
socialist spatial structure and that there is strong spatial path
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dependency leading from socialism to post-socialism. It is this issue
that the present paper addresses. Toward this end, we need to
examine what has come before. Merely using as a benchmark the final
year of socialism in its Soviet guise is neither likely to allow a full
understanding of why the post-Soviet city looks the way it does nor is
itlikely to help us see why developments take the form they do. To the
extent that path dependence is a place-dependent process, our ability
to understand the forces that shaped that context will be of some
consequence, as will any insight into processes such as lock-in, path
destruction, shifting trajectories and ab initio developments—both
(potential) processes of path creation—as might subsequently occur.”

More concretely, our point is this. Squeezing in is not just a meta-
phor but also an expression of local path creation, a process that
predates the demise of the socialist economy. Just as the existing built
environment may reduce the flexibility of (or sets limits on) processes
of adjustment and change, other traits typical of the centrally planned
economy may similarly provide opportunities. Thus, the existence of
large surfaces of vacant land within socialist cities, often in their
central areas, was a direct precondition for the densification or infill
developments that have characterized the past two decades. Indeed,
as Aslund astutely notes, ‘Socialist economies had no exit mechanism,
so factories remained where they had once been built and were
hardly ever closed down. ... Consequently a big old power station
faces even the Kremlin.’® Likewise, because inner-city regeneration
and the modernization of existing industrial facilities were not given
priority over the outward quantitative expansion of these functions
under socialism,” we now witness a process of gentrification® and
inner-city brownfield regeneration® that would not have been likely
or even possible if history had taken a different route. As for the

suburban zones, without the formation of the typically socialist
pattern of concentrated satellite towns coupled with a strong legacy
of military land ‘freezing’ in near-metropolitan areas,'® there would
never have been enough land to accommodate the dramatic expan-
sion of mainly low-rise residential suburbanization that has become
evident during the past ten years or so.!! In short, current spatial
developments in the post-socialist city cannot adequately be assessed
without an appropriate understanding of its past.

The reasons for this are manifold. In addition to the general
patterns noted above, there are at least three other features whose
legacy is important for today’s cities. First, socialist-era dwellings
still house the majority of the population of post-socialist cities and
are arguably the main ‘building block’ of the post-Soviet (and else-
where, post-socialist) city. To a considerable extent, this means that
these dwellings replicate the late Soviet socio-spatial differentia-
tion, albeit with inhabitants who are twenty years older.!? Second,
the way housing was allocated has a strong indirect impact on
today’s socio-spatial landscape: as Raymond Struyk pointed out
a decade and a half ago, those occupying better-quality centrally
located dwellings—often a privileged group—enjoyed a better
initial endowment."® Third, and most fundamentally, the manner in
which the Soviet system of central planning encouraged action
among economic agents at various levels of decision-making is likely
to prove an important explanation for the allocation of resources,
including land and housing finance.'* A lack of adequate pricing,
long recognized by students of the Soviet system, may also explain
the low intensity of land use in central locations, which would have
translated into the vacant lots and brownfields that are a prominent
characteristic of the post-socialist city. However, the finer detail
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