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If one can hardly talk about post-socialism
without referring to neoliberal ideas, then the
opposite may hold true as well: one should
not talk about neoliberalism without men-
tioning post-socialism or socialism tout court.
In a way, this was the theoretical bet of this
year’s annual conference organized by the
Imre Kertész Kolleg in Jena, in collaboration
with the University of Exeter’s project ,1989
after 1989: Rethinking the Fall of Socialism in
a Global Perspective”.

While tackling directly the role of expertise
and expert communities in the ,long transfor-
mation of 1989”, the workshop also provided
a more incisive analytical focus. It was an
opportunity to reevaluate the interactions be-
tween the (post-)socialist world and the capi-
talist transformations that followed the 1970s.
The global reach of various epistemic commu-
nities, crisscrossing the Iron Curtain, or the
role played by expert knowledge in ushering
the post-1989 transformations, prepared the
ground for a reevaluation of what (post-)so-
cialism meant. At least as importantly, how-
ever, it provided a reinterpretation of neolib-
eralism as such, of its geography and its his-
torical development; a reinterpretation which
would do justice to the role played by socialist
societies in this narrative.

Some of the guiding lines of the discussions
were mentioned by MICHAL KOPECEK
(Prague) in his introductory speech, as he
highlighted the necessity of perceiving late
socialism in direct continuity with the post-
1989 period. Rather than a total about-face,
the transformations following 1989 drew on
forms of expertise, practices and discourses
which had been developing over the late so-
cialist years: new economic technologies, new
managerial knowledge, new sciences of the

self, or even novel forms of urban interven-
tion. For Michal Kopetek, the neoliberal turn
of the 1990s in Central and Eastern Europe
was hardly a mere adoption of a foreign lan-
guage: it was intertwined with complex prac-
tices developed on the ground by local agents.
Moreover, alluding to some of the political
interpretations of neoliberalism (David Har-
vey, Jeremy Peck), he emphasized how this
,revolution from within” can hardly be cut
out from the general transformations of global
capitalism or, for that matter, from its effects
on the Global South. This was a welcome
gesture in an Eastern European historiogra-
phy which has been rather shy of dealing with
capitalism or with economic transformations
as such.

The first panel of the conference tack-
led headlong the issue of economic change.
LARS FREDRIK STOCKER (Vienna) showed
how the market reforms envisaged by Es-
tonian economists in the late 1980s were
intimately connected with Estonian state-
building projects. Nevertheless, the economic
blueprint chosen by Estonian economists and
technocrats was the Nordic social market
rather than the hardcore neoliberal mod-
els which came to dominate the coun-
try. This pointed out to a specific Nordic
circuit of ideas, connecting the Scandina-
vian economies with the Baltic Soviet re-
publics. TOBIAS RUPPRECHT’s (Exeter) pa-
per changed the geographical focus to the in-
fluence of the Global South on economic re-
forms in (post-) socialist Europe. As he re-
marked, the Chilean market model had fas-
cinated both socialist and post-socialist elites:
the appeal of the Pinochet regime consisted
in its mixture of political authoritarianism
and economic liberalization, the possibility
of introducing market reforms without los-
ing political power. VITEZSLAV SOMMER
(Prague) switched the perspective from this
level of macro-economic design to a more
micro approach to economic expertise, ana-
lyzing the management theories of late so-
cialist Czechoslovakia and their intimate re-
lationship with planning practices. As Som-
mer made clear, the market reforms of the
1960s had brought about an entrepreneurial
take on firm management, built up through
a direct dialogue with the Western litera-
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ture. Marginalized during Normalization,
this form of ,,socialist entrepreneurship” was
once again revived in the late 1980s, becom-
ing the hegemonic discourse of the transition
period, although only by pushing aside any
concerns for intra-firm coordination or social
welfare.

The dialogue on welfare opened up by
Vitézslav Sommer was continued dur-
ing the second panel through MARTINE
MESPOULET’s (Nantes) paper.  As she
showed in her analysis, throughout the 1970s
statistical offices in state socialist countries
were in a permanent dialogue with their
Western colleagues as they tried to do away
with a pure economic approach to economic
growth. On both sides of the Iron Curtain,
statisticians and sociologists were eager to
develop new ways of measuring welfare
conditions, providing an abstract language
through which inequalities in social devel-
opment could be tackled at a global level.
The question of how this vision of economic
growth as social development was under-
mined during the 1980s and after 1989 was
tackled by TOMASZ ZARYCKI's (Warsaw)
fascinating biography of Polish geographer
Antoni Kuklifiski. A founding figure of
the school of regional planning, Kuklinski’s
vision of development veered in the 1980s
towards a competitive model in which pow-
erful urban centers would vie for resources
in a regionalized economic space. One of
the results of this competitive developmen-
tal model, which became the hegemonic
paradigm after the fall of socialism, was
the gradual displacement from academic or
public discourses of notions of regional in-
equalities or hierarchies. A case in point is the
gradual disappearance of analyses focusing
on uneven development or core-periphery
relations. As a result, the Europe imagined by
figures such as Kukliriski was an idealized,
abstract category where ,regional differenti-
ation became an effect of spontaneous forces
and global incontrollable powers” rather
than structural factors. If hierarchies within
Europe were erased from most ,return to
Europe” accounts such as Kuklifiski’s, global
hierarchies were once again reinforced by
the same period. As JAMES MARK (Ex-
eter) remarked, late socialism witnessed an

intensification of debates over European iden-
tity, with socialist intellectual and political
elites claiming once again their , European”
belonging. From the Helsinki process to
Gorbachev’s ,,Common European Home”,
these ,Europe talks” were much more than
ways of reimagining East-West connections.
They were attempts to renegotiate the rela-
tionship with the Global South, as socialist
countries slowly cut off their connections
with the post-colonial world. Oftentimes this
disengagement from the South was replaced
by racialized discourses, in which the return
to Europe become a commitment to a white
capitalist civilizational model.

The keynote lecture held by DAVID
PRIESTLAND (Oxford) tried to situate
these transformations in the more general
landscape of the economic discussions that
emerged in the wake of ,the contentious
1960s.” As he pointed out, throughout the
1970s and the 1980s the technocratic allure
that characterized Western neoliberalism
was paralleled by a similarly technocratic
vision of planning emerging in the socialist
bloc. In socialist countries, economic experi-
mentation with complex modelling or more
humanistic approaches to planning had been
generally sidelined before the Perestroika.
From this perspective, the 1990s can be read
as a moment of convergence between two
technocratic traditions, complemented by a
specific focus on individual agency which
analyses such as The Novosibirsk Report
brought about. This convergence was made
possible through the continuity of local expert
communities that had access to local practices
and knowledge, while also being integrated
in the global circuit of ideas.

The third panel featured a discussion on
one of the main forms of expertise usher-
ing the post-1989 transition: legal discourse.
MARTA BUCHOLC (Bonn) showed how the
legal discipline became one of the main mo-
tors of the liberal pedagogy that followed
the 1980s. As a central agent of the tran-
sition years, the legal scholar assumed a
pedagogical role, trying to instill the new
liberal legal order into a reluctant societal
body. Some of the questionable results of this
forceful pedagogy were underlined by PAUL
BLOKKER (Prague) in his analysis of con-
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stitutionalism in Eastern Europe. As he re-
marked, modern constitutional practices have
been perceived after 1989 as an easily trans-
ferable good, circulating across local legal cul-
tures almost as a commodified good. Some
of the unintended results of this optimistic
perspective have become obvious in the re-
cent constitutional crises affecting Hungary
or Poland. Here a certain ,legal resentment”
has spurred populist movements into dis-
mantling the liberal constitutional order es-
tablished after 1989, perceived as an alien im-
plant into a nationalized state body. NED
RICHARDSON-LITTLE’s (Exeter) paper on
East German lawyers provided a historical ex-
planation for the pivotal role played by le-
gal discourse in the transition process. As his
analysis made clear, the decline of economic
planning or of developmental disciplines had
pushed legal expertise into a privileged posi-
tion, providing to institutional tools for nego-
tiating the changeover to market liberalism.
Trained in state socialism, lawyers in human
rights or constitutionalism ,evolved from de-
fenders of party rule at home [...] to their fi-
nal role as reformers, first in an effort to sal-
vage the socialist system and then to bury it.”

While the third panel of the conference fo-
cused on the legal interface that connected
state institutions to the individual, the fourth
session tackled the specific forms of exper-
tise that aimed at managing the individual
as such. MAIK TANDLER (Jena) offered
an overview of the psy sciences in Western
liberal societies. Focusing on the US and
West German cases, he underlined the way
in which they contributed to the economiza-
tion of the self, ,conflating self-actualization
with the self-optimization required by market
society.” AGNIESZKA KOSCIANSKA (War-
saw) pointed out how the concepts of self-
actualization and self-realization, specific to
late capitalist societies, featured prominently
in the language of Polish experts of the 1980s.
Their discourse, however, was part and parcel
of a specific concept of ,cultured sexuality”
which emphasized the importance of mari-
tal life. MAT SAVELLI’s (Hamilton) talk ana-
lyzed the specificities of Yugoslav institution-
alization of psychiatric authority and its un-
derlying politics. He pointed out the similar-
ities with the Western model, keen towards

individualization, but also the existence of
specific practices which promoted socializa-
tion and collective praxis (such as the idea of
democratic therapeutic spaces).

The final panel of the workshop addressed
the way in which the urban space was recon-
ceived before and after 1989, and the role
played by professional expertise in this pro-
cess. BRIAN LADD (Berlin) focused on the
strenuous relationship between urban plan-
ning and preservation strategies in late social-
ist GDR. He underscored the in-between posi-
tion held by experts, as they negotiated their
position between local initiatives, state bu-
reaucracy and professional identities. PETR
ROUBAL (Prague) took up the issue of the
transition to neoliberal urban policies in his
discussion on Prague’s Zizkov district. He
traced the development of new modes of
urban interventions based on novel claims
for heritage preservation. As importantly,
however, he showed how heritage-talk could
be highjacked in the post-socialist years in
what became a violent gentrification process.
CSABA JELINEK’s (Budapest) paper on ur-
ban rehabilitation projects in Budapest pro-
vided a structural analysis of the shifts affect-
ing urban policy in late socialism and their
post-socialist offshoots. His study traced the
concern for urban rehabilitation and preser-
vation to the crisis affecting Hungarian in-
vestment levels in the 1970s, and its deleteri-
ous impact on the construction sector. Con-
sequently, although legitimized in the name
of historical and social sensitivity, the turn
to rehabilitation was the recognition of an
economic impasse. Sustained by a powerful
professional community, urban rehabilitation
preserved its centrality in the post-socialist
years, but with a twist: rehabilitation poli-
cies became increasingly de-politicized and
de-socialized, a technocratic discourse ,natu-
ralizing” gentrification.

The final roundtable took up the implica-
tions of these analyses, pointing out possible
avenues for future research. It emphasized
the centrality of the political economic con-
text of the 1970s which shaped expert knowl-
edge production in both socialist and capital-
ist contexts. These structural changes trig-
gered a new culture of expertise, visible in
an increased dialogue between East, West,
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and the Global South; a dialogue oftentimes
intermediated by global institutions such as
the United Nations. However, the relation-
ship between expert communities and var-
ious forms of lay knowledge, ,expertise in
the wild” is still a blind spot for historical
analysis: especially in regard to social move-
ments such as ecological or urban preserva-
tion campaigns. Furthermore, as Philipp Ther
remarked, the position of expertise in a larger
social context was heavily influenced by its
inclusion in circuits of commodification, as it
gradually became a lucrative business. These
dynamics between expert and lay knowledge
seem to play a powerful political role, increas-
ingly visible in today’s debates about meri-
tocracy: as it was noticed, various populist
movements in the region have sharpened the
conflict between expert elites and other social
groups. In this sense, the workshop’s focus on
expert cultures in the long transformation of
1989 played a double role. On the one hand, it
brought historical depth to contemporary po-
litical conflicts over expertise and technocracy
which have become central for our post-crisis
societies. On the other, however, it rehistori-
cized the relationship between neoliberalism
and (post-)socialism, the geography and the
dynamics of this interaction.

Conference Overview:
Welcome and Introduction Michal Kopecek

_Panel 1: Market Liberalism Between ‘Na-
tional Sovereignty” and Globalization:

Chair: Eva-Clarita Pettai

Lars Fredrik Stocker: Exiting Communism:
Visions of ‘Economic Sovereignty” and the
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1987-1991
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Eastern Europe
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Agnieszka Koséiariska:  Sex and Self-
realization: =~ Psychologizing Intimacy in
Late State Socialist Poland

Maik Tandler: Psychological Experts and the
‘Western’ Liberal Self in the Late 20th Century

Mat Savelli: Medical Authority: The Collapse
of Yugoslavia and the Rise of the “Trauma So-
ciety’

Discussant: Adéla Gjuri¢ova

Panel 5: Governance and Urban Planning

Chair: Diana Mishkova

Brian Ladd: Professional Identities and Local

© Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



Revolution from Within: Experts, Managers, and Technocrats in the Long Transformation of
1989

Initiatives in a Party State: Late GDR Urban
Planning and Preservation

Petr Roubal: Zizkov Battle: Urban Planners
Transition from Heritage Protection to Neo-
liberal Discursive Planning

Csaba Jelinek: Turning a “Socialist” Policy into
a ‘Capitalist’ One: Urban Rehabilitation Ex-
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Joanna Wawrzyniak
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