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Political economy and everyday practices behind gentrification
in working-class urban neighbourhoods

Juprr TIMAR! and Anpris TROCSANYI?

Abstract

This paper explores the synthesis of political-economy perspectives on uneven development with everyday-
focused social-theoretical approaches, specifically examining gentrification through the lens of working-class
residents’ experiences. The study argues that while uneven development imposes rigid structural constraints,
it also serves to differentiate the working class and its internal constituents. The research is situated within
the Central and Eastern European context, focusing on two Hungarian case study locations: Nagysandortelep
in Debrecen and the Zsolnay district in Pécs. The methodology employs a multi-scalar approach, combin-
ing historical analysis with qualitative insights from narrative, semi-structured and focus group interviews.
The analysis traces the evolution of both districts from their origins as industrial working-class colonies
consolidated during the capitalist processes of the late 19th century through subsequent periods of socialist
state-led disinvestment and neoliberal urban strategies of capital reinvestment. By studying the current re-
lationship of workers to slow, sporadic, and spontaneous gentrification within this urban-historical context,
mutually reinforcing and undermining moments of structure and everyday practices emerge, exposing the
dialectical relationship between the causes and consequences of gentrification. By bridging the gap between
structural theories and micro-level agency, the paper contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how
the production of space is negotiated and contested within the specific urban trajectories of the CEE region.

Keywords: uneven development, gentrification, political economy, everyday life, CEE, Debrecen, Pécs
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Introduction

The central aim of this paper is to bring an
epistemological question to the fore of the
debate on uneven development. Specifical-
ly, we contend that integrating the political
economy of Marxist uneven development
theory (e.g. HarvEy, D. 1982; Smith, N. 1982,
1990 [1984]) with everyday-oriented social
theory offers an approach that provides
significant advantages for geographical re-
search (also see Berki, M. and SAci, M. 2026;

MiuALy, M. and FaBuLra, Sz. 2026 in this
issue). Providing an instance of this ap-
proach, the present study takes gentrifica-
tion as its object, conceptualising it as an
outcome of urban-scale uneven development
(SmitH, N. 1996). Centring its drivers and
consequences, we investigate this spatial pro-
cess through the lens of the everyday prac-
tices and lived experiences of the affected
working-class residents.

That this perspective is suited to our objec-
tive is confirmed by an interpretation of gen-
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trification’ situated within the logic of capital
accumulation, which establishes a clear polit-
ical-economic point of departure. However,
it must be noted that while basically absent
from uneven development research, an ‘eve-
ryday’ perspective has long been present in
explanations of gentrification as a cultural
and moral approach (CauLrIELD, ]. 1994), al-
beit sparking significant debate. We concur
with those who view this typically gentrifier-
focused interpretation as the displacement
of the working class by researchers them-
selves (e.g. SmITH, N. 1996), and with those
who advocate for re-centring the study of the
displaced (e.g. SLATER, T. 2009). Having re-
sponded to this call in our previous work, in
this paper, we instead build upon the work
of PaTon, K. (2014), who examined gentrifi-
cation from a working-class perspective and
synthesised structure and agency at the level
of the everyday. Yet, unlike PaTon, we do
not seek to identify class consciousness or
a collective identity within the daily prac-
tices and strategies of individuals and house-
holds. Rather, our research question is how
their changing everyday lives reveal various
modes of participation in ongoing gentrifica-
tion and how they attempt to negotiate their
relationship to it. We argue that while un-
even development imposes rigid structural
constraints upon workers, in certain contexts
it serves to differentiate not only the class as
a whole but also its internal constituents.
We explore this argument through the spe-
cific lens of one ECE experience: the work-
ing-class quarters of Hungarian cities. Within
this context, the traceable memories of those
living today enable the retrieval of both old
and new individual spatial experiences and

3Given that a number of scholars researching gentri-
fication in CEE already consider the sheer diversity
of gentrification concepts to be elusive (e.g. SYKora,
L. 1993; KovAcs, Z. et al. 2015; Bernt, M. 2016), we
deem it important to note that we have applied Neil
SmrtH's (2000, 294) definition, which we believe best
aligns with our aforementioned approach. Accord-
ingly, ‘gentrification is the reinvestment of capital in
city centres in order to create space for a social class
that is much wealthier than the one that currently
occupies the space’.

practices. These have been embedded into
the modes of production of space (LEFEBVRE,
H. 1991 [1974]) under both socialism and
neoliberal capitalism, while simultaneously
contributing to the preservation of the work-
ing-class residential colony character of their
respective districts. In particular, we draw
upon research exploring these experiences
and practices through narrative, semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus group research.
These were conducted primarily with mem-
bers of working-class households (31) and, to
a lesser extent, with experts (13) who assisted
in the long-term political-economic analysis.
The empirical research was carried out in
two case study locations: Nagysandortelep in
Debrecen and the residential neighbourhood
surrounding the Zsolnay factory in Pécs.
The paper is organised as follows. The
following chapter highlights several key
theoretical debates (concerning the nexus
of uneven development, gentrification, and
everyday life, and the enduring significance
of the state socialist legacy), offering an op-
portunity to elaborate on the relevance of
our proposed epistemological focus and to
elucidate the conceptual framework of the
empirical research presented as an illustra-
tion. A primary objective of the methodo-
logical chapter is to present the case study
sites and highlight key findings from a pilot
study that delineates the fundamental char-
acteristics of the gentrification processes un-
folding across these locations — the diverse
responses to which, as shaped by workers’
experiences, are further examined in a sub-
sequent chapter. Chapter four traces the most
significant historical conditions and turning
points within the investment-disinvestment-
reinvestment cycle of uneven development,
leading to the emergence of today’s sponta-
neous gentrification. The shifting political-
economic frameworks illuminated by this
approach not only clarify the divergences
and commonalities of the everyday experi-
ences and practices discussed thereafter, but
also vice versa. Consequently, the conclud-
ing discussion provides a more comprehen-
sive interpretation of the results yielded by
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our proposed dual approach; these findings
facilitate a more nuanced understanding of
both gentrification and the shifting agency of
the working-class residents involved.

Theoretical considerations

We highlight three main strands of the theo-
retical considerations and scholarly discours-
es that have inspired the aims, questions, and
claims of this article, justified its relevance,
or conceptually framed our empirical inves-
tigation.

1) Our aim to integrate the political economic
perspective of uneven development with an ‘eve-
ryday’ approach was motivated by a need for
deeper insight and understanding of this
spatial process. In the empirical study pre-
sented here, this complementary synthesis
is employed primarily as an analytical tool,
rather than with the intention of testing
theory within the realm of everyday life (see
Yeung, HW. et al. 2025). We view everyday
life in a manner akin to Katz, C. and Kirsy,
A. (1991, 264): "The critical importance of so-
cial reproduction and everyday life in both
theory and practice is that they are grounds
for struggle in which active historical sub-
jects reproduce themselves, their labour
power, and the contradictory social relations
on which production depends.’

It initially appeared surprising that even
a systematic international literature review
(FaBura, Sz. et al. 2025) found scarcely any
trace of a link between the ‘everyday” and un-
even development (as a process interpreted
from a Marxist perspective). This is particu-
larly striking given that Neil Smrta (1982, 1990
[1984]) — and others such as David Harvey
(1982), who similarly regarded uneven spa-
tial development as the ‘engine’ of capitalism
— drew heavily upon Henri LEFEBVRE's (1991
[1974]) theory of the production of space.
LereBvre, H. (1971 [1968]) was, after all, one
of the early pioneers in conceptualising every-
day life. However, as MaRrsToN, S. and SMmitH,
N. (2001) observed, LeresvRE paid relatively

little attention to the theorisation of spatial
difference within his interpretation of space
— an omission that is all the more remarkable
given his clear commitment to the ‘right to
difference’. Nevertheless, SmitH, N. (1992a)
did highlight a distinction that constitutes a
cornerstone of Lefebvrian spatial theory: the
differentiation between abstract space and
social space. While the former is laid down
through the activities of the state and the
economic institutions of capital, the latter is
constituted by the practices of everyday life.

Neil SmrtH, who ultimately formulated his
theory of uneven development alongside the
‘production of scale’, raised questions in his
1992 book chapter regarding the intersec-
tions of scale, everyday life, and political
economy that he considered essential for re-
search. We believe these questions are direct-
ly translatable and highly instructive for the
study of uneven development: ‘How is scale
constructed in everyday life, and how are dif-
ferent scales connected? What different roles
do questions of class, gender and race play in
the construction of different scales and how
are these issues connected to questions of the
economic, political and social determination
of scale?” (SmitH, N. 1992a, 78).

Among the empirical studies published
since then, Jennifer L. Smita’s (2022) article
perhaps aligns most closely with our own
approach, excellently demonstrating its in-
herent advantages. In her analysis of uneven
development in South Africa, she revealed
novel spatial configurations of inequality by
integrating a political-economic perspective
with a livelihoods approach. This framework
allows for a deeper understanding of the ways
in which individuals negotiate the manifold
challenges that permeate their everyday lives.

2) It appears that the everyday-life perspec-
tive — and, thus, the integrated approach we
advocate here — has proved more intuitive in
empirical research on gentrification occurring
at the local scale. Several works aligned with
this perspective may inform our investiga-
tion (e.g. Davipson, M. and Lkes, L. 2005;
ALEXANDRI, G. 2015; SUDERMANN, Y. 2015;
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Doucer, B. and KoenbeRrs, D. 2018), although
some of these — by invoking state-led gen-
trification — tend to focus primarily on the
political-(economic) dimension. Studies situ-
ated at the intersection of gentrification and
everyday life typically seek to uncover the
impacts of gentrification on specific aspects
of daily life and the experienced realities of
various social groups (primarily the newly
arriving middle class). It is far less common
for researchers to adopt the inverse relation
—as seen in THREADGOLD, S. et al. (2024) — and
consider how this perspective might facilitate
a deeper understanding of gentrification it-
self. However, they too treat gentrification
primarily as a geographical context, failing
to render visible the underlying economic
(re)investment processes that drive it. As
TurEADGOLD, S. et al. (2024, 904) acknowl-
edge in their inspiring work: ‘gentrification
emerged as a major theme in our research
data but was not the object of study per se’.

Regarding theoretical debates on gentrifica-
tion, these are most commonly structured
around conceptualisation and the identifi-
cation of causal drivers. By the 1990s, the ini-
tially polarising perspectives had sufficiently
matured, such that integrating production-
side and consumption-side explanations — or,
to frame it differently, the complementary
synthesis of economic and social arguments
— became a fruitful path for many. In our
view, this shift implicitly encompasses the
integrated approach we advocate. Here, we
highlight only two specific thematic areas
that proved instrumental in crystallising
our perspective and tailoring our empirical
research accordingly.

One such critical point was first articulated
by Rosg, D. (1984), who questioned the “un-
even development” approach to gentrifica-
tion (Smrth, N. 1982) itself — a scepticism with
which we fundamentally disagree. She noted
a lack of investigation into the intersections of
employment restructuring and changes in the
reproduction of labour power within Marxist
works. Rose argued that gentrifiers cannot
necessarily be identified with uniform class
positions; instead, she identified ‘marginal

gentrifiers’ (a significant proportion of whom
are women) who may possess needs similar
to those they displace. In connection with
this, she advocated for an analysis of ‘life-
style’ alongside the functioning of the land
and housing markets and the processes of
production. The sphere of everyday life that
she examined, in which ‘life-style” is the key
concept, is linked to the consumption habits
and needs of residents (essentially gentrifiers).
However, we found this to be too narrow for
our own research, compared to the interpre-
tation linked to experiences, practices, and
struggles that we cited above (Katz, C. and
Kirsy, A. 1991). Furthermore, adopting this
lens would have — contrary to our intentions
—tilted our proposed integrated approach too
far towards consumption-side logic.

In contrast to Rosg, CAULFIELD, ]. (1994)
adopted an explicit ‘everyday’ focus in his gen-
trification research, placing weight on cultural
factors such as taste, emotion, and aesthetics.
In doing so, he interpreted the initiation of
‘gentrification as a postmodern urbanism’ as
a consequence of the decisions and choices
made by gentrifiers. We agree, however, with
SmitH, N. (1996, 43-44) that for CAULFIELD,
among others, ‘it is less a question of develop-
ing the connections, inherent in gentrification,
between economic and cultural shifts, result-
ing in a new urban geography. Rather, in this
vision culture virtually supplants economics
...". Ultimately, this perspective ensures that
‘postmodern urbanism simply gentrify the
working class out of the picture.”

For these reasons, we progressed towards
the approach of Paron, K. (2014), who
brought the everyday lives of the working
class into focus by simultaneously examining
structural and agentic perspectives within
gentrification. However, we have extended
this in two ways. Firstly, we allowed for the
possibility that the working class should not
be a priori confined to the position of the dis-
placed. Secondly, — in contrast to the many
excellent works focusing on collective resist-
ance — we also sought traces of resistance at
the individual or household scale. This shift
was particularly necessary as our selected
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case study sites are not scenes of ‘classic’,
large-scale investor-led or state-led gentrifi-
cation initiated by ‘slum clearance’.

3) As these sites owe their distinct character
largely to their state-socialist past — specifi-
cally the preservation of their working-class
character through single-family housing —
the third strand of scholarly discourse cen-
tral to our analysis is the body of research
on gentrification in the Central and Eastern
European (CEE) region. Since the primary fo-
cus of these studies generally does not align
with the integrated approach advocated here
(works based on somewhat similar logic are,
e.g. CsaNApy, G. et al. 2007; JeLINEK, Cs. 2011;
GenTILE, M. et al. 2015), we have identified
the most relevant contributions for our em-
pirical investigation at different intersections.
Due to the sheer volume of this literature (see
e.g. in Berényi, B.E. 2016), rather than pro-
viding an exhaustive list, we categorise these
works by their research trajectories.

A key resource for this is the systematic
literature review on urban regeneration and
gentrification in CEE cities by Kusgs, J. and
KovAcs, Z. (2020), which synthesises the find-
ings of nearly 80 (primarily English-language)
publications. Within their classification, the
studies examining the ‘preconditions and
driving forces of gentrification” are of par-
ticular importance to our work — specifically
those employing historical analysis to under-
stand the impact of economic interventions
(investment, real estate markets) and state-
led developments. These studies have facili-
tated the placement of our empirical findings
within a broader spatio-temporal context. In
the typology established by Kuses, J. and
KovaAcs, Z. (2020), the extensive literature on
‘early-stage gentrification’” provided the pri-
mary parallels, even if the studies they refer-
enced were fundamentally gentrifier-focused.
Although their identified “specific forms” did
not explicitly categorise gentrification linked
to detached housing areas rooted in the (pre-)
socialist past — which often involves partial
social mixing — its characteristics remain sig-
nificant for our analysis (e.g. RuoppiLa, S. and

KAanrik, A. 2003; FELpmaN, M. 2000 in SYKORA,
L. 2005). Finally, the non-metropolitan character
of gentrification in Pécs and Debrecen — can
also be defined by features such as “delayed’
or ‘less dynamic and often incomplete” de-
velopment (Kusks, J. and KovAcs, Z. 2020)
— gains CEE-wide interpretability. This is
further contextualised by the “significance of
EU funding’ and the ‘pivotal role of historic
city cores in urban regeneration’. Insightful
details on these processes are provided by
the scholarly discourses compiled by Kusgs,
J. and KovAcs, Z. (2025) in their subsequent
literature review, which specifically focuses
on the gentrification of provincial cities.

Methods and areas of empirical research

Drawing upon the synthesis of uneven devel-
opment and approaches to everyday life, our
empirical study utilises a case-based method to
further unpack the complexities of gentrifica-
tion. The aim of the study was not the analysis
of gentrification per se; rather, it sought to un-
cover its structural drivers, as well as its im-
pacts and repercussions as expressed through
everyday lived experiences and practices. For
our neighbourhood-scale investigation, we se-
lected Debrecen (202,130 inhabitants), and Pécs
(139,412 inhabitants in 2025). These cities can
serve as appropriate reference points for one
another to understand the generalisable and
specific characteristics of the political-econom-
ic background of gentrification. Despite their
shared status as traditional regional centres
and ‘twin cities” within the national urban hi-
erarchy (RECHNITZER, J. et al. 2004), their current
developmental trajectories diverge significant-
ly: Debrecen is experiencing a period of pros-
perity, whereas Pécs is in a phase of decline
(MoLNAR, E. et al. 2018). These differences are
rooted in local responses to post-socialist trans-
formation, specifically the intensity of relations
between local and central state actors (Pora,
P. et al. 2023). As medium-sized Central and
Eastern European cities, they provide a critical
lens through which to examine the multi-scalar
dynamics of uneven development.
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Aligned with our goals, the selected field
sites are both compact, former working-class
districts situated on the inner-city fringe.
Brick manufacturing in Nagysandortelep
(Debrecen) and the pottery and porcelain in-
dustry in Zsolnay district (Pécs) played key
roles in shaping their neighbourhoods. Unlike
areas undergoing ‘classic’ urban regeneration,
these neighbourhoods are defined by their
specific industrial heritage, with the major-
ity of the housing stock consisting of work-
ers’ family houses built in the 19th and 20th
centuries. However, the two districts reflect
the broader structural specificities of their re-
spective cities. Debrecen is dominated by a
semi-rural, detached built form with relative-
ly larger plots (typically 300-400 m?), while
Pécs exhibits a denser, small-town urban fab-
ric with smaller plots (200-300 m?). In the lat-
ter, state-socialist and post-2000 interventions
have introduced apartment blocks, increasing
urban heterogeneity while maintaining the
overall dominance of single-family housing.

To better understand the transformation
of the selected sites for our research — which
uncovers both drivers and impacts — we con-
ducted preliminary studies prior to the inves-
tigation presented here. We supplemented
fundamental statistical data with intensive
site walk-overs, during which the specificities
of localised gentrification were clearly dis-
cernible in both districts. Regarding our study
areas, the 2011 and 2022 census datasets for
Debrecen provided empirical evidence that
validated our field observations®. In the ab-
sence of such data for Pécs, we employed a
comparative stock condition survey, utilising
our prior field surveys (2008) conducted be-
fore the European Capital of Culture devel-
opments as a baseline for a 2024 follow-up.

*Using data from the last two censuses (2011, 2022)
for Nagysandortelep, we constructed two separate
measures: a Social Upgrading Index (SUI) based on
variables illustrating social status, and a Housing
Upgrading Index (HUI) based on housing quality
indicators. These two indices were then combined
using a standardised z-score method to create a com-
prehensive Gentrification Likely Index (GLI), along
which specific gentrification categories were defined.

We documented the building stock adjacent
to the Zsolnay factory by photographing
technical and visual amenities’, mapping the
observed processes, and categorising the sub-
sequent morphological changes.

The transformation of Nagysandortelep re-
search area (0.8 km?) is defined not by uniform
gentrification, but as a mosaic of asynchronous
spatial processes (Figure 1). In the northern and
central areas, physical and social appreciation
reinforce one another, evidenced by the dual
rise in university graduates and housing qual-
ity. However, this correspondence is incon-
sistent across the territory. In the central core,
physical renewal outpaces social restructuring,
suggesting a process of ‘in situ” gentrification
where original residents could act as “occupier-
developers’. Conversely, the western margins
exhibit social displacement or generational
shifts that precede capital investment, with
rising educational attainment lagging behind
physical improvements. Despite these hotspots,
much of the district experiences ‘quiet appre-
ciation” — a subtle, sporadic upgrading of the
urban fabric without significant spatial disrup-
tion. Ultimately, in this initial stage of spon-
taneous gentrification, the area functions as a
fragmented townscape of dynamic transforma-
tion, stagnant enclaves, and transitional spaces,
rather than a monolithic gentrifying front.

We conducted the survey in the central,
most emblematic core of the Zsolnay district”

% A similar method was used by LICHTENBERGER, E. ef al.
(1995) for Budapest neighbourhoods.

¢ Features of several gentrification types delineated
within the CEE context can now be recognised in
certain parts of Nagysandortelep. These include, for
instance, ‘incumbent upgrading” and ‘stealth gentri-
fication” (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2015; Kusgs, J. and KovAcs,
7.2020). For our purposes here, however, the decisive
factor remains the unequivocal presence of gentrifi-
cation as applied in our own conceptual framework.

7 The designation ‘Zsolnay district’ refers to a former
working-class quarter spanning approximately 1km?,
whose spatial development and demographic growth
were intrinsically tied to the factory’s presence. For
the purposes of this study, however, the most distinc-
tive neighbourhood is the empirically surveyed area
delineated on the map, where the spatial imprints of
19th-, 20th-, and 21st-century urban processes exist
in immediate proximity to one another.
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Fig. 1. Gentrification in Debrecen, Nagysandortelep district (2011-2022). Source: Authors” own edition based
on field surveys and data from the 2011 and 2022 censuses.

(approximately 1 km?; Figure 2). This analysis
emphasises building-level transformations as a
reflection of social change. Similar to Debrecen,
renewal is highly fragmented; contiguous im-
provements are limited to public infrastructure
(road surfacing and cycle paths), while proper-
ty renovation remains concentrated along the
axis connecting the city centre to the Zsolnay
Cultural Quarter. Beyond investor-led infill
projects — primarily small-scale, high-quality
apartment blocks — the area exhibits a ‘neigh-
bourhood effect’ of modest, sporadic renewals®.
However, the persistent presence of severely
dilapidated, near-uninhabitable housing in im-
mediate proximity to the revitalised Zsolnay
Cultural Quarter — a site of significant state-led
investment — seemingly contradicts classic rent-
gap-driven gentrification (Smrts, N. 1982).
Ultimately, Pécs presents an even more
polarised mosaic than Debrecen. Although
measurable data on social transformation are
unavailable here, if we consider housing market
shifts, which suggest that population turnover
is characterised by a rise in social status, then

8 Gentrification limited to a few streets and working-
class enclaves is a well-known phenomenon in both
Western and CEE contexts (MARrcusk, P. 1986; Smith,
N. 1996; CuELCEA, L. 2006).

this process can undoubtedly be regarded as
gentrification.

Within the empirical research of this article,
the components adopting a political-economic
approach to investigate the drivers of gentrifica-
tion primarily involved secondary analysis of
local historical and cartographic sources, urban
development documents, and local newspaper
articles, complemented by expert interviews.
These interviews with 7 in Debrecen and 6 in
Pécs, which aimed to examine socio-economic
changes and development characteristics in the
areas under study, enriched our understanding
with insights from local politicians, institutional
leaders, social workers, and local historians.

At the core of our qualitative methodology
were narrative interviews, integrated with a
semi-structured approach: 13 in Debrecen, and
18 in Pécs. These interviews aimed to explore
everyday life, spatial experiences, and practices
in the context of gentrification. Consequently,
after gaining insight into the participants” life
histories, we discussed in greater detail their
migration trajectories, their use of space, and
their assessments and perceptions of changes in
their housing and neighbourhood. Furthermore,
we examined their lived experiences of conflict,
views on urban development policies, and the
potential forms and opportunities for resist-
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Fig. 2. Gentrification in Pécs, Zsolnay district (2008-2024), based on the changing technical state of housing.
Source: Authors’ own edition based on 2008 and 2024 field surveys.

ance. These dialogues were conducted among
a fundamentally working-class and precarious
population that varied in terms of age, gender,
ethnicity, marital status, and ability. With a few
exceptions, these 1-2.5-hour interviews were
conducted in the respondents’ homes between
August 2023 and October 2025, significantly
enriching our fieldwork experience. A focus
group interview with 13 marginalised residents
in the former location provided an opportunity
to discuss local livelihood, financial hardship,
and community development issues.

The backgrounds and driving forces of
gentrification — from a political-economic
perspective

By examining the key features and changing
dynamics of development and underdevel-
opment, as well as investment and disin-

vestment — central concerns of the political-
economic approach to uneven development
— we can better understand the gentrification
currently occurring in our sample areas. Our
study places particular emphasis on explor-
ing the role of workers in this spatial process,
which necessitates tracing their contempo-
rary presence back to its genealogies in the
initial formation of working-class districts.

Pre-capitalist — capitalist period: the birth of
‘working-class neighbourhoods’

Nagysandortelep originated in the late 18th
century as a result of Debrecen’s historically
significant brickmaking industry (Barocs,
L. 2020). The 19th-century capitalisation of
Debrecen — hitherto a predominantly agrarian
regional hub — precipitated the consolidation
of industrial capital. However, the munici-
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pal leadership only tacitly tolerated even the
permanent settlement of brickyard workers
within this territory until 1909 (Papp, J. 2017).
The ownership of these exceptionally small
building plots — and, thus, the mechanism of
control — has been retained to this day (SArr,
L. 1972). Their residential neighbourhood in
Nagysandortelep suffered from disinvest-
ment by the local government, as evidenced
by the complete lack of basic public utilities
and institutions until the 1930s (SAri, L. 1972).
The development of our investigated area
in Pécs, the Zsolnay district, into a distinctive
“industrial/working-class neighbourhood’, is,
similarly to Debrecen, closely linked to the
city’s first significant wave of industrialisa-
tion in the second half of the 19th century.
The more diversified industrial character of
the city is — comprising mining, light indus-
try, and food processing (Faraco, L. 2010) -
found its most globally renowned represent-
ative in the Zsolnay Porcelain Manufacture.
Employing 900 people by 1910, the factory
acted as the most powerful agent in the spa-
tial production of the district (PILKHOFFER, M.
2021). The company’s management invest-
ed significantly in urban infrastructure and
also contributed to education, healthcare,
and public welfare. Furthermore, the com-
pany commissioned the construction of brick
houses for a portion of its workforce, offer-
ing rental units that exceeded the prevailing
standards of the era. However, much like in
Nagysandortelep, the majority of the modest
dwellings were self-built by the labouring
class; yet here, they produced a small-town,
terraced spatial structure rather than a rural
morphology. As a result, the Zsolnay dis-
trict developed a unique building stock that,
while primarily consisting of family houses,
was more diverse in terms of quality and
ownership compared to Nagysandortelep.

State socialist era: partial investment,
disinvestment leading to slumification

The preceding wars and economic crises
eventually transitioned the studied districts,

bearing the marks of disinvestment, into a
new mode of production of space (LEFEBVRE,
H. 1991 [1974]) in state socialism. However,
the industrialisation that played a central
role in the socialist state’s party politics gen-
erally favoured the development of Pécs.
State investments, concentrated dominantly
in heavy industry, primarily targeted other
districts of the city, causing the Zsolnay fac-
tory and its environs to lose their former pri-
macy. Consequently, in the urban planning
and development schemes of the early 1970s
— much like in the 1961 plan for Nagysan-
dortelep — the predominantly low-density
residential fabric and underdeveloped in-
frastructure served as a rationale for ‘de-
development’ and the visionary prospect of
total slum clearance (Kozma, G. 1994). The
official justification in Pécs clearly reveals
an inability to intervene, covered up by the
dominant ideology: the explanation for ex-
ecuting the plan — which ultimately failed to
materialise here at the neighbourhood level
either — would have been ‘living conditions
unworthy of the socialist way of life” (Siros,
B. 2024). Both cities preferred mass hous-
ing construction, but most of this took place
outside the areas under study. Even the 300
dwellings constructed on the fringe of the
Zsolnay district during the 1980s — financed
through coordinated council, party, and
state-bank investment — failed to meet the
residential demand generated by a porcelain
factory workforce that had, by then, reached
1,800 employees.

One consequence of the state-led produc-
tion of space process in Hungary — concep-
tualised as “under-urbanisation” (KoNRAD,
Gy. and SzeLENnyi, 1. 1971) — was the private
construction of single-family houses, which
‘retained” the population in villages. This
serves as a prime example of how individual
responses to spatial inequalities became a
mass phenomenon. The studied districts were
no exception: with or without company or
state subsidies, people continuously built or
renovated their often still-dilapidated houses
themselves (who could be considered the first
working-class ‘occupier developers’).
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Significant investments by the local state
and the state-owned companies neglected
not only the housing stock but also the de-
velopment of infrastructure and public utili-
ties. Furthermore, alongside the existing
working-class and precariat layers, impov-
erished families — a significant proportion of
whom were Roma — were relocated: in the
Zsolnay district, into deteriorating council
housing, and in the case of Nagysandortelep,
towards the end of the era (partly as a re-
sult of historic city centre rehabilitation pro-
grammes), into the district and its immediate
surroundings. As a consequence, slumifica-
tion intensified in these areas, increasing the
stigmatisation of the districts in question. In
the final decade of state socialism, the Pécs
City Council eventually launched an early
urban regeneration project (EGepy, T. 2009).
This intervention introduced an outpatient
clinic, a retirement home, modern apartment
blocks, and a starter housing block consisting
of 120 (19-30 m? each) apartments were built
on the periphery of the district in Lanc Street;
while this partially renewed the area, it also
sowed the seeds for subsequent problems.

Post-socialist — (new) capitalist period:
moderate gentrification

The period since the regime change cannot
be regarded as uniform either. During the
1990s, the systemic crisis linked to the in-
dustrial sector left discernible imprints on
both study areas, reflecting a broader pro-
cess of deindustrialisation. In 1999, the last
brick factory in Nagysandortelep closed its
doors (Horog, M. 2022). The local authority
remained absent from residential property
development, maintaining only a limited
stock of emergency housing within the study
area. However, in the early 2000s, by clear-
ing both local and adjacent Roma settlements
— described by one expert interviewee as a
‘series of evictions” and a form of “cleansing’
— it acted as the catalyst for a reinvestment
process that had a perceptible impact on
Nagysandortelep. We believe that this mode

of intervention clearly fits into the conceptual
framework that regards 20th and 21st-centu-
ry gentrification as a global urban strategy
(Smrrh, N. 2002). This strategy of neoliberal
capitalism — documented in numerous other
Central and Eastern European cities (e.g. JE-
LINEK, Cs. 2011; Nagy, E. and TiMAR, J. 2012)
— is most evident in the transformation of
the area separated from Nagysandortelep
only by a busy main road. The municipality
cleared the city’s most stigmatised residen-
tial site, the so-called ‘Citromsziget’ (Lem-
on Island), to facilitate the entry of private
capital, subsequently replacing it with the
new 'Fészek” (Nest) middle-class residential
complex, which is an illustrative example of
new-built gentrification (see e.g. GENTILE, M.
et al. 2015; Howm, A. et al. 2015).

Industrial estates and shopping centres
were developed on the fringes and in the vi-
cinity of Nagysandortelep through largely
similar collaborations. As a result, during
the 2000s, the settlement gradually became
‘wedged into a renewing environment’
(Horog, M. 2022, 32). The development
phase anticipated under these conditions
could have been realised through a process
of social urban regeneration — an approach
clearly discernible within the local author-
ity’s strategic planning documents (Debrecen
MJV 2008, 2014, 2022). In the absence of the
anticipated EU and central state subsidies,
the steering of local housing market dynam-
ics —and the resulting reinvestment — has
been devolved, at least for the time being,
to small-scale investors and occupier devel-
opers’. Indicators of educational attainment
and housing quality already showed mar-
ginal improvements between 2001 and 2011,
however, these trends intensified over the
following decade, signalling the onset of a
spontaneous process of gentrification (a phe-

Given that capitalist relations of production of space
had become dominant by this period — whereas such
terminology may have been contested under state
socialism — it is our view that Neil Smita’s (1996,
69) definition of ‘occupier developers’ can now be
unequivocally adopted: namely, those ‘who buy and
redevelop property and inhabit it after completion’.
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nomenon previously identified in earlier re-
search of Horog, M. 2022).

Alongside numerous similarities — partly
due to the ‘wait-and-see” approach of both
municipal and private investors — our study
area in Pécs experienced a similar process
of decline (underdevelopment), reaching a
potential turning point in the 2010s. Its his-
torical assets and dilapidated state (Piris1, G.
et al. 2008) presented such a contrast that the
civil initiative ‘European Capital of Culture
2010 — ECoC’ project designated it as a core
area for urban renewal (www.pecs2010.hu).
The functional conversion of the Zsolnay fac-
tory into a cultural hub attracted an unprece-
dented scale of EU investment to the city 140
million EUR) and specifically to the study
area (40 million EUR) (Tr6csANy1, A. 2011).
Development commenced in 2009. However,
due to local political instability and the
2008-2009 global financial crisis, investors
(local, national, and foreign alike) purchased
several plots but withheld development,
awaiting the success or failure of the flag-
ship project. Except for the central Zsolnay
Cultural Quarter and its related minor infra-
structural improvements, the planned major
investments either materialised outside the
studied area or were abandoned altogether.
Nevertheless, the ECoC project did deliver
infrastructural upgrades (e.g. cycle paths,
bus routes) that somewhat appreciated the
area’s value. Consequently, a degree of de-
velopment has been perceptible since 2010;
however, it remains sporadic and slow.

The intensification of gentrification is fur-
ther constrained by the fact that many resi-
dents were unable to take advantage of the
right-to-buy schemes following the transition;
consequently, the proportion of municipal
housing remains relatively high (reaching up
to one-third). Neither the owner nor the ten-
ants possess the capital required for the mod-
ernisation of this stock. While urban policy
identifies issues of ‘punctiform segregates’
and ‘blocks at risk of segregation’ (Pécs MJV
2022), it remains a vital research question as
to how the policy responses to these classifi-
cations will steer the trajectory of gentrifica-

tion. Indeed, the left-wing municipal leader-
ship — which eschewed urban rehabilitation
based on public-private partnerships — was
ultimately unable to prevent the total erosion
of the aforementioned 120-unit municipal
block. Built on the cusp of the regime change,
the building’s decay forced the council to re-
solve upon its evacuation in 2022.
Ultimately, through the political economy
perspective applied in these case studies,
we have sought to contextualise the circum-
stances surrounding the onset of currently
observable gentrification within a historical
framework. It was not our objective to take
a definitive stance in the debate regarding
whether a sufficient rent gap (Smits, N. 1982,
1996; Nagy, E. and TiMAR, J. 2012; HoLwm, A.
et al. 2015) or indeed a value gap (HaMNETT,
C. and RanporrH, W. 1984; CrArk, E. 1991;
KovAcs, Z. et al. 2013) has emerged in the
given areas, or which of these might be in-
ducing gentrification in the districts under
investigation. For our purposes, the central
question is how the workers whose signifi-
cant presence to this day has been presented
by these case studies align with the structural
conditions that facilitate reinvestment. The
situation in which, due to specific shifts in
tenure relations, they may be present not
only as the victims of underdevelopment
struggling with the most severe hardships
but also as current or potential occupier de-
velopers, renders the study of their spatial
experiences and practices highly justified.

Working-class residents” daily lived
experiences of gentrification

The relationship of working-class residents to
state-led gentrification resulting from ‘classical’
displacement

The working-class and marginalised groups,
whose members are known as the classical
subjects of displacement in “Western’ gen-
trification, have primarily been studied in
Hungarian literature within the context of
large-scale revitalisation and rehabilitation
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programmes of neoliberal urbanism (e.g.
CsaNApi, G. et al. 2007; JeLinek, Cs. 2011;
Nagy, E. and TimAR, J. 2012; Czirrusz, M.
et al. 2015; TIMAR, J. 2019). In the Zsolnay
district, the municipality is continually va-
cating its buildings — most of which have al-
ready become uninhabitable — yet large-scale
interventions here, much like in Nagysan-
dortelep, have fundamentally taken place in
neighbouring areas (such as the Lanc Street
block, ‘Citromsziget’, and certain Roma set-
tlements). Nevertheless, their impact is un-
doubtedly palpable in the everyday lives
of working-class households in the districts
under transition.

In the narratives of our interview partners
(except for one or two accounts from profes-
sionals trying to protect Roma families from
eviction), solidarity regarding displacement
was not markedly expressed. Some voiced
their former fears, stemming from both the
proliferation of drug use and crime in Pécs’s
Lanc Street before its eviction, and the deep
poverty of the Roma and non-Roma resi-
dents of the ‘Citromsziget’ in Debrecen. We
encountered an interview partner who had
so deeply internalised the stigmatisation of
‘Citromsziget’ that she never even entered
the area. We could assume that this is consist-
ent with the gendered nature of urban fear
(see in SAcr, M. 2022). However, this same
person sharply criticised the stigmatisation
of Nagysandortelep by other city dwellers. In
contrast, an elderly interview partner, a for-
mer female brick factory worker, holds dif-
ferent memories of ‘Citromsziget’, through
which they used to walk to work during the
socialist era:

‘There were times I'd be off [to work] for midnight,
and I'd just go on me bike. And... even at 11 at night,
we’d be coming home, singing away. Well... it never
even crossed our minds to be scared. ... Here, in
‘Citromsziget’: well... I don’t remember there being
that many bad people about, so where’s this [stigma]
coming from? I reckon it’s more that they were just
poorer, or I don’t know what it’s from.”

Even if carried out beyond the bounda-
ries of the working-class districts under

investigation, redevelopment may have
contributed to an improvement in the ur-
ban image of the areas in question (Csosa,
J. 2020) and to their appreciation on the real
estate market. However, those belonging to
the working-class or marginalised strata of
Nagysandortelep typically did not perceive
the new-built gentrification of ‘Citromsziget’
as a positive change — for instance, as the
elimination of the source of their fears (for
the international debate on its positive and
negative impacts, see ATkiNsoN, R. 2004;
Szirmar, V. 2019). Instead, their narratives
brought to the fore social conflicts that had
never been experienced before. In the de-
velopment of the middle-class ‘Fészek’ resi-
dential complex, they experienced their own
segregation and exclusion:

‘Proper rich folks live over there,” “proper houses
just sprung up overnight.’

This development brought the reality of
uneven spatial development into their daily
lived experience. One middle-aged female
worker, perceiving the roles of both capital
and the local state, resented the ‘unjust’ and
vast discrepancy in property prices (men-
tioning house prices of 5 million versus 50
million HUF) on opposite sides of the divid-
ing road. Furthermore, she took issue with
the fact that a local political actor only had
the side of the road facing the residential
complex ‘cleaned up’.

Even more distressing for the residents of
both districts studied is the closure of their
local primary schools, cited as being due
to a lack of funding and a declining pupil
population. Although we have not studied
the details of these closures, given the cur-
rent levels of nursery-stage segregation, it
can be assumed that the state — alongside the
disparate mobility options available to low-
status and new, high-status residents — acts
to reinforce the reproduction of educational
spatial inequality and exclusion (e.g. VELKEY,
G. 2022; BEres, A. 2025; BEres, A. et al. 2025).

Ultimately, while the social group under
scrutiny has not been a casualty of the afore-
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mentioned large-scale, displacement-led re-
generation projects, there are no guarantees
of their future protection. Alongside the im-
peratives of capital accumulation and urban
policies that deploy gentrification as a strate-
gic tool of urbanism (Smrts, N. 2002; Nacy, E.
and TIMAR, J. 2012), their very working-class
positionality constitutes a source of potential
vulnerability.

The role of former and current working-
class residents in contemporary spontaneous
gentrification

The reserve army of displacement —
tenants

A segment of the residents who hold or for-
merly held working-class status can be cat-
egorised within the group of tenants described
in classical gentrification studies and may be
regarded as a ‘reserve army of displacement’
that facilitates the process of gentrification.
During our research, we encountered numer-
ous interview partners who were born into
markedly poor working-class families dur-
ing the socialist era — often in sub-standard,
multi-generational, or overcrowded housing,
or within Roma neighbourhoods — and it is not
uncommon for them to still lack homeown-
ership today. Alongside them are those who
have experienced more fortunate periods in
the past, but who now struggle with chronic
illness or disability, or must care for a disabled
family member; those who have lost their jobs,
or who, following divorce or bereavement,
must raise children alone; and those subsisting
on extremely low pensions. This social posi-
tion, in turn, makes it impossible for them to
break out of their status as tenants.

Some rent their flat or house from private land-
lords. In Pécs, we interviewed a tenant of a
renovated apartment who has been unsuc-
cessfully attempting to relocate. Within the
newly gentrifying environment, there is a lack
of housing supply that accommodates both
their income level and their requirements
as a person with a disability. However, the
tenants in our study are more typically char-

acterised by the fact that, to survive, they ac-
cept — or are forced to accept — extremely poor
housing conditions. Some attempt to endure
these circumstances, and from this perspec-
tive, they appear as “passive” actors in district-
scale spatial processes. This is not true of their
own lives, however, as this endurance often
requires significant attitudinal and, above all,
physical effort. Our Roma male interview
partner from Nagysandortelep hoped for a
better fate for his child than the one he had.
He complained that:

We’ve got no water in the house, and that means
we're trekking down [to the end of the street] for the
well water.

Registered as disabled due to a spinal disc
herniation and suffering from severe heart
disease, this is a daily practice he is forced
to undertake. Having lost faith in the pos-
sibility of mobility, some seek a better bar-
gaining position with their landlord to retain
their rented home and, ultimately, remain in
the slumified space. We learned of one ten-
ant, for instance, who has so far managed
to avoid eviction by appealing to their land-
lord’s “social conscience’. However, such in-
dividual bargains are only possible until the
rent gap/value gap ultimately incentivises
the owner to renovate or sell, or until plot
speculation ‘bears fruit’ due to a municipal
development or revitalisation plan (such as
a proposed road construction in Debrecen)
and the resulting expropriation.

Alongside these strategies, the possibility
of payment in kind (reciprocity) can also be
deployed. This is precisely what the afore-
mentioned disabled man does: by assisting
the owner with daily shopping and admin-
istrative tasks, the tenant is currently exempt
from paying rent — though, of course, this
remains a very precarious success. Several
others attempt to improve their income
through casual labour, even while ill, though
accounts suggest that substance abuse and
self-destruction can also emerge as a form of
reaction. Based on our experiences, submit-
ting an application for social housing was
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seen as the only viable option for relocation
among these tenants. Their narratives re-
garding the years spent on waiting lists re-
veal a sense of paternalism — an expectation
of state care carried over from the socialist
period. Ultimately, for those tenants who at-
tempt to preserve or improve their home -
the most vital micro-space of their daily lives
—any delay in their displacement is merely a
superficial achievement. In reality, they are
contributing to the disinvestment and slumi-
fication that precedes reinvestment, thereby
further widening the rent gap.

The situation and prospects of those who
already rent from the municipality (a possibil-
ity only available at our Pécs site) are not
significantly different, as the local authority
currently fails to invest in or renovate these
properties. According to one interviewed
expert, this housing policy is no longer sus-
tainable; he argues that the cost of current
‘social sensitivity” is being borne by ‘Pécs
taxpayers’, while the dilapidation of the
properties in question has become unten-
able. This situation divides the tenant group
as a whole. While those on the waiting list
demand social provision, they are often im-
patient with those whom the municipality
tolerates despite non-payment of rent, be-
lieving this diminishes their own chances.
For instance, a Roma worker living with his
wife and teenage child in a single-room flat
in the Zsolnay district — which is in very poor
condition — seeks to use this very tactic to
acquire a larger home:

‘I'll tell you straight, I've already been down to the
council; I want them to write this place off as unfit
to live in./

His life trajectory is, among other things,
a history of the struggle to create a home.
Highlighting just a few moments: during
the period of higher Roma employment, he
worked in the uranium mines for 15 years
and later served as a social worker; he has
also experienced homelessness and even
squatting in a vacant municipal flat. After
officially reporting his occupancy and con-

sistently paying for utilities and rent, the
municipality eventually granted him a for-
mal tenancy agreement. His case illustrates
that while certain strategies in the individ-
ual-municipality relationship can prove ef-
fective and successful in the short term, the
large-scale arrival of private capital may still
displace this stratum through gentrification —
even if they merely wish to move within the
same district rather than leave it.

Working-class homeowners - old and
new occupier developers

Due to the unique nature of their situation,
we consider it important to highlight the spe-
cific working-class group whose members,
at first glance, appear to be participants in
the ongoing gentrification who cannot be
displaced, as they live in their own family
homes. One characteristic period of their
emergence as occupier developers was the
first two decades of state socialism; during
this time, they purchased small, inexpen-
sive houses or plots close to their workplace.
Driven by growing households, they gradu-
ally built, extended, or modernised their
properties. In the absence of state invest-
ment or professional developers, they were
effectively the only developers of that era.
Others may have purchased property dur-
ing the subsequent period of slumification,
or even inherited homes or parts of houses
from their working-class parents during the
initial gentrification after the 2000s, becom-
ing contemporary occupier developers by
gradually upgrading these units.
Examining their everyday lives and spatial
practices reveals that their relationship with
contemporary gentrification is by no means
unidirectional; thus, we can study more than
just the impacts of uneven development upon
them. Given their position, which can be
characterised as that of occupier developers,
the relevance of examining a reverse effect
also arises. From the perspective of their di-
rect influence on gentrification, we have iden-
tified at least two distinct patterns of action.
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One of the observed life trajectories be-
longs to those who (or whose parents) were
active producers of urban space during the
state socialist era, but who, despite remaining
homeowners, can no longer be considered devel-
opers today. Neither they, nor their parents
‘blended in” with the prevailing mechanisms
of spatial production, either under state so-
cialism or today. In the former period, they
indeed assumed the role of occupier devel-
opers. However, in rebellion against the al-
ternative of housing estate life, which was
available to some, they actively contributed
to the development of the studied districts
by building detached houses with gardens.
In doing so, they also perpetuated practices
dating back to pre-socialist spatial produc-
tion: they kept pigs and poultry to supple-
ment their livelihoods, thereby preserving
the rural character of the area. They followed
the Central and Eastern European (CEE) pat-
tern of everyday life that Gerald Creep (1998)
termed the “domestication of socialism’.
Some who followed this path can no longer
maintain their former role as agents, having
been dragged down by the crisis of the post-
socialist transition, deindustrialisation, and
unemployment. Unable to break free from
their declining social status, they themselves
reinforce disinvestment and have become the
sufferers of slumification. However, their
position as homeowners currently protects
them and their families from total displace-
ment — at least as long as gentrification re-
mains patchwork-like and slow, or until the
municipality and capital enter these districts
more forcefully as professional developers.
For the time being, therefore, the members
of this group act as a slow-down gentrification.

The same applies to those who, even if they
no longer wish to upgrade, could theoreti-
cally sell their houses, which are sometimes
in remarkably good condition and of high
quality, but choose not to. As several partici-
pants emphasised in the focus group inter-
view, they would not move for any amount
of money from the house that is the fruit of
their own two hands (and sometimes the la-
bour of dozens of people helping in informal

mutual aid, known as ‘kaldka’). They are ac-
customed to and fond of their homes and/
or the district. Thus, they do not conform to
the market logic offered by uneven develop-
ment, yet their often valuable property also
protects them. In their case, change will only
come when their children take their place —
that is, through an intra-family generational
shift. As one expert interview partner in Pécs
aptly remarked:

‘Here, gentrification is age-based; it happens on
a ”one-out, one-in” basis through natural wastage.’

An example of this is a former brickyard
worker couple in Debrecen, now in their 80s,
who came from a background of settlement
poverty. With hard work and some assis-
tance from both their family and the factory,
they built their first small house in the early
1960s; two decades later, they progressed
from there to build a large, more modern
home. They, too, voiced their strong attach-
ment to their house:

“We're always talking about it, saying, “Well, may-
be we should sell up...” “Aye, sell up.” And that’s as
far as it goes.... “I tell my son, look, son, it doesn’t
work like that —just having a thought and then hand-
ing it over! But where would we go?” [Quoting her
son:] “Oh, you can buy somewhere else and just think
what this place is worth now!” Well, of course, maybe
they think a bit of cash would be nice... But my old
man, he won’t have it, ‘causes us in a block of flats?
Never us! That’s not for the likes of us, ’causes this is
what we're used to.”

Such attachment, however, is by no means
exclusively characteristic of the elderly when
weighing up shifting real estate market op-
portunities. In Pécs, a middle-aged mother of
two argued critically against the attitude of
the young people she sees around her, who
sell their inherited homes; in her view, this
further fuels the process of alienation within
the transforming district:

‘They don’t want to be tied to the spot. ... So, those
connections aren’t there anymore, that feeling of “this
is my childhood home”; instead, people just go wher-
ever the work is, and they don’t bond with the place.
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... Maybe that’s good in one sense, because they go
where they can earn more or where there’s oppor-
tunity, but I don’t know... I feel like I'm not giving
my children any values that way. If they can’t form a
bond with this, how are they ever going to bond with
a person, or a partner?’

The type of change in ownership she de-
scribes produces a stratum of people who sud-
denly act as accelerators of a gentrification that
their parents had previously slowed down.
Even if property prices in the neighbourhood
remain below the city average, they are high
enough to attract buyers or developers of a
higher social status than the original resi-
dents. Alternatively, if they choose to move
into the inherited home themselves, they fre-
quently extend and renovate it.

Finally, there are those who, as occupier
developers, ‘blended in” with the process
of contemporary gentrification; that is to
say, their everyday practices and decisions
actively fuel it. Take, for example, the cou-
ple in Pécs who, during the decline of their
workplace — the Zsolnay factory — sought a
livelihood in Austria for 20 years. Using the
higher income earned there (informally),
they have been continuously extending their
house since 1987. Having retired, they are
away from considering large-scale reloca-
tion; however, the return of their divorced
entrepreneur daughter and grandchildren
has introduced ‘gentrifiers” into their home.

Taking all our interviewees into account
alongside the homeowners, their attitude
toward their broader lived space — the work-
ing-class district — is strongly thematised
by a sense of ‘neighbourhood identity’ in
Debrecen, and a nostalgia for belonging to
the Zsolnay factory in Pécs. In judging the se-
verity of negative changes, differences in their
class position and their identities — defined by
ethnicity, gender, age, and ability — as well as
variations in their individual spatial experi-
ences, all play a role. Among the residents
of Nagysandortelep, a significant change is
voiced in the form of a Roma/non-Roma di-
vide, which was not previously characteristic
of the area (Horog, M. 2022). Meanwhile, in
the Zsolnay district, the primary concern is

the “occupation of space’” by homeless peo-
ple and ‘all sorts of characters’ in slumified
areas (and around homeless shelters). When
searching for those ‘responsible’, evaluations
of the post-socialist transition or, in Pécs,
shifts in local politics surfaced — often differ-
ing completely depending on the worldviews
and experiences gained under socialism.

However, gentrification as a recent every-
day experience of social relation shows clear
similarities across the board: for many of our
interviewees, it manifests either in deterio-
rated neighbourhood relations or alienation
(‘we don’t even say hello to each other’), conflicts
over differing lifestyles (‘theyre always build-
ing, they're noisy’), or, for example, a sense of
being looked down upon. We found no trace
of collective resistance against this situation.
One might assume that such experiences
would lead to a form of displacement (and,
thus, accelerate gentrification) even among
working-class homeowners — meaning
they would react by selling their property.
However, we encountered only two couples
in Debrecen who are considering this option
of leaving the quarter. However, the current
conditions of the city’s real estate market
make it difficult for them to preserve one of
the primary joys of their daily lives: the de-
tached house lifestyle.

Discussion and conclusions

In this paper, we aimed primarily to high-
light the advantages of our proposed dual
approach to the study of uneven spatial
development — specifically gentrification —
which integrates political economy with a
focus on everyday life.

While our empirical research — aimed at
illustrating these advantages — sought to un-
derstand the spontaneous gentrification of
Hungarian urban districts (Debrecen, Pécs)
that retain traces of working-class garden
estates, specifically from a working-class
perspective, we have arrived at new findings
that invite further reflection on both episte-
mological and ontological questions:
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1. Through studying the multifaceted rela-
tionship of the working class to uneven
development and gentrification, a broad
spectrum of their space-producing roles
has come to light — ranging from the dis-
placed to (potential) developers or even
gentrifiers — some of which remain un-
known or under-researched in many me-
dium-sized and large cities.

2.By approaching workers as historical sub-
jects — whose everyday experiences and
practices we studied within a broader his-
torical context (under both state socialism
and capitalism) and through their own life
histories — mutually constitutive correla-
tions between structure and everyday life,
and the dynamics of capital investment—
disinvestment-reinvestment and individ-
ual/familial decision-making shifts have
been revealed. These dynamics demon-
strate the causes and consequences of gen-
trification in their dialectical relationship.
The further details of these findings are

presented in the following discussion:

By exploring the patterns of roles played
in ongoing gentrification through the every-
day practices and strategies of both former
and contemporary workers, we found that
during the process of equalisation-differen-
tiation — a hallmark of uneven development
(SmrtH, N. 1990 [1984], 1996; and see also
Tacar, G. and KronsTrIN, B. [2026] in this is-
sue) — spatial differentiation occurs not only
along class, ethnic, or age-based lines, but
the working class itself undergoes a process
of internal differentiation. Beyond their di-
rect or indirect displacement (MaRrcusk, P.
1986; Paton, K. 2014; ErLiorT-COOPER, A.
et al. 2019), workers may assume a variety of
roles in the production of gentrifying space.

However, it must be emphasised that the
different patterns of everyday practices relat-
ed to various groups of the studied working-
class and precarious populations, which are
historically contextualised and geographi-
cally situated (in space and scale), are also
partial and fluid. In our study, the patterns of
everyday practices of individuals and house-
holds, examined through the lens of gentrifi-

cation, were disentangled solely as an analyt-
ical method. These patterns are not fixed to
income levels, ethnicity, gender, age, ability,
or moral values. This is because the subjects
of everyday life — and the perspectives from
which it is experienced — are themselves in
a state of constant flux, embedded within a
space continuously constructed through so-
cial interactions: that is, within “space-time’
(Massey, D. 1994).

The integrated approach of our case study
has shed light on this fluidity, temporal-
ity, and partiality, as well as the trajectories
that give rise to the specificities of contem-
porary gentrification. The revealed system
of correlations is well-illustrated by the fact
that, when the local state, during the era of
state socialism, left the studied underdevel-
oped neighbourhoods (or the greater part of
them) in a state of disinvestment, it failed to
‘cleanse’ them despite its intentions. At the
same time, following central state housing
policy — as seen elsewhere in the CEE region
(SzeLENyy, 1. 1983) — it generally did not sup-
port (unskilled) workers either. Furthermore,
within a system proclaiming ‘proletarian
power’, it would have been difficult under
such circumstances to prevent workers from
engaging in self-built housing (as its prede-
cessors had done in Debrecen during the
pre-capitalist period). In this historical con-
text, the transformation of a segment of the
working class into occupier developers can
be seen as a form of resistance. They were
able to achieve this within the framework of
socialist redistribution by ‘domesticating’ it
(CreED, G. 1998) through the second econo-
my, informal labour, and mutual self-help
construction. Consequently, those sections
of the working class who were in a position
to do so (due to their income and family cir-
cumstances) contributed to the survival of
their micro- and meso-spaces and the preser-
vation of the neighbourhood’s family-house
character, thereby refusing to ‘blend into’ the
spatial processes typical of state disinvest-
ment. Meanwhile, those who belonged to
the marginalised layers of the working class,
particularly Roma communities living in ex-
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tremely poor housing conditions, became
participants in the slumification exacerbated
by disinvestment, which foreshadowed their
subsequent displacement by gentrification.

At the onset of post-1990 capitalist spatial
production, however, it was the economic cri-
sis of the post-socialist transition that most
conspicuously differentiated the studied
working-class strata. These structural chang-
es, stretching from national and international
scales down to the level of everyday life, spe-
cifically the domain of social reproduction,
were interwoven with family relations and
individual life circumstances. As observed
in other gentrifying CEE neighbourhoods
(see in Kusgs, J. and KovAcs, Z. 2020), it can
be argued that the property markets of these
overall underdeveloped spaces were shaped
by the fact that socialist disinvestment es-
tablished the very conditions for capitalist
investment (Nagy, E. and TiMAR, J. 2012). It
was through this specificity (among others)
that the mechanisms of capitalist uneven de-
velopment were set in motion.

Due to the dynamics of urban-scale un-
even development, the studied neighbour-
hoods have so far experienced only sporadic,
spontaneous gentrification, in which work-
ers participate through a shifting array of
old and new roles and everyday practices.
The reserve army of displacement (tenant
households) indirectly fuels gentrification
by deepening the rent gap or value gap.
Some workers, who were once able to act as
developers of their own homes within the
socialist space-time, may by now have ‘de-
scended’ into this group; while they might
have retained their status as house owners,
capitalist conditions no longer allow them to
resist the now capital-driven reinvestment
and gentrification. As a means of ‘domesti-
cating’ neoliberal capitalism (SmiTH, A. and
RocnHovsk4, A. 2007), they can primarily de-
ploy only their detached houses and domes-
tic food production. Conversely, those who
have managed to maintain a position — some-
times even elevating their social status — that
enables them to act as occupier developers in
today’s gentrification do not necessarily ex-

ploit this opportunity; not everyone chooses
to ‘blend into’ the logic of the local real estate
market. As we have demonstrated, this may
stem from moral motivations (e.g. place at-
tachment), which can also be rooted in their
practices of the production of space during
socialism. Furthermore, it is not uncom-
mon for ‘old age’, which has since become
a dominant facet of their identities, to have
altered their everyday practices and strate-
gies. Highlighting another example of fluid-
ity and temporality: shifts between ‘blended-
ness into’ and ‘resistance’ within or against
the process of gentrification are often influ-
enced by changes in an individual’s gender-
dependent position within the household.
By placing our integrated approach within
the perspective of the production of scale, we
align ourselves with those who argue that the
household (the home) and the body are inte-
gral parts of the fluid and dynamic process of
the production of space. Consequently, these
scales play a crucial role in the study of spa-
tial differentiation and inequalities (SmiTH,
N. 1992b; MaRrsToN, S. and Smits, N. 2001).

Finally, it cannot be overemphasised that,
alongside differentiation, the interests of capi-
tal do not cease to push the diversity of work-
ers identified here towards equalisation (see,
for instance, the expansion of the reserve army
of displacement at the expense of homeown-
ers). There is no reason to assume that spe-
cific urban structures, such as detached hous-
ing character, can permanently prevent the
abstract space of capital and the state, in its
drive toward homogenisation, from colonising
everyday life and concrete space (LEFEBVRE,
H. 1991 [1974]). Indeed, this has already been
substantiated by empirical research into gen-
trification driven by the alliance of state and
capital in other major Hungarian cities (TIMAR,
J. 2019). In the neighbourhoods examined
here, the existing built form may hinder this
process; however, a shift in municipal policy
in Pécs or the territorial demands of newly ar-
rived large-scale capital in Debrecen (Nacy,
E. et al. 2026) could easily trigger a disposses-
sion and ‘takeover’ in peripheral areas, specific
streets, or around municipal housing.
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The question remains: to what extent do
the specific characteristics of the studied
spaces and their gentrification contribute to
the absence of collective resistance to the pro-
cess? Our findings regarding individual and
household-level everyday practices, howev-
er, suggest that no matter how differentiated
the group of workers may be, the working-
class social position itself constitutes a com-
mon denominator, leaving them ill-equipped
to organise community resistance against
collective capital.

However, it must be acknowledged that
exploring everyday life through in-depth
interviews entails certain methodological
limitations, without which an even broader
repertoire of lived experiences and practices
could have been uncovered. While urban
spaces characterised by detached family
housing are not the conventional sites of
classical gentrification, their study may fa-
cilitate the search for parallels with small-
or medium-town and/or rural gentrification
(e.g. Nagy, E. and TiMAR, ]. 2012; Horm, A.
et al. 2015; JAmBor, V.E. and Vebpreépi, K. 2016;
Tomay, K. and BerGer, V. 2024); furthermore,
it provides an opportunity to identify addi-
tional CEE specificities. Beyond these points,
the integrated approach applied here may
open a new platform within international
scholarly discourses on gentrification and
uneven development.
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Sometimes up, sometimes down on the seesaw: Experiencing industrial
investment and disinvestment in Budapest’s Ganz-MAVAG
manufacturing site

Mé4rTtoN BERKI! and Mirjam SAGI?

Abstract

Drawing on Neil SmitH's “seesaw” metaphor of uneven development, this paper examines how historical cycles
of industrial investment and disinvestment were/are lived, experienced, and narrated in Budapest’s former
Ganz-MAVAG manufacturing site. Methodologically, we combine extensive document analysis and qualitative
interviewing, including non-conventional interview formats. Empirically, the findings show that “up” and
“down” positions on capital’s seesaw were experienced in highly ambivalent and differentiated ways: socialist-
era “being up” could be narrated simultaneously as security and pride, but also as constraint and frustration,
while post-socialist “being down” unfolded as an affectively intense rupture, often entailing not only job loss
but the withdrawal of paternalistic care, community life, and local infrastructures. The subsequent “up again”
trajectory was brought about by reinvestment through trade/logistics, although frequently framed through
cultural distance and ethnicised boundary-making. Overall, we conclude that SmiTH's seesaw is not merely a
political-economic model but a heuristic for tracing how uneven development becomes classed, ethnicised,
and spatialised in everyday life — and that the form of reinvestment matters at least as much as its magnitude.

Keywords: uneven development, seesaw, everyday life, lived experiences, industry, deindustrialisation,
Budapest
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Introduction

, Egyszer fenn, midskor lenn” — goes a Hungar-
ian saying, the approximate English inter-
pretation of which is “Ups and downs”, or
“Sometimes you're up, sometimes you're down” .
Most sources explaining the saying explicitly
mention the children’s playground game of
the seesaw (teeter-totter), arguing that this
“sometimes up, sometimes down” oscilla-
tion is precisely like alternately being up and
down while playing on a seesaw. Since Neil

SmitH also used the notion of the seesaw as
part of his concept of uneven development,
already from the early 1980s onwards (SmitH,
N. 1982, 1984), it seemed an evident point of
departure for us to apply it.

It is also important to emphasise that in the
Hungarian language the idiom ,, Egyszer fenn,
mdskor lenn” can be used in a personal, emo-
tional sense (i.e. sometimes we are in a better
mood, at other times in a worse one), but it
can also be used in relation to larger scales and
to development (e.g. when the economy of the
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country in a given period is on an upward
trajectory, developing, while in another pe-
riod it is on a downward path, in a time of
crisis). The saying itself (as a kind of “every-
day wisdom”) is therefore, on the one hand, a
scale-independent linguistic formula, and on
the other hand, it can designate both a struc-
tural position and a subjective experience.
Since the aim of the present thematic block is
to interweave uneven development and eve-
ryday life, we argue that Neil SmMiTH's seesaw
and its “sometimes up, sometimes down”
positions serve as a perfect metaphor for us.

The Hungarian case studies published in
the present issue that connect uneven devel-
opment and everyday life deal with the lived
experiences of historical investment—disin-
vestment cycles — first, in urban residential
areas (TIMAR, J. and TrOcsANYI, A. 2026), sec-
ond, in rural agrarian areas (MiaALy, M. and
FaBura, Sz. 2026), and third, in our paper,
in an urban industrial area. In this article, we
examine how those living in the vicinity of a
large industrial facility live(d) through and
experience(d) investment-disinvestment,
and development-underdevelopment cy-
cles (i.e. being “up” and “down” on capi-
tal’s seesaw), in both the socialist era and the
post-socialist period. We do so through the
example of Budapest’s former Ganz-MAVAG
manufacturing site, in order to highlight that
the personal and group-level experiences of
“up” and “down” positions are profoundly
relative. In this relational approach, then, it
matters greatly whether our seesaw (to fur-
ther develop the metaphorical image) is lo-
cated in a lively socialist-era playground or
a dilapidated post-socialist-era playground.
We argue that the most important novelty
and theoretical contribution of our study lies
in placing SmiTH’s seesaw metaphor at the
centre, thoroughly thinking it through, and
demonstrating its relational character.

The structure of the paper is as follows.
First, in our literature review, we provide an
overview of that segment of the otherwise
exceptionally broad and diverse uneven
development literature which reflects spe-
cifically on Neil SmiTH's seesaw metaphor,

followed by the identification of a research
gap concerning the everyday experiences of
investment—disinvestment, development-
underdevelopment cycles in the case of in-
dustrial and/or deindustrialising milieux.
After that, we outline the brief historical
background of our case study, with par-
ticular attention to the temporal dynamics
of investment-disinvestment-reinvestment
cycles across political regimes, and then we
describe the methodology of our empirical
research. We then present our findings and,
in a relationally sensitive manner, shed light
on the most important characteristics of the
socialist and the post-socialist era. Finally, we
summarise the most important outcomes of
the research.

Theoretical framework — “Sometimes up,
sometimes down” on capital’s seesaw

Providing a comprehensive overview of the
entire academic discourse on uneven devel-
opment (and, even more so, on the broader
field of uneven and combined development)
is, of course, an impossible task. Given the
vastness of the field, we focus only on works
that explicitly engage with Neil SmiTH's see-
saw metaphor.

In the very first pioneering works of the
Scottish Marxist geographer (Smita, N.
1979a, b), the metaphor does not yet appear
— however, it emerges shortly thereafter, in
the first half of the 1980s (SmitH, N. 1982,
1984). For the very first time, it appears in
a 1982 article, at the very end of the paper,
almost in passing: “The logic behind uneven
development is that the development of one area
creates barriers to further development, thus,
leading to underdevelopment, and that the un-
derdevelopment of that area creates opportunities
for a new phase of development. Geographically,
this leads to the possibility of what we might call
a “locational seesaw”: the successive develop-
ment, underdevelopment, and redevelopment
of given areas as capital jumps from one place
to another, then back again, both creating and
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destroying its own opportunities for develop-
ment.” (Smith, N. 1982, 151). (Immediately
afterwards, in the very next sentence, he also
uses “seesawing” as a verb when discussing
supranational, regional, and urban scales.)
Subsequently, in his groundbreaking book
“Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and
the Production of Space” (Smith, N. 1984), he
elaborates the concept in much greater de-
tail, devoting an entire (sub)chapter to the
seesaw metaphor under the title “A Seesaw
Theory of Uneven Development”. Here, SmiTH
conceptualises uneven development as a dy-
namic seesaw movement of capital, whereby
capital systematically shifts between devel-
oped and underdeveloped spaces in search
of higher rates of profit, producing cyclical
patterns of investment, devaluation, and re-
investment across spatial scales. In his view,
this movement is most fully realised at the
urban scale, where capital’s relative mobility
enables rapid alternations between develop-
ment and underdevelopment, while greater
spatial rigidities at national and international
scales impose limits on the extent to which
the geographical seesaw can operate (SMITH,
N. 1984). From this point onwards, the con-
cept is used routinely (by Smita himself and
by many others as well), in line with the
above, primarily at the urban scale. For this
very reason, it is particularly noteworthy that
in his 1996 book on gentrification entitled
“The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the
Revanchist City”, Smrta briefly mentions that
seesawing should also be thought through
in a global context (SmitH, N. 1996, 88-89).
Over time, the metaphor has become so
widely accepted and broadly applied (Box,
R. 2018, 1089) that in most works where it
appears, authors tend to invoke it almost
“by default”, in a self-evident manner, with-
out any more detailed elaboration. We find
relatively few works that move beyond this
taken-for-granted interpretation and engage
more deeply with the meaning(s) of the see-
saw metaphor and its potential analytical
possibilities. One of the stimulating excep-
tions is Neil BRENNER, who, in the context
of the broad and thought-provoking “scale

debate”, drew attention to how much the
concept of the seesaw might help us to un-
derstand geographical scales, as well as multi-
and trans-scalarity (BRENNER, N. 2010). This
scalar sensitivity is particularly relevant in
the Central and Eastern European context as
well, as another contribution to this thematic
block demonstrates through its analysis of
seesaw-like fluctuations and the simultane-
ous operation of convergence and divergence
across geographical scales (see Tacar, G. and
KronsteIN, B. 2026). Furthermore, there are
also (counter)examples that explicitly rely on
the seesaw metaphor across a range of scales,
from the very local to the very global. On the
local scale, Jess STeeLE’s book (2018) chapter
presents “self-renovating neighbourhoods” as
alternatives to both gentrification and decline:
she uses SmiTH's original “locational seesaw”
metaphor when challenging the notion that
there is no alternative to participating in the
cycle of uneven capitalist development. On
the global scale, in a recent paper sociologist
Roberto J. Ortiz (2024) provides a global-
context application, focusing on how capital’s
capacity to “seesaw” from place to place in
search of higher profits contributes to uneven-
ness and triggers spatial competition between
locations. He argues that SMITH's seesaw the-
ory of uneven development, when viewed
in an ecological and global context, can help
account for major trends in capitalist globali-
sation over the past few decades, such as the
relocation of manufacturing and competition
for mobile capital. He illustrates this argu-
ment with brief empirical examples as well,
e.g. pollution havens and Special Economic
Zones (SEZs), demonstrating capital’s seesaw
at work in global manufacturing and how
states respond to this dynamic. This latter
(quite recent) article fits excellently into the
endeavour already articulated by Smits him-
self in the mid-1990s — namely, that it would
be important to think through the possibilities
inherent in the seesaw concept at the global
scale as well (see SmitH, N. 1996, 88-89).
Alongside these more “conventional” ap-
plications, SmiITH's seesaw metaphor has been
mobilised in surprisingly diverse fields as
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well — such as in mobility/transport studies,
literary studies, or anthropology. From the
field of mobility/transport studies, Grors, S.
et al. (2025) build explicitly on SmitH’s notion
of the “seesaw movement of capital”: the au-
thors conceptualise the market-based rollout
of e-scooter services as a cyclical process of
spatial expansion, saturation, withdrawal,
and selective re-entry, through which capital
oscillates between profitable and unprofitable
locations. In this reading, the seesaw captures
how attempts at spatial equalisation through
mobility innovation are continually frus-
trated by differentiation, producing rapidly
shifting geographies of provision and bypass
that are most pronounced at the urban scale.
Highlighting policy implications, they con-
clude that without developing alternatives to
market-related “seesaw movements”, signifi-
cant progress toward a comprehensive socio-
ecological transformation through new mobil-
ity services cannot be assumed. Perhaps even
less expectedly, in the field of literary stud-
ies, the metaphor has been applied to colonial
Korean poetry by Kevin M. Smith (2019). He
used the concept to analyse the uneven de-
velopment of the Korean colony, particularly
the contradiction between town and country,
suggesting that unevenness constituted the
material basis for linguistic experimentation
in Korean literature. He related the seesaw
to literature by discussing how the produc-
tion of modernist literature was connected to
the uneven development of capital and Neil
SmiTH’s seesaw metaphor. From the field of
anthropology, Kasmir, S. et al. (2018) draw
on SMITH's seesaw-like movements between
investment, disinvestment, and devaluation:
they reconceptualise unevenness anthro-
pologically as a politically charged process
produced through struggles between labour,
capital, and the state, rather than as a purely
structural outcome of capitalist dynamics. By
placing ethnographic attention on how these
seesaw movements are lived, contested, and
reworked in everyday labour relations across
disparate sites, their article demonstrates
the analytical power of the seesaw concept,
showing how uneven development becomes

an embodied, relational, and historically con-
tingent condition within anthropology. While
these studies demonstrate the broad applica-
bility of the seesaw metaphor across mobility/
transport studies, literary studies, and anthro-
pology, our contribution lies in mobilising it
specifically to connect the political-economic
dynamics of industrial investment, disinvest-
ment, and reinvestment with their subjective,
emotional, and everyday lived experiences in
a deindustrialising urban milieu.

SMITH's seesaw concept has, of course, also
been subject to criticism over the decades.
On the one hand, it has been pointed out
that seesaw-like up-and-down movements
can only be interpreted in a limited way in
societies and countries where capitalist and
non-capitalist relations coexist simultane-
ously (e.g. in the case of South Africa and
Zimbabwe, as demonstrated by Bonp, P.
and Rurters, G. 2017). On the other hand,
even if we remain within the capitalist logic,
it is essential to emphasise that already in
the 1990s Mick Dunrorp drew attention to
the fact that in reality positions are never
manifested simply as “only up” or “only
down” in the same way for everyone; rather,
a simultaneous coexistence of the two can
often be observed (Dunrorp, M. 1993, 1996;
Dunrorp, M. and Smith, A. 2000; see also in
SmitH, A. 1998; TIMAR, ]J. 2007). In our case
study, we likewise seek to remain attentive to
the extraordinary complexity of investment
and disinvestment dynamics — however, we
primarily use the seesaw as a metaphor, and
aim to exploit the analytical potential inher-
ent in it. We do so all the more because the
concept is one of human geography’s most
powerful metaphors: according to Box, R.
(2019), Neil SmrtH’s (1984) seesaw of uneven
development is unquestionably one of hu-
man geography’s “big” metaphors (Bok, R.
2019, 1089-1090). On this basis, we argue that
the seesaw is not only an extremely power-
ful metaphor, but that being “sometimes up,
sometimes down” on the seesaw also offers
an excellent opportunity to connect structur-
al positions with their subjective and emo-
tional lived experiences.
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As the aim of the present thematic block
is to bring together the perspectives of un-
even development and everyday life, it is
important to emphasise that relatively few
empirical studies have systematically exam-
ined how cycles of investment and disin-
vestment are experienced and narrated in
everyday life. Beside a few genuinely note-
worthy counterexamples (see in TIMAR, J.
and TrOcsANY1, A. 2026), however, we find
virtually no works that explicitly thematise
the everyday lived experience and personal
perception of investment and disinvest-
ment, development and underdevelopment
cycles in the case of industrial and/or dein-
dustrialising milieux. Hence, in addition to
the theoretical mobilisation of the seesaw
metaphor, our work seeks to respond to
this empirical research gap as well. In what
follows, we review the investment—disin-
vestment-reinvestment histories of our case
study, focusing explicitly on the seesaw’s
“up” and “down” positions of economic
development — this “structuralist” foun-
dation will then serve as the basis for the
empirical section, where the key question
will be how former workers and local resi-
dents lived through these economic cycles,
the experience of being “sometimes up” and
“sometimes down”.

A brief historical overview of investment,
disinvestment, and reinvestment in the
case study area

Our case study area is the so-called Ganz-
MAVAG site, located in Budapest, Hunga-
ry’s capital and primary metropolitan centre.
The site lies on the outer edge of the capital’s
District VIII, at the boundary between the in-
ner city and the historically industrial, later
heavily deindustrialised District X, a Chicago
School-style “transitional zone” of the metro-
politan fabric. The early (capitalist) and post-
war (socialist) periods of the Ganz-MAVAG
manufacturing site have been discussed in
numerous works on industrial history and
local history (e.g. JAsz, M. 1964; Susa, G. 1987;
Pruinyg, P. 1999; ABeLovszky, T. 2010), while
the more recent developments can be re-
constructed particularly well on the basis of
press coverage dealing with the transforma-
tion of the area (along with the overview of
Cuuang, Y-H. 2020). In this section, we draw
on these sources to outline the dynamics of
investment, disinvestment, and reinvestment
(Figure 1). Since our period of analysis spans
different political-economic regimes, we use
the terms investment, disinvestment, and
reinvestment in a historically sensitive man-
ner: in the socialist period, “investment” re-
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INVESTMENT K_ INVESTMENT
MODERATE MODERATE
INVESTMENT INVESTMENT
o [ .

LATE 1950 1960 1970 1980 990 10 2020
MODERATE  19TH ; MODERATE
DISINVESTMENT CENT. DISINVESTMENT
HEAVY HEAVY
DISINVESTMENT DISINVESTMENT
(PRE-SOCIALIST SOCIALIST POST-SOCIALIST
PERIOD) PERIOD PERIOD

Fig. 1. Cycles of investment and disinvestment in the case of the Ganz-MAVAG site, Budapest.
Source: Authors” own elaboration.
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ferred primarily to state-mediated allocation
of fixed capital, labour, infrastructure, and
productive capacity, whereas post-socialist
disinvestment and later reinvestment were
increasingly shaped by privatisation, mar-
ket devaluation, and private or transnational
capital flows.

The history of industrial investment in
the area began in the last quarter of the 19th
century, in the years following the establish-
ment of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.
Among the many local predecessor firms
of what later became the Ganz-MAVAG in-
dustrial conglomerate, the MAV Gépgyar
(MAV Machine Factory), specialising in the
production of steam locomotives and railway
carriages, was founded in 1870 (it produced
its very first locomotive in 1873, the year in
which Buda and Pest were unified), while the
local branch of the company founded by the
Swiss-born Abraham Ganz began production
in 1880 (also manufacturing railway rolling
stock). During the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, the two companies developed in paral-
lel and at a rapid pace — in 1925 the MAV
Machine Factory had become MAVAG, while
Ganz, around the same time, began produc-
ing diesel railcars. At the beginning of the
socialist period, these companies did not es-
cape nationalisation either, which took place
here in 1948. By the 1950s, MAVAG's profile
included the production of locomotives, the
manufacture of machinery (pumps, compres-
sors, etc.), as well as bridges, cranes, and
other steel structures, while Ganz continued
to focus on railway rolling stock (railcars,
multiple units, and diesel engines), along
with water machinery. The similarity of the
two companies’ production programmes,
their multiple interdependencies (e.g. their
cooperation in dieselisation), and their spa-
tial interconnectedness all made their merger
appear justified. As a result of the unifica-
tion — finally realised in 1959 — the enormous
Ganz-MAVAG complex was created, which,
with its 20,000 employees and more than 300
buildings spread across a 42-hectare site, be-
came Hungary’s second-largest industrial
complex at the time.

Accordingly, the first decades of the social-
ist period (the 1950s and 1960s) were charac-
terised by heavy investment, during which
production served both domestic demand
and a strong export orientation. The 1970s,
however, began to bring changes — the plant,
which had been genuinely world-class and
internationally renowned in the first half of
the 20th century, had by then “settled into”
the socialist economy; unlike under earlier
capitalist conditions, competition dimin-
ished, and with it innovation as well (since
products of virtually any quality could be
readily sold on the COMECON market).
From the mid-1970s onwards, therefore,
even though the factory formally continued
to operate at high capacity, it is more appro-
priate to speak of a period characterised by
slowing momentum, declining innovation,
and decreasing competitiveness. (This was
not yet the “collapse”, but it was no longer
the “golden age” either.) Subsequently, the
1980s were marked by pronounced slow-
down and structural problems — due to a lack
of orders and mounting debt, Ganz-MAVAG
ultimately ceased to exist in 1988 (i.e. before
the collapse of the state-socialist system), and
through privatisation-related restructuring
it was dismantled into nearly 40 successor
companies. After that, the 1990s were char-
acterised by fragmentation (as a result of fur-
ther privatisation) and industrial retreat (due
to severe deindustrialisation), and the area
became a typical brownfield site.

Since the industrial function remained
weak throughout the 2000s as well, Chinese
traders operating nearby gradually began to
“seep into” the brownfield area, making use
of the abundant vacant spaces available there
(which were also characterised by extremely
low rental prices). This became a key moment
in terms of the “afterlife” of the area’s deval-
ued industrial landscape. While in the 2000s
Chinese traders primarily used the emptied
industrial halls for storage and wholesale
purposes, from the 2010s onwards they in-
creasingly did so for retail activities as well.
This already constituted a form of capital
(re)investment, as part of which, alongside
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the predominantly Chinese traders operat-
ing in the area, Vietnamese, Turkish, Afghan,
and other merchants also established them-
selves. From this period dates a gradually
intensifying attention directed toward the
site, as increasing numbers of people began
to “venture” into the previously unknown,
derelict brownfield area through alternative
tourism agencies’ thematic urban walks,
gastronomic programmes, etc. At the begin-
ning of the 2020s, the COVID lockdown af-
fected this area as well; following this period,
however, the processes that had taken shape
during the 2010s continued — Chinese traders
have been renovating more and more build-
ings, an ever wider range of services has ap-
peared in the area, and growing tourist inter-
est has accompanied what is now known to
many simply as the “Budapest Chinatown”.

To sum up the seesaw of uneven devel-
opment, “investment” here referred to the
industrial complex’s productive-industrial
trajectory up to the mature socialist period.
After the first signs of crisis and the sub-
sequent industrial dismantling, a massive
disinvestment phase was/is followed by
the site’s post-industrial revalorisation via
non-productive, trade- and service-oriented
forms of capital reinvestment. This is consist-
ent with SmiTH’s emphasis on investment/
disinvestment as movements of capital that
can re-enter a devalued landscape in radical-
ly new forms —in this case, into a brownfield
area in the form of a Chinese/Asian market,
i.e. the involvement of the international scale.

Methodology

In our research, we sought to be innovative
not only through the theoretical mobilisation
of SmiTH's seesaw metaphor, but also in the
choice and combination of our research meth-
ods. In order to be able to capture the everyday
experiences of the cycles of uneven develop-
ment (i.e. the “up” and “down” positions of
the seesaw) in our case study area, we sought
to mobilise a combination of conventional and
non-conventional research methods.

Regarding conventional ones, we conducted
an extensive document analysis drawing on
works of local history, the Arcanum database,
a systematic review of the local newspaper
Jézsefoiros Ujsig (Jozsefvaros Newspaper), as
well as internet forums and open Facebook
groups — the Otthonunk Jézsefvdros (Our Home,
Jozsefvéaros) public Facebook group, the
Jézsefvdrosi Piac (Jozsefvaros Market) public
Facebook group, and online articles dealing
with the area published on origo.hu, index.hu,
and welovebudapest.com. Within these sources,
we specifically searched for residents’ opin-
ions related to the case study area, their past
or present lived experiences, and their subjec-
tive evaluations of local change. We tried to
approach the textual excerpts extracted from
these materials in a highly reflexive manner.
For the analysis of the local discourses emerg-
ing from these documents, we primarily drew
on the work of Foucaurt, M. (1972), ENTMAN,
R.M. (1993), and Wopak, R. (2001). Foucaurt’s
“archaeology of knowledge” helps us to es-
tablish connections between discourse and
power, and to identify who shapes dominant
narratives (e.g. authorities’ vs. residents” dis-
courses). Robert M. ENTMAN's “framing” en-
ables us to categorise narratives as positive or
negative ones and to trace their temporal shifts
and changing dominance over time, while
Ruth Wopax’s Discourse-Historical Approach
(DHA) is also particularly useful for the con-
text-sensitive chronological analysis of dis-
courses. In this sense, “framing” also functions
as a methodological bridge between the polit-
ical-economic abstraction of the seesaw and
everyday experience: it allows us to analyse
how structural positions of investment, disin-
vestment, and reinvestment are translated into
emotionally charged local narratives of securi-
ty, loss, resentment, or renewed opportunity,
in line with recent work emphasising the role
of emotions in regional development trajecto-
ries (such as HANNEMANN, M. et al. 2024).

The analysis of secondary sources was
complemented by interviews, including both
conventional and non-conventional formats.
Our interview partners included a former
Ganz-MAVAG factory worker, a long-term



172 Berki, M. and Sagi, M. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 75 (2026) (2) 165-179.

nearby resident, an industrial historian, a
representative of the district municipality, a
member of the district’s Urban Development
Committee, the condominium representative
of the housing estate adjacent to the case
study area, two security guards working on
the Ganz-MAVAG site, and a scholar con-
ducting research on Chinese investments in
Budapest. With regard to the interviews, it
should also be noted that the seesaw met-
aphor was not initially intended to serve as
the central motif of the paper either, but rath-
er emerged inductively from the interviews.
As several interview partners independently
used the expression “sometimes up, sometimes
down” when referring to their own lives or to
the fate of their neighbourhood (without any
prompting on our part), we felt that SmiTr’s
seesaw metaphor could provide a particular-
ly apt and evocative analytical framework for
interpreting these narratives.

It is also important to underscore that,
wherever the opportunity arose, we conduct-
ed not only conventional (seated) interviews
but also mobilised non-conventional inter-
view methods - including a museum inter-
view, several informal conversations, and go-
along interviews. The museum interview was
conducted in the Ganz Collection, where the
exhibition’s curator (an industrial historian
who had previously also worked for Ganz-
MAVAG,) reflected on the changing history
of the factory and its broader neighbourhood
through the exhibited objects. Given the spec-
ificities of the Ganz-MAVAG brownfield site,
security guards working at the vast Chinese
market were also approached, in an informal
manner. As SwaIN, J. and King, B. (2022) ar-
gue, informal conversations can serve as a
valuable qualitative method not only as part
of ethnographic research but also on their
own, and in some contexts may represent the
only feasible way of generating data. For us,
however, the most important and analytical-
ly productive encounters were the go-along/
mobile interviews (Carrrano, R.M. 2009;
Finray, .M. and Bowwman, J.A. 2016). This
method offers several advantages. CarrIaNO
suggests that go-along interviews generate

types of data that differ qualitatively from
those produced in conventional seated ones,
as moving through the research setting fore-
grounds place-based, contextual, and often
tacit meanings that tend to remain hidden,
abstracted, or distorted in stationary (e.g. of-
fice- or café-based) interview situations. His
central claim is that the go-along interview
anchors participants’ narratives in immedi-
ate sensory and social encounters with their
environments, thereby shifting data produc-
tion from retrospective recall toward in situ
experience. As a result, interview partners
not only talk about different issues, but do
so in different sequences and with greater
spatial specificity, as physical surroundings
actively prompt memories, evaluations, and
affective responses. Importantly, FINLAY, ].M.
and Bowman, J.A. (2016) also emphasise that
during mobile interviews participants do not
merely describe places, but actively demon-
strate their experiences of them. Finally, it
should be noted that our engagement with
the research site was not limited to the du-
ration of the go-along/mobile interviews
— over the past several years we also spent
considerable time walking through the area,
seeking to internalise the “walking as method”
approach as a broader research sensibility
(Piercg, J. and Lawnon, M. 2015; O’NEiLL,
M. and RoserTs, B. 2020).

Findings

As the historical overview has already shown,
at the beginning of our period of investiga-
tion, in the early phase of state socialism, the
factory was clearly “up” on capital’s seesaw —
yet its everyday experience was far more am-
bivalent. Those who ideologically identified
with the new regime welcomed nationalisa-
tion and evaluated the first half of the 1950s
in unequivocally positive terms. In a factory
employing such a large workforce, howev-
er, it was inevitable that many experienced
this economically still expanding period in
very different ways. They not only viewed
the 1948 nationalisation with scepticism, but
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also lived through the 1956 revolution as an
intense emotional rollercoaster; while during
the days of the revolution party officials were
removed, workers’ councils were established,
and shop-floor self-organisation was experi-
enced as an “upward tilt” of autonomy and
as a manifestation of collective agency, the
reprisals following the suppression of the
revolution plunged many into apathy. Thus,
within the same plant, in the same micro-
space, radically different lived experiences
emerged within the span of just a few months
— a pattern that unfolded in a similar manner
across other parts of the country at the time.

The next major turning point after the
revolution was the 1959 merger of Ganz and
MAVAG, the reception of which was simi-
larly marked by ambivalence in workers’
perceptions. Both the top and bottom of the
institutional hierarchy tended to welcome
the decision: for the factory’s managerial elite
the merger represented a “necessary and suc-
cessful rationalisation”, while manual work-
ers and their families, internalising the logic
of “bigger factory — higher prestige — more
stable future”, also largely greeted it with ap-
proval. The intermediate (“middle”) layers,
however, were far less satisfied; while they
were evidently unable to voice their criti-
cisms publicly at the time, later recollections
reveal that many experienced the merger
negatively due to the growing administra-
tive burdens it entailed and the difficulty of
reconciling the two firms’ corporate cultures
in the early 1960s. (Whereas Ganz had tradi-
tionally been more precise and export- and
innovation-oriented, MAVAG had long been
structured around large series and heavy-
industrial volume production.)

From the perspective of everyday lived ex-
perience, perhaps even more significant was
the “integrated life-world” represented by
the workers” housing estate directly adjacent
to the factory, the so-called Kolénia (Colony)
— which provides a further illustration of
these ambivalences. Built in the early 20th
century (in 1908-1909), i.e. in the pre-social-
ist period, the estate was originally indeed
an exceptional example of infrastructural

care and “industrial paternalism”, however,
under state socialism this began to change.
Following nationalisation, the estate was
transferred to the ownership of Ingatlankezeld
Villalat (IKV), the state-owned municipal
housing and property management company
responsible for the allocation, maintenance,
and administration of publicly owned resi-
dential buildings and commercial premises.
According to recollections, vacant flats of the
Koldnia were increasingly allocated to “out-
siders” (many of whom regarded the estate
merely as temporary accommodation), jani-
torial positions disappeared, and communi-
ty cohesion gradually eroded. While many
factory workers still considered it a great
privilege to live in the factory’s housing es-
tate, growing numbers began to feel that the
formerly cohesive, family-like atmosphere
and good-neighbourly relations were being
replaced by alienation and indifference.

As it was also shown in the historical over-
view, following its “up” position the factory
entered a gradual downward trajectory from
the 1970s onwards, primarily due to the lack
of market competition and innovation (as
system-specific characteristics of state social-
ism). Since wages at the factory continued
to provide a secure livelihood, this “down-
ward” tendency was initially perceptible
mainly to the engineering staff (generating
professional frustration), before gradually
becoming evident to the core group of skilled
workers as well. It is also important to note
that this period coincided with the peak of
socialist housing estate construction and for
that, with a large-scale Roma migration to
Budapest as well — particularly to districts
VIII and X, at whose boundary the Ganz-
MAVAG site is located. Because the com-
pany predominantly relied on a medium- to
highly qualified industrial workforce, Roma
workers were not present in large numbers
at the site, although they were by no means
entirely absent — a telling example is that of
(later) Roma writer and public intellectual
Béla Osztojkan, who was born and raised
in Northern Hungary and, after moving to
Budapest during this period, found employ-
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ment at Ganz-MAVAG as a turner and mill-
ing machine operator. This is particularly re-
vealing because while most workers experi-
enced the factory’s stagnation and “descent”
in the 1970s and “80s as a decline, for Roma
people moving to districts VIII and X from
Northern Hungary this position represented
an improvement relative to the milieux they
had left behind. That they did not experience
their position as a “decline” (like the majority
of non-Roma workers) but rather as a form
of “upward mobility”, vividly illustrates the
variegated everyday experiences of uneven
development’s macro-structural cycles.

It is nevertheless important to underscore
that, despite all these ambivalences, there was
broad consensus that employment at the fac-
tory provided material security throughout
the entire state socialist period. This is per-
haps best illustrated by the fact that a skilled
worker (such as a turner, fitter, or welder) of-
ten earned more than an average white-collar
employee and not infrequently approached or
even matched the income of a lower-ranking
engineer. (What is more, even the salaries of
managers, chief engineers, and directors only
moderately exceeded those of engineers.) All
of this changed fundamentally from the late
1980s onwards. It is important to distinguish
here between the broader experiential effects
of the regime change and those of the site-
specific transformation of Ganz-MAVAG:
while the former produced generalised un-
certainty through the collapse of socialist-era
employment security, welfare expectations,
and familiar institutional frameworks, the lat-
ter was lived more locally through the disap-
pearance of factory routines, the fragmenta-
tion of workplace communities, the decline
of the Koldnia, and the stigmatisation of the
emerging brownfield landscape.

As we have seen, the factory collapsed be-
fore the political system itself — several in-
terlocutors remarked that for Ganz-MAVAG
workers, 1988 was what for the country 1989
was. From the early 1990s, most of the site
became a classic brownfield: and since the
former routine daily rhythms of factory life
disappeared, the related personal experienc-

es largely vanished as well. In our interviews
about this period (and in textual sources),
Robert M. ENTMAN's (1993) negative fram-
ing clearly dominated, with strong rhetorical
pathologisation and stigmatisation of aban-
doned industrial areas (see ARMSsTRONG, C.S.
2007), portraying brownfields as “scars in the
urban fabric”. The adjacent Koldnia workers’
housing estate, however, continued to gen-
erate lived experiences. As noted above, the
social fabric characteristic of the first half of
the 20th century had already begun to un-
ravel by the mid-socialist period, reaching a
distinctive low point after the regime change.
Deindustrialisation rendered thousands of
former factory workers unemployed, many
of whom sought work elsewhere; their places
were increasingly taken by low-status popu-
lations able to afford only the low rents of
the now heavily stigmatised neighbourhood.
The formerly cohesive community of the
Kolénia fractured into ageing long-term resi-
dents (largely retired former factory work-
ers and their spouses, widows of ex-workers)
and lower-status newcomers settling in the
area on a temporary basis. By the 1990s, most
former community spaces had also disap-
peared or been radically transformed (as in
the case of the infamous Fekete Lyuk [Black
Hole] underground punk/alternative club),
while the neighbourhood became increas-
ingly neglected, dirty, and rundown.

While the case study area was subjected to
SmitHIAN heavy disinvestment throughout
the 1990s and 2000s, an intriguing spatial
movement began from the direction of the
neighbouring so-called “Four Tigers” Chinese
market after the turn of the millennium. For
Chinese traders operating in the market —
which opened in 1993 and became partly no-
torious for illegal activities — the deindustrial-
isation of the Ganz-MAVAG complex proved
highly advantageous, as it offered vast spaces
for storage and wholesale logistics at ex-
tremely low rents. Personal accounts from the
late 1990s depict two entirely separate worlds
coexisting side by side: remnants of declining
industry, where small workshops and their
industrial workers struggled for survival,
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and, directly around them, Chinese traders
— including criminals fleeing prosecution or
political dissidents from China - selling lace
underwear, producing a profoundly surre-
al spatial experience. According to the few
remaining industrial workers, the Chinese
were “practically unapproachable”, living
in closed communities by their own internal
rules. As their presence and activities were
often illegal during this transitional period,
even conflicts arose with factory workers or
random passers-by who inadvertently wit-
nessed illicit practices. This ethnicised every-
day boundary-making generated widespread
feelings of insecurity and risk associated with
the area in the 1990s. (This is particularly
striking given that, whereas the factory had
symbolised security and predictability during
socialism due to relatively good wages, in the
1990s and 2000s the site came to represent
risk and uncertainty.) While Chinese traders
filtered into the area during the 2000s only
slowly, the complete closure and demolition
of the “Four Tigers” market in 2013-2014
triggered a full relocation of activities to the
former Ganz-MAVAG site, now increasingly
including retail functions alongside storage
and wholesale trade. After a liminal period of
roughly two decades, this marked the begin-
ning of the area’s “second life”, transform-
ing the former city-within-the-city industrial
giant into “Budapest’s Chinatown” — a shift
in which lived experience clearly became in-
separable from the attitudes towards Chinese
traders and their activities.

Following the loss of their former “own
space” (the “Four Tigers”), traders began re-
shaping the Ganz-MAVAG site in their own
image, especially through facade repainting
fitting general Chinese aesthetics, Chinese
(as well as Vietnamese, Arabic, etc.) signage,
and building extensions — processes that
constituted capital reinvestment. These strik-
ing material and symbolic transformations
attracted increasing attention towards this
strange hybrid world, prompting growing
numbers of people to “venture into” the area.
As more and more individuals acquired per-
sonal experience of the site, it elicited highly

divergent emotional responses depending on
habitus. Whereas an unequivocally negative
framing (ENTMAN, R.M. 1993) dominated the
late 1990s and 2000s, neutral and gradually
even positive framing began to emerge from
the 2010s onwards. In both the sources ana-
lysed and interview narratives, metaphors
such as “parallel world”, “ethnic economy”,
and “cultural island” were prominent — all
emphasising cultural distance and invis-
ibility, symbolic estrangement, and spatial
detachment (“they are here, but not with us”,
“they don’t want contact with us”, “the whole
neighbourhood feels unfamiliar”). Additionally,
many articulated concerns around “crime/
uncontrolled trade” (black economy), “disor-
der and law-enforcement problems”, and com-
plaints that the Chinese are “rather noisy”,
“spoiling the cityscape”, and as a result of il-
legal waste dumping, turning the site into “a
dirty, smelly, disorderly area”.

Since the mid-2010s, however, more
neutral or even positive framing has also
emerged — and interestingly, driven less by
authorities than by nearby residents (see
Foucautt, M. 1972). More and more people
started to realise that “the market has a good
supply” (of “cheap goods”), it is “worth going
in for bulk purchases” and, since the broader
neighbourhood (the edge of districts VIII
and X) is still one of the poorest areas of
Budapest, “it is a part of the local social safety
net”. Indeed, the cheap Chinese/Asian mar-
ket supports food and clothing consumption
among low-status local populations — which
also helps explain why authorities often turn
a blind eye to its otherwise semi-legal or il-
legal practices. Even later, over the past few
years, niche tourism emerged as well (in the
form of alternative tourism firms’ thematic
urban walks, gastronomic programmes,
etc.), portraying the Ganz-MAVAG site as
“a truly fascinating area”, “a hidden gem” of
the Hungarian capital. Despite these scat-
tered positive accounts, however, opinions
still remain highly ambivalent — from an
average middle-class perspective, the area
is still not considered attractive, and many
continue to view it as risky and danger-
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ous, a perception also reinforced by our in-
formal conversations with security guards
during fieldwork. (Not only is the market
itself ethnically diverse with its Chinese,
Vietnamese, Georgian, Armenian, Bosnian,
Arab, Romanian, Serbian, Ukrainian, Slovak,
Slovenian, Croatian, Turkish, Afghan, etc.
traders, but security provision also follows a
distinctive logic, with certain sections guard-
ed by Bosnians, certain sections by Serbians,
etc.) Of course the Chinese (and other) trad-
ers themselves also form a highly polarised
community (ranging from individuals driv-
ing the most expensive luxury cars to those
using battered bicycles or tuk-tuks), which
would merit a separate analysis. Overall, the
site is currently perceived by many as a both
repulsively run-down and enticingly exciting
space at the same time.

Finally, parallel to these developments in
the Chinatown-turned Ganz-MAVAG area,
in the former workers” housing estate Koldnia
gentrification started to unfold during the
2010s — and, as in other gentrifying milieux,
these processes generate deeply ambivalent
lived experiences. Retired former factory
workers and their wives, who during the fac-
tory’s operation occupied an upward position
on the “emotional seesaw” (feeling at home in
the area), increasingly no longer experience
the neighbourhood as their own, while young-
er, highly educated “gentries” have moved
in precisely because this has become one of
Budapest’s most interestingly transforming
(and still affordable) hoods — paradoxically,
largely due to those Chinese traders and their
market that long-term residents see as having
irreversibly ruined their environment.

Discussion

Following the presentation of our case study,
this section highlights the most important
takeaways of the Ganz-MAVAG site’s twisty
story, focusing on (i) its multi-scalar spatial
embeddedness, (ii) its ethnically differenti-
ated lived experiences of uneven develop-

ment, (iii) its post-crisis reinvestment, (iv)
the temporal dynamics of framing, and (v)
the relational nature of the “up” and “down”
positions on capital’s seesaw.

(i) With a scalar sensitivity, important dif-
ferences emerge across several scales: at the
urban scale, the Ganz-MAVAG site is located
on the inner edge of Budapest’s former in-
dustrial zone, close to the city centre; at the
regional scale, it is embedded in Hungary’s
most prosperous region; at the national scale,
it was strongly promoted by the socialist
state before being effectively abandoned in
the late 1980s; and regarding the transnation-
al scale, it has been shaped by international
(Chinese, Vietnamese, Turkish, Afghan, etc.)
capital, in the form of myriads of small-scale
(micro)investments. This also means that the
seesaw movement examined here did not
unfold through a single, continuous form
of capital: rather, socialist state investment,
post-socialist privatisation-related devalua-
tion, and later private, small-scale, ethnically
embedded reinvestment constituted histori-
cally distinct but sequentially connected mo-
ments in the same local trajectory of uneven
development.

(ii) The case study vividly illustrates that
uneven development is lived in ethnically
differentiated ways as well. In the Ganz-
MAVAG factory, Roma workers often experi-
enced employment there as a form of relative
uplift in/by the metropolitan industry. Thus,
racialised experiences further complicate the
seesaw metaphor: what was perceived as de-
cline or loss by many non-Roma Hungarian
workers could simultaneously be experi-
enced as improvement or opportunity by
Roma workers or by economically margin-
alised Chinese traders. These findings em-
pirically reinforce the claim that the seesaw
of uneven development is not only classed,
but also racialised/ethnicised.

(iii) Turning to the post-crisis period, the
reinvestment trajectory that followed the
low point should not only be theorised eco-
nomically but also symbolically. At the Ganz-
MAVAG site, capital returned primarily in
the form of wholesale, retail, and logistics ac-
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tivities, producing strong experiences of cul-
tural distance, symbolic estrangement, and
ethnicised framing. This underscores that
the form of reinvestment matters at least as
much as the fact of simply moving “upwards
again” on the economic seesaw.

(iv) Relatedly, our case allows for tracing
the temporal dynamics of “framing” sur-
rounding reinvestment as well. In the case of
the Ganz-MAVAG site, dominant narratives
shifted from factory to brownfield, then to
Chinatown, later to niche tourism, ultimate-
ly producing a rather ambivalent attraction.
We argue that this shift demonstrates that
framing is not a linear progression but a con-
flictual process marked by feedback loops,
contestation, and coexistence of competing
interpretations.

(v) Taken together, our case study strongly
confirms earlier critiques by Dunrorp, M.
(1993, 1996), and SmitH, A. (1998), show-
ing that “up” and “down” positions do not
manifest uniformly but often coexist simul-
taneously. The same structural position (such
as socialist industrial expansion followed
by post-socialist crisis) can generate radi-
cally different everyday experiences across
various social groups and even individuals.
Hence, the seesaw emerges not merely as a
temporal economic cycle, but as a movement
lived through social differentiation, produc-
ing classed, ethnicised, and spatialised expe-
riences of uneven development.

Overall, the case of the Ganz-MAVAG
site demonstrates that the seesaw of un-
even development is not only an economic
mechanism, but also an emotional, moral,
and identity-related movement — thus, when
read relationally, our findings highlight the
multiplicity of lived experiences attached to
the same structural unevenness.

Conclusions

Our paper aimed to bring together uneven
development and everyday life through the
example of an industrial/deindustrialising
milieu.

Building on this aim, the paper’s core con-
tribution lies in showing that Neil Smita’s
seesaw is not only a political-economic mod-
el of cyclical capital movement, but also a
powerful heuristic for tracing how “up” and
“down” positions become lived, narrated,
moralised, and affectively registered in eve-
ryday life. By explicitly “bringing LEFEBVRE
in” through the seesaw metaphor (most no-
tably via the distinction between abstract
space and the space of everyday life), the
study demonstrates how structural invest-
ment—disinvestment cycles are translated
into situated life-worlds marked by security
vs. insecurity, pride vs. shame, attachment
vs. estrangement. Crucially, this lived di-
mension is shown to be central rather than
supplementary to uneven development, as it
is through everyday experience that macro-
structural shifts acquire social meaning and
durability. At the same time, our analysis re-
inforces a relational understanding of uneven
development. A key conclusion is that being
“up” or “down” on capital’s seesaw is never
absolute, but always relationally produced
across spatial scales and social positions. The
same structural phase (industrial expansion,
stagnation, or crisis) can be narrated as uplift,
stagnation, or even loss depending on who
is speaking. In this sense, the seesaw is not
merely a temporal cycle, but a socially dif-
ferentiated movement, unevenly experienced
within the same period and place.

Empirically, the paper addresses a persis-
tent research gap by providing an industrial/
deindustrialising case-based account of how
investment and disinvestment cycles are ex-
perienced and narrated, rather than quan-
titatively measured. By foregrounding eve-
ryday experiences, perceptions, memories,
and framings (including the “afterlife” of a
devalued industrial landscape), the study
extends uneven development research into
domains of meaning, affect, and moral eval-
uation that have remained underexplored,
particularly in (de)industrial(ised) contexts.
Within this empirical contribution, our inves-
tigation also allows for a conceptual refine-
ment of the notion of “reinvestment”. Rather
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than treating capital’s return as a uniform (or
self-evidently positive) moment, our findings
show that reinvestment matters not only in
magnitude but in form as well. In our case
study, the post-crisis “upwards” trajectory
was characterised by post-industrial reval-
orisation through trade, logistics, and retail.
This pathway generates distinct symbolic
and emotional consequences, underscoring
that the quality of reinvestment is at least as
consequential as its mere occurrence.

Finally, the findings also substantiate that
the seesaw is simultaneously classed, ethni-
cised/racialised, and spatialised. “Up” and
“down” positions are distributed unevenly
within the same site and historical moment,
as experiences of loss, recovery, or oppor-
tunity often diverge sharply between social
groups. What constitutes decline for some
may simultaneously represent relative uplift
for others, illustrating how uneven develop-
ment is lived through intersecting social hi-
erarchies rather than as a uniform condition.
In this broader sense, the paper also suggests
that the vernacular framing of “sometimes up,
sometimes down” (“egyszer fenn, mdskor lenn”)
can serve as a productive bridge between
academic theory and everyday understand-
ing. By resonating with how communities
themselves narrate industrial and post-in-
dustrial change, the seesaw metaphor ena-
bles uneven development research to engage
more directly with lived experience, without
relinquishing its critical political-economic
foundations.
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The lived experiences of farming under profound landscape
transformation — The case of the Sand Ridge, Hungary

MeLinpa MIHALY! and Szasorcs FABULA?

Abstract

Food production became particularly challenging in our current food system under the conditions of the
ecological crisis, including climate change. According to our political-ecological approach, landscape transfor-
mations and the everyday experiences of agricultural producers are partly the result of uneven geographical
development and vice versa, industrial agriculture contributes to uneven development through the production
of nature and landscape. By focusing on one of Hungary’s most vulnerable landscapes undergoing profound
land use transformation, the Sand Ridge within the Danube-Tisza Interfluve, we aim (1) to trace the production
of nature and accompanied landscape transformation caused by extractivist practices (industrial agriculture,
forestry, solar extractivism) and the integration into global food systems; (2) to reveal the experiences of farmers
and (3) the ways farming can contribute to landscape regeneration and food system transformation. Based on
documentary and GIS data analysis, expert (11), oral history (23) and focus-group (2) interviews with farmers
and farmworkers our research shows that the aridification of the Sand Ridge is not only caused by seemingly
“external” processes of climate change, but by “internal” processes of extractivist agricultural production
which is interlinked with the world economy through trade. Historically, agricultural landscapes have been
produced through trade relations integrated into the global economy, increasing aridification through drain-
age and large-scale afforestation, both resulting in the marginalization of pasturing as a livelihood system.
The recent emergence of the Sand Ridge as an energy periphery under solar extractivism contributes to the
further marginalization of pasturing and small-scale food production. Landscape regeneration and food system
transformation goes hand in hand. Regenerative practices in agriculture are hindered by how the Sand Ridge
is integrated to the global economy. Still, small-scale farmers (and pastoralists) have agency in regenerating
the landscape through building regionally more embedded food system alternatives.

Keywords: production of nature, uneven development, landscape transformation, food system, agriculture,
everyday life, lived experiences
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occupational stressors it is not surprising that
farmers and farmworkers globally face high
levels of depression, anxiety, burnout, suicide
ideation, and suicide (BryanT, L. 2022; KNEZEVIC

Introduction

Food production became particularly challeng-
ing in our current food system. The increased

integration into the global economy both trans-
formed landscapes and caused livelihood chal-
lenges to pastoralists, small-scale farmers and
farmworkers (TRAUGER, A. 2022). Due to these

Hoc¢evag, D. and Stovenc Grasserri, M. 2023;
Jones, A.Q. et al. 2024). Agrarian change in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe (CEE) was especially
rapid and devastating for the livelihoods of
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farmers and farmworkers after 1989. In spite
of mobilizing for an alternative food system,
the decline of agricultural prices and produc-
tion in connection with the process of Euro-
pean integration (which forced new member
states of the EU to open their borders to import
products) contributed to further fragmentation
of those engaged in agricultural production
(farmers and farmworkers), icluding the emer-
gence of anti-liberal and anti-Roma sensibili-
ties among independent agricultural produc-
ers (Szomsaty, K. 2018, 3). Beyond marginal-
izing producers industrial agriculture along
with other extractivist practices driven by an
increased integration to the global economy
degrade landscapes.

We analyse the relationship between land-
scape transformation through extractivist
practices, particularly industrial agriculture
and its lived experiences in one of Hungary’s
most climate-vulnerable regions, the Sand
Ridge of the Danube-Tisza Interfluve. In
the Sand Ridge, accounting one tenth of
Hungary’s territory, the forest steppe land-
scape was intensively transformed through
the introduction of industrial production
systems in agriculture and forestry and the
increased integration of these production
systems to the global economy. The extrac-
tive uses of the landscape for forestry and
industrial agriculture, supported by pro-
ductivist policies, such as the EU’s Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) (TiLzey, M. and
PottER, C. 2016; KovAcs, A.D. et al. 2024),
not just contribute to the ecological crisis
of the region (including water scarcity and
groundwater decline, desertification and soil
degradation, the increasing frequency and
intensity of droughts), but are constrained by
it. The loss of profitability of forest manage-
ment and industrial agriculture intersecting
with the global solar boom and the rise of the
region as an energy periphery? results in an

3 Energy peripheries are defined as places that are
systematically disadvantaged through the whole
energy system due to their inferior position within
the asymmetrical spatial distribution of material,
economic, political and symbolic resources and capa-
bilities (GoruscHikov, O. and O’'SuLLivan, K. 2020, 1).

even more intensified land use transforma-
tion in the region (Farkas, J.Zs. et al. 2023;
MinAry, M. and Fasura, Sz. Forthcoming)
displacing local land-users.

In this study we explore landscape trans-
formation from a world ecology perspec-
tive. World ecology is a concept that views
the world as a single, interconnected sys-
tem where humans are part of nature, and
capitalism is intertwined with the web of life
(Moogrg, J.W. 2016). We addresss the follow-
ing research questions:

1. How is landscape transformation driven
in the Sand Ridge in modern capitalism by
extracive practices?

2. What are the lived experiences of farm-
ing under the conditions of profound land-
scape transformation?

3. In what ways can farming contribute
to landscape regeneration and food system
transformation?

To answer our research questions we en-
gage in the following section with world
ecology perspectives incorporating reflec-
tions on the production of nature thesis
(developed in the political economic theory
of uneven development) driving landscape
transformation through extractive practices.
We also rely in our conceptual framework on
the feminist critique of political economic ap-
proaches to integrate the lived experiences of
farmers and farmworkers into larger debates
of food system transformations. We outline
then why we are convinced that selecting the
Sand Ridge (and two — formerly — agricultur-
al settlements within it) to study landscape
transformation and its lived experiences with
a wide range of qualitative methods helps
us in answering our research questions. In
the sections presenting the results, we first
focus on how extractive practices drove
landscape transformation in the Sand Ridge
from the Middle Ages onwards. To better
understand everyday life under conditions
of profound landscape transformation, we
contrast the lived experiences of farming
in two (formerly) agricultural settlements
within the Sand Ridge, Inarcs and Kecel.
To grasp the agency of farmers in an inten-
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sively transforming landscape we present
some potentials for landscape regeneration
and food system transformation in/from the
Sand Ridge. Finally, we conclude our study
on how landscape transformation is driven
by extractive practices in modern capitalism
and what potentials emerge for regeneration
and food system transformation.

Landscape transformation and its lived
experiences

In this study, we investigate the connections
between landscape transformation, extractiv-
ist production practices (industrial agricul-
ture, forestry and solar energy) and climate
change in the Sand Ridge (Hungary) from a
world ecology perspective. In a world ecol-
ogy approach, humans are considered to be
part of nature and capitalism is seen as op-
erating through the web of life. Capitalism is
not merely defined as an economic system,
but also as an “ecological regime”, uniting
capital accumulation, power, and environ-
mental transformation into a single, contin-
uously evolving historical process (MOORE,
J.W. 2016). The focus is on understanding
the complex relationships between human
society, the environment, and the production
of nature. The “production of nature” thesis as
a core component of world ecology, refers
to the human creation and shaping of envi-
ronments and landscapes on various scales
through historically and geographically
specific processes (Lorrus, A.J. 2017), fun-
damentally challenging the idea of pristine,
untouched nature. Capital circulates through
nature, but nature also circulates through
capital, for example through biotechnology
(e.g. hybrid seeds), as such products appear
in the soil, in different bodies, in food, etc.
(Castreg, N. 2000; Smrts, N. 2007).
Landscape transformation in modern capi-
talism is driven by extractive practices serv-
ing capital accumulation. To understand the
dynamics of accumulation in modern capi-
talism David Harvey (2001) developed the
concept of the “the spatial fix”. Spatial fix re-

fers to the (temporal) strategies and solutions
that capitalism undertakes to transcend its
inherent crises of overaccumulation (ibid.).
In concrete contexts, the fix may materialize
in investment in new geographical territories,
opening new markets, technological innova-
tions with spatial features, and pursuit of
cheaper inputs (Exkers, M. and Prubnam, S.
2017). To grasp how global capitalism pur-
sues to continue accumulation and profit-
seeking from curing ecological crises, in-
cluding climate change, the concept of “the
socioecological fix” was developed (CASTREE,
N. and CuristorHERS, B. 2015; Exers, M. and
Prubnaw, S. 2015, 2017; McCartny, J. 2015).
The socioecological fix takes spatial fixes
as metabolic processes whereby not only is
space restructured but also nature has been
transformed (Exers, M. and Prubuawm, S.
2017). Although socioecological fixes may
help capitalism overcome the accumulation
crisis temporarily (McCartny, J. 2015), the
consequences could be profoundly disturb-
ing (Exers, M. and Prubnawm, S. 2017, 16).
Therefore, rural land markets are important
for the survival of capitalism as crises can be
overcome or shifted over time by reworking
the circulation of capital in ecological process-
es and landscapes (Exers, M. and PrupHaM,
S. 2015). This process is inherently political,
as it involves the direct participation of states,
particularly when land is not available on the
market, such as in the case of dispossession of
protected areas (KorriaTi, I.P. 2019).
Scholars increasingly recognize that extrac-
tivism has not only featured extractive activi-
ties in resource-abundant places in the shadow
of colonialism (e.g. Latin America where the
term originates, Hu, Z. 2023, 3), but has also
become a modality and ideological rationale of
contemporary global capitalism (Duntrar, A.
and JakoBsseN, J. 2020; Y&, J. et al. 2020; SHAPIRO,
J. and McNeisH, J.A. 2021; CuacNoN, C.W. et al.
2022). As Gupynas, E. (in Hu, Z. 2023, 3) con-
ceptualized, extractivism is mainly confined
to the practices of resource extraction and
has three defining dimensions: 1. Extraction
of natural resources; 2. Environmental deg-
radation; 3. Extraction for export with little
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domestic processing. Landscape transforma-
tions based on extractivist practices are real-
ized through accummulation by disposession, the
enclosure of public assets by private interests
for profit, resulting in greater social inequal-
ity (Harvey, D. 2007). In terms of landscape
transformation of the Sand Ridge industrial
agriculture, industrial forestry and solar ex-
tractivism are the most relevant. Industrial ag-
riculture is considered an extractive land use
because it is based on the appropriation, ex-
traction and degradation of natural resources
— such as soil nutrients, water, and biodiver-
sity — vital to present and future generations
(AnDERsON, M.D. and Rivera-FErrg, M. 2021,
22). Industrial agriculture also extracts people
from their communities, to serve as cheap la-
bour in other countries (PaTEL, R. and MooRrE,
J.W. 2017), cheapens labour by de-skilling
and replacing people with chemicals and ma-
chines, and extracts territory itself in the in-
exorable quest for greater profits (ANDERSON,
M.D. and Rivera-Ferre, M. 2021, 22; REIGADA,
A. and Castro, C.D. 2022). Industrial forestry,
a reductionist approach simplifying complex
forest ecosystems into quantifiable, monetiz-
able traits (Scorrt, ].C. 1999) can also be consid-
ered an extractive land use. As an intensive,
(often) export-oriented model focused on the
large-scale harvesting of timber or plantation
monocultures for industrial use (Park, C. and
ArrLasy, M. 2012), industrial forestry often re-
sults in significant environmental degradation,
biodiversity loss, and conflicts with local or
indigenous communities over territorial rights
(Horz, J.R. and Saavg, A. 2025; BELTRAN-VELIz,
J. etal. 2026). Extractive practices of renewable
energy generation emerge with recent land-
intensive climate policy measures built on dis-
courses of green transition and inclusive de-
velopment (Garcia-Dory, F. et al. 2022; Hu, Z.
2023; BRowN, D. ef al. 2024; MiuAry, M. 2025)
often involving green grabbing, a specific form
of accumulation by disposession. Among them is
solar extractivism, which is characteristic of the
Sand Ridge. It is featured by large-scale land
acquisition, prioritization of solar electricity
production, domination of renewable indus-
tries, deep engagement from state power,

violence associated enforcement and neglect
of local socio-ecological systems (Hu, Z. 2023,
11). Beyond being deeply rooted in transna-
tional commodity flows extractivist practices
are also part of the territorial unevenness of
global capitalism (Riorrancos, T. 2020).
Uneven development leads to significant in-
vestment and higher incomes in industrial
agriculture (and forestry) in some areas,
while in other areas it results in disinvest-
ment and a crisis in traditional agriculture
(BALAKRISHNAN, S. 2019). In terms of labour,
uneven development plays out in the mi-
gration flows at the production-end of the
food system supply chain where cheap
(low-skilled, low-waged, often gender and
racially segregated TRAUGER, A. 2022, 151)
labour flows to places with relatively higher
development (PaTeL, R. and Moorg, J.W.
2017). The global agro-industrial complex
and the linkages between uneven develop-
ment involve multidimensional and multi-
scale processes, from the everyday to long
cycles of macroeconomic systems (BLyrs, M.
and MaTttHiys, M. 2017; Giraupo, M.E. 2017).
As the theory of uneven development can
be applied on various scales it can be fruit-
fully combined with the everyday life ap-
proach (Berki, M. and SAci, M. 2026; TIMAR,
J. and TrocsANYIL, A. 2026). Lived experience
refers to the activities and embodied forms
of consciousness of situated socially mar-
ginalized groups (such as farmers and farm-
workers) that are either at some distance
from, or different from, official and domi-
nant accounts and consciousness (ALCOFF, L.
2006; Fanon, F. 2008). If discourse refers to
the successful political ability to bring ele-
ments together into a stable unity, “lived ex-
perience” characterises a situation in which
this has not been possible (Nccoya, M. and
Kumarakurasingam, N. 2017, 486). As such,
lived experience as a form of consciousness
can be understood to be partial, or fragmen-
tary and unable to be articulated into a politi-
cal project or movement (ibid.). At the same
time, lived experience directs us to take seri-
ously the subjectivity of socially marginal-
ized actors. It emphasizes how subjectivity
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should be thought of in terms of constrained
choices, as opposed to outright resistance to,
or escape from, power (Kruks, S. 2014). This,
we argue, allows us to conceive mobiliza-
tions for alternative food systems as a situ-
ation produced by historical constellations
of power, and the response to that situation
under conditions of constraint. Based on the
post-Cartesian approach of world ecology
(and production of nature), we believe that
landscapes could be regenerated through
agroecologically-minded agriculture and a
regional food system building on the char-
acteristics of the landscape.

We write this paper from a political ecology
(GiraLpo, O.F. 2019; Pain, A. and Hansen, K.
2019; JimenEez-Soto, E. 2021) perspective that
incorporates reflections on the production of
nature thesis (developed in the political eco-
nomic theory of uneven development) driving
landscape transformation through extractive
practices and integrates the lived experiences
(the feminist critique of political economic ap-
proaches) of farmers and farmworkers into
larger debates of food system transformations
(Figure 1). With this approach, we combine

GEOGRAPHICAL SCALES

Global

the political ecology of landscape transforma-
tion trough extractive practices, the political
economy of uneven development, and the cul-
tural geographical notion of everyday life and
space-related experience. In this way, it is pos-
sible to grasp the connection between histori-
cal landscape transformations, the multiscalar
historical processes of economic development
/ underdevelopment, and the experience of
and resistance to changing spatial inequali-
ties that can be understood by retrospective
analysis of personal memories.

Methodology

Climate change and extractive land use prac-
tices not fitting to the ecological character-
istics of the region result in profound land-
scape transformation. The Sand Ridge of the
Danube-Tisza Interfluve, a lowland forest-
steppe landscape (80-120 m a.s.l.), once rich
in surface waters is now heavily affected by
declining ground-water level and salinisation
(BirO, M. et al. 2008, 2013). Due to the low
water retention capacity of its soils (mainly

WORLD ECOLOGY

Landscape transformation

National & Regional

Local

AGRICULTURAL
WORKERS'
EVERYDAY LIFE

UNEVEN
DEVELOPMENT

m—

Micro

Agricultural production
Capital accumulation

WORLD ECONOMY
T . S L . -

Socio-economic and socio-ecological formations

TIME

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework: The relationship between uneven development and agricultural workers’
(farmers’ and farmworkers’) everyday life in the context of world ecology. Source: Compiled by FasuLa, Sz.
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sand and sandy loam, Figure 2), the region
is highly vulnerable to drought (LENNERT, J.
et al. 2024a, b). Its sandy soils are suitable only
for either labour-intensive agricultural pro-
duction, notably wine and fruit production,
or extensive types of cultivation, such as for-
estry or grazing (LENNERT, J. ef al. 2024b, 10).
Intersecting with the global energy boom of
the 2010s, and the increased abandonment of
agricultural land since the 1980s (CsATARi, B.
and Farkas, J.Zs. 2008), the region is becom-
ing a hot spot for solar energy generation.
To better understand (1) how landscape
transformation is driven in modern capitalism by
extracive practices, we started with reviewing
the literature on local and regional history of
the Sand Ridge, public policy and newspa-
pers (Arcanum online database), and relied
on GIS-based analysis of agricultural statis-
tics (e.g. KSH TIMEA, Corine). We conducted
11 semi-structured interviews with experts of
the region and/or alternative food systems.
Researchers, farmers, rangers, community
organizers, alternative food system activists,
politicians and water management officials
were among our interview partners from the
field of ecology, hydrology, nature conserva-
tion, geography, ethnography, agroecology
and rural development (Table 1, Appendix 1).
To better understand (2) the lived experiences
of farming under conditions of profound landscape
transformation and (3) the agency of farmers in
landscape regeneration and food system transfor-
mation we compared the lived experiences
of farming in two contrasting cases from the
region (Kecel and Inarcs). Towards the end
of the 18th century, prior to the large-scale af-
forestation of the Great Hungarian Plain and

Table 1. Interviews conducted during the research

the introduction of labour-intensive agricul-
tural production, pastoralism and grasslands
characterised the landscape of both Inarcs
and Kecel (BArTH, J. 1984; CzaGANYI, L. and
KuLcsAr, G. 1995). Recently, agriculture* has
been abandoned at a rapid rate in Inarcs,
on the northern edge of the Sand Ridge
in its ,Budapest Gateway” sub-region (see
Figure 3). Urban sprawl around Budapest
(KovAcs, Z. et al. 2019) intensifying after 1989
and the renewable energy boom after 2018
(MiaAry, M. and FasuLa, Sz. Forthcoming)
results in the displacement of remaining
small-scale farmers in Inarcs. Agricultural
production is being hindered by a sig-
nificant groundwater-level loss (6-7 m) in
Kecel (LaApANYI, Zs. 2010), located on the
highest ridge (172 m) of the Sand Ridge in
its ,Agriculture and Food Production” sub-
region (Figure 3). Grape and fruit cultivation
has been characteristic here as the deeper
root systems of these plants are able to reach
the moisture in the soil. In addition to 14-16
semi-structured and oral history interviews
with integrators, farmers and farmworkers
from Inédrcs and Kecel we organized a walk-
along focus group discussion with 4 farm-
ers affected by a solar power plant built on
previously agricultural land in Indrcs and a
sociodrama workshop with ten farmers from
Kecel (see Table 1).

With the guidance of two sociodrama ex-
perts, Cecilia Kovar and Gyorgy MgszAros,

* Being depopulated during the Ottoman Rule the ter-
ritory of Inarcs was used as a “puszta” for grazing
cattle, horse and sheep (CzacAnyi, L. and KuLcsAr, G.
1995). The development of the capitalist agricultural
economy accompanied by the revolution of trade

(Budapest-Lajosmizse railway line

reaching Inarcs in 1889) introduced

rapid land use transformation here.

Interviews Indrcs | Kecel SUM Grape and wine (CzacAnyy, L. and
Expert (local) 4 5 9 KuLcsAr, G. 1995, 326), fruit (apple,
Oral history (farmers) 7 9 16 plum, sour cherry, pear, later straw-
Oral history (farmworkers) 2 4 6 berry) and vegetable (potato, cau-
Focus groups (walk along / sociodrama) 1 1 2 liflower already in the turn of the
SUM 14 17 31 20th century and asparagus later,
Expert (Sand Ridge) - - 11 during state-socialism CzaGANys,
SUM - - 41 L. 1995) provided a livelihood to

Source: Compiled by MiuAry, M.

people living in the settlement.
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Fig. 3. The position of Inarcs and Kecel within the Sand Ridge. Source: Authors” own compilation, based on
KovAcs, A.D. et al. 2024, p. 6. The original map was produced by Vasirus, G.
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we invited farmers from Kecel and the sur-
rounding area to perform scenes from their
daily lives and reflect on their position of
power within the food system. This experi-
ential group work, which is used in partici-
patory, action-based research (STERNBERG, P.
and Garcia, A. 2000; Ius, M. 2020) enabled
us to explore farmers’ emotions and lived ex-
periences of the ongoing climate crisis in the
Sand Ridge, as well as their marginalized po-
sitions within the global food system. It also
allowed us to uncover traits of their trans-
formative/regenerative agency. Unlike with
farmers, interviews and focus groups only
gave us a limited insight into the perspec-
tives of farmworkers, who could not spend
much time participating in the research.

We analysed documents, our notes and
verbatim transcripts of the interviews collab-
oratively in a shared platform (google drive).
The main concepts, namely production of
nature, uneven development, everyday life,
were operationalized by inductive analysis
and coding of the interviews (Appendix 2).

Landscape transformation in the Sand
Ridge through extractive production

Although the medieval period did not pro-
duce nature in the capitalist sense theorized
by Neil SmitH, medieval societies were heavily
involved in reshaping and socially organiz-
ing nature through agricultural, technologi-
cal, and symbolic practices. These processes
laid the groundwork for the more intensive
and commodified ‘production of nature’ that
emerged during the 19th, consolidated in
the 20th century, when interaction between
states, land, and landowners underwent
changes that facilitated the maximisation of
extraction, be it through industrial agricultural
production, forestry (BaLoch, R. 2026, 43), or
recently renewable energy generation (Hu, Z.
2023; Brown, D. et al. 2024; MiaALy, M. and
Fasura, Sz. Forthcoming). Through the case
of the Sand Ridge we identify how landscape
transformation is driven through extractive
practices in modern capitalism, historically

through industrial agriculture, forestry and
more recently renewable energy generation.

Pre-capitalist integration to the global economy

The original Holocene forest-steppes and
their diverse habitats disappeared due to
deforestation during Medieval times (Biro,
M. et al. 2013). Grazing was benefited by both
deforestation, which increased the amount
of land available for cultivation and graz-
ing (FERENCZ, A. et al. 2019, 65) and climatic
conditions, such as the cool, wetter period in
the Carpathian Basin during the 17th century
(RAcz, L. 2001). To increase pasture zones in
response to the needs of the growing number
of their livestock, in the late 14th and ear-
ly 15th century, major market towns in the
Great Hungarian Plain (GHP) started buying
up and renting abandoned farmlands (ref-
fered to as ‘puszta’ — deserted land) in their
neighbourhood (CsiprAN, P. and Ferenczi,
L. 2020, 3). Extensive livestock husbandry,
one of the most profitable economic sectors
of the GHP, which made Hungary the big-
gest exporter of livestock in Europe between
the mid-15th and 18th centuries, relied on
the abundance of water in the GHP (PiNkE,
Zs. 2014; DEMETER, G. et al. 2022). The most
characteristic of the extensively kept species
in the GHP - including the Danube-Tisza
Interfluve — was the Hungarian grey cattle
(SurANyYy, B. 2020). As one of the major meat
producers (both in quality and quantity) in
Central Europe, they were a significant ex-
port item (SurANYI, B. 2020, 285).

The increasing Western European meat
demand driven by processes of urbaniza-
tion was largely covered from cattle grazed
in Eastern Europe. In the “golden age” of the
Hungarian grey cattle (between 1540s and
1620s), built on a well-organized logistical
background, several hundreds’ of cattle were
yearly driven on foot to Western European

%In the 16th century approximately 100,000 cattle were
exported annually from Hungary, with peaks of up
to 200,000 cattle in exceptional years to Venetian
markets (FAra, A. 2022, 655).
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cities (such as Nuremberg, Augsburg, Vienna,
Venice, see CsiprAN, P. and FErenczi, L. 2020)
from the GHP. As a result of this early inte-
gration into the global economy, landscapes
of the GHP, including the Sand Ridge faced
overgrazing (VAarGa, A. 2018). It is impor-
tant to emphasize that overgrazing was not
caused by pastoralists’ improper approach to
land management or by traditional ecological
knowledge that was insufficiently adapted to
local ecological conditions (Varaa, A. 2018),
but rather by the pressure to overexploit re-
sources imposed on them through an export-
oriented model of animal husbandry.

Industrial agricultural production

The cultivation of vineyards and orchards on
farmsteads came as a response to the pre-
capitalist integration of the Sand Ridge to the
world economy. Alongside large-scale affor-
estation in the GHP, the emergence of small-
holder farming in the 19th and 20th centuries
formed part of a socioecological fix, introduc-
ing a labour-intensive agricultural produc-
tion system while mitigating the effects of
sand drift caused by overgrazing resulting
from an export-driven animal husbandry.
The territorial expansion of small-scale farm-
steads in the 19th century was facilitated by
both ecological factors, such as the phyllox-
era epidemic (to which the sandy soils of the
Danube-Tisza Interfluve [see Figure 2] were
immune), and economic factors, such as the
fruit boom at the turn of the century (Rico,
R. 2023, 41-42). In addition to grapes, fruit
and small-scale grain production, farmsteads
also played an important role in cattle breed-
ing, milk production, pig, sheep and poul-
try farming, which attracted an increasingly
significant food industry to the towns of the
region (Rico, R. 2023, 43).

Small-scale farmsteads survived state so-
cialism and, although they have lost much of
their agricultural function (TakAcs, A. 2005),
they still characterise the Sand Ridge, with
an average of 16 percent of the population
living on the outskirts of farmsteads (Farkas,

J.Zs. et al. 2023, 34). Soil quality helps explain
why smallholdings remain more common
in the Danube-Tisza Interfluve than else-
where in the country (Interview E_05, E_04,
E_06). Land concentration took place on
good-quality land after 1989 (CsaTAri, B.
et al. 2019; LenNeRrT, J. and Farkas, J.Zs. 2020).
These areas are highly mechanized and char-
acterized by labour-efficient monoculture
crop production (wheat, corn, sunflower,
rapeseed) (5zaso, D. 2020). As sandy soils are
not ideal for growing these crops (not least
because of drought), smallholdings growing
vegetables and fruit, mainly for the domestic
market (KSH TIMEA; Szaso, D. 2020) char-
acterize agricultural production in the area.
In vegetable production, small-scale farmers
compete with imported agricultural products
and to maintain their profitability they use
chemicals, fertilizers, and water (for irriga-
tion). Vegetables require more water than
cereals, but the water retention capacity of
sandy soils is much poorer than that of bet-
ter quality soils (Szas6, D. 2020; LENNERT, J.
et al. 2024a; Interview E_02, E_01). Similar
to vegetables, beyond increasingly frequent
frost damage and hailstorms resulting from
climate change, fruit trees now often need
to be watered if farmers want to achieve ac-
ceptable yields (LENNERT, J. ef al. 2024a,1 01,
1_06). Thus, labour-intensive agricultural
production, such as fruit and vegetable pro-
duction, both contributes to the aridification
of the region and is constrained by it.

Even though the ecological characteris-
tics of the region made highly mechanized,
labour-efficient monoculture crop produc-
tion difficult, an important milestone in the
transformation of the forest steppe habitats
of the Sand Ridge was the European grain
boom of 1850s-1870s. As Hungary had been
self-sufficient in cereals even before the river
controls of the 19th century (PInkE, Zs. 2014,
93), the transformation of floodplains into ar-
able land served to increase Hungary’s grain
export. An increased demand driven by the
geopolitical interests of Austria waging wars
throughout the 18th century and a wave of
industrialization from the 19th century in-
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tersected with favourable ecological condi-
tions for grain production® in the Sand Ridge.
Both mass armies of the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy and workers migrating from rural
to urban areas in Western Europe relied on
bread as staple food. To serve the goals of
capital accumulation, food provision for the
mass armies and workers had to be solved at
the lowest possible price in order to ensure
that money spent on food would not push
wages up (S1ip6, Z. and Szarvas, M. 2020).
Through increasing the navigability of the
Danube (ANDRASFALVY, B. 1973; Turig, D. et al.
1973) and developing the Carpathian Basin’s
railway network” (SziLAcyi, Zs. 2021), techno-
logical developments revolutionised trans-
port, fostered capital accummulation, in-
creased the integration of the SR to the global
economy, drove regional economic growth
and allowed farmers of the GHP to benefit
from the European grain boom (BeLuszky, P.
2000; Gy6ri, R. 2003; Rico, R. 2023).

The increased global economic integration
of the Sand Ridge came at an ecological and
social price. New frontiers for capital accum-
mulation (further arable land) were gained
through water and river regulation and
drainage (Rico, R. 2023; Interview E_02). The
biggest river regulation of the 19th-century
Europe (Tisza) significantly transformed the
landscape of the GHP. Through the elimina-
tion of the majority of floodplains of Hungary
(23%), the megaproject was based on accum-
mulation by disposession, as it transformed
commons-based extensive animal husbandry
contributing to the peasant and pastoralists
livelihoods in various ways to an individual

¢ The warmer, drier period of the 18th century caused
the water-covered areas of the Sand Ridge to recede,
allowing for the renewed expansion of arable land
and grain production (SziLAcGy1, Zs. 2021).

7 The construction of railways was cheaper and
faster in the GHP, so the railway line reached the
main cities of the Sand Ridge early (Szolnok, 1847;
Kecskemét, 1853) and by the end of the Monarchy,
almost every inhabited farmstead was within eight
kilometres or a day’s journey by horse-drawn car-
riage of a railway station, enabling farmers, to sell
grain, wine and fruit produced in the area on the
markets of Budapest and abroad (Rico, R. 2023).

property-based cropland farming of large-
scale landowners (PiNkg, Zs. 2014; DEMETER,
G. et al. 2022). Land speculation characteristic
in the area east of the Tisza drove the project
even after the American grain invasion of
the 1870s through forcing the state to take an
even larger stake in river regulation (PINKE,
Zs. 2014, 94). The systematic drainage of the
Sand Ridge served the production of fur-
ther arable land and occurred relatively late
in the 1940s (UynAzy, N. and Bir6, M. 2018;
Interview E_05) and continued after World
War II. Drainage, together with irrigation and
drinking water extraction resulted in a seri-
ous decrease in groundwater levels between
1968-1972, and 1993-1997 (0.92 m in average
with a maximum of 5-6 m [KovAcs Székery, L.
and Szavar, J. 2009]). Agricultural production
was most intensive during the 1980s, when
fertilizer use in the region reached a peak
too®. Processes of aridification caused profit-
ability challenges in agriculture, resulting in
the abandonment of agricultural areas from
the 1980s (CsaTAri, B. and Farkas, J.Zs. 2008).
An answer to aridification and the worsen-
ing soil quality on dry sand was to move
cropland “downwards” into previously wet
depressions. Areas with high ground-water
level decrease were more prone to plough-
ing and afforestation contributing to further
grassland loss (Biro, M. et al. 2013).

Industrial forestry

The systematic afforestation of the GHP, af-
ter the Treaty of Trianon is another important
milestone in the transformation of the land-
scape in the Sand Ridge. As a mosaic-like for-
est steppe habitat the Sand Ridge (Biro, M.
et al. 2008) did originally not consist of contig-
uous forest, but rather an alternation of open
sandy grasslands, sandy scrublands, and
smaller and larger patches of forest (poplar-
juniper and sandy oak) (Biro6, M. et al. 2013).

81n 1980 120,860 tons of fertilizers were used (in 1970
78,500 tons, in 1990 63,300 tons, and in 2000 only
15,700 tons — KSH database, for more details see
CsaTARry, B. and Farkas, J. 2008).
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The systematic afforestation of the region
started in 1923 (under law no. XIX of 1923),
when Hungary lost significant forest areas
and struggled with a shortage of wood (Ba-
LoGH, R. 2026). Beyond alleviating the acute
and expected chronic shortage of wood, the
program was expected to increase the resil-
ience of farming to periods of water scarcity
too (Barocs, R. 2026, 111). Kéroly Kaan (1867-
1940) a prominent Hungarian forest engineer,
economic policy expert, and member of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, is credited
with launching the afforestation program in
the GHP. Kaan’s ideas about the historical
ecology, forest cover, and waterlogging of
the GHP appear exaggerated in the context
of current scientific thought, and imagined
the relationship between soil water levels and
the physiological processes of trees too sche-
matically, while underestimating the impor-
tance of grasslands (Bir6, M. and MOLNAR,
Zs. 2009; Tovgyesi, Cs. et al. 2020; BaLoch, R.
2026, 111). Large-scale afforestation was ac-
companied by accummulation by disposession
and the re-negotiation of state power and de-
velopment (Scotr, J. 1999). It contributed to
the further decline of common pastureland,
in which land and resources were collectively
managed by communities (Varca, A. 2018).

Afforestation in state-socialist Hungary
can be understood as a dual spatial fix and
socio-ecological fix. As the most ambitious for-
estry undertaking of the socialist era, it was
embedded in the scalar logic of central plan-
ning: Article 33 of Act XXV of the 1949 Five-
Year Plan mandated a substantial increase in
timber extraction (by 300,000 cubic metres)
alongside the establishment of 50,000 cadas-
tral acres of new forest in the GHP (BaLocH
R. 2026, 129). These targets reveal an attempt
to spatially redistribute resources and ex-
pand the productive landscape, displacing
pressures associated with timber scarcity
onto newly afforested zones.

At the same time, afforestation functioned
as a socio-ecological fix, grounded in Soviet
agronomic science, which framed ecological
transformation as a prerequisite for stabiliz-
ing and intensifying agricultural produc-

tion (BarogH, R. 2026, 132). As articulated
in Erdészeti Lapok (Forestry Gazette) (N.N.
1949), forest belts and windbreaks were ex-
pected to regulate microclimates, reduce aeo-
lian processes, and gradually transform soil
conditions, thereby engineering more pro-
ductive agro-ecological systems. In this sense,
the programme sought not only to reorganize
space, but to actively reconfigure ecological
processes in ways that would secure long-
term accumulation and food production.
However, from a contemporary perspective,
these fixes (nationally, a response to timber
shortages; regionally, mitigation of drought-
related instabilities, and an attempt to control
drifting sand) appear partial and temporally
bounded. Ongoing processes of aridification —
now intensified by climate change (LADANYI,
Zs. 2010) — expose the limits of earlier socio-
ecological interventions and call into question
the durability of afforestation as a stabilizing
strategy, necessitating a rethinking of land
use practices in the region (TorcyEs1, Cs.
et al. 2020; Interview E_03, E_07).

Solar extractivism

Since 2015 a new land use pattern, land
for renewable energy-generation has been
gaining ground in the region (SZGK 2023,
Interview E_03). The emergence of the Sand
Ridge as an energy periphery in the current
phase of global capitalism is driven by in-
ternational Green New Deal policies, the
Hungarian state advocating for the periph-
eral re-industrialisation of Hungary (Nacy,
E. et al. 2021) and global investors seeking
cheap energy. The fact that solar energy has
become one of the cheapest energy sources
worldwide (Ensan, R. and S. Ravi, P.S. 2025)
has driven interest for land available for re-
newable energy production. In Hungary, for
example, the number of solar power plants
installed has grown exponentially in recent
years and reached 7,550 MW by 2025. Eighty
percent of this capacity has been installed
since 2020, and there has been an annual in-
crease of at least 1,200 megawatts since 2022
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(BBJ 2025). The geography of the Sand Ridge,
flat terrain, high sunshine duration and poor
quality soils (cheap land), make the region to
become particularly targeted by such pro-
jects. Solar power plants are established as
greenfield investments dominantly on for-
merly agricultural land, and often result in
the displacement of remaining small-scale
farmers and pastoralists (Focus group_walk
along_Inarcs — MiuAry, M. and FasuLa, Sz.
Forthcoming). The renewable energy boom
pushes land prices up, thus, limiting pas-
toralists, agroecologically-minded, small-
scale or subsistence farmers’ access to land.
As the case of renewable energy shows the
economic crisis of the region resulting in the
abandonment of agricultural land since the
1980s is temporarily tackled through socioeco-
logical fix, in which social and environmental
relations are reorganized in the Sand Ridge
through solar PV development. The region
emerges as a new location for renewable
energy production, a place, where the envi-
ronmental costs of renewable energy transi-
tion are unevenly shifted to the rural land-
scape and its marginalized rural inhabitants
(Brown, D. et al. 2024).

The main milestones of landscape transfor-
mation in the Sand Ridge accompanied by spa-
tial fixes, socioecological fixes and accummulation
by disposession, can be linked to (pre)capitalist
global economic integration, industrial agri-
cultural production, industrial forestry and
renewable energy generation through solar
extractivism. Pastoralism, a sustainable agri-
cultural practice traditionally fit to the ecologi-
cal constraints of the Sand Ridge got marginal-
ized through the mechanization of agriculture
and forestry leading to the transformation of
the landscape (the production of arable land
through drainage, elimination of wooded
grazing systems) (UynAzy, N. and Biro, M.
2018, Varaa, A. 2018). The emergence of the
region as an energy periphery further mar-
ginalizes pastoralists and small-scale farmers,
as climate policy measures are land-intensive
and renewable energy transition is reliant on
large-scale appropriation of land (Garcia-
Dory, F. et al. 2022; Brown, D. et al. 2024).

The rise and fall (?) of grape production in
the region — and its lived experiences

Both Inarcs and Kecel are part of the Kunsag
wine region (Figure 4), a sub-region of Hun-
gary’s largest wine region (the Danube wine
region), spanning between the Danube and
Tisza rivers. Wine cultivation was established
in the region together with other labour-in-
tensive agricultural production systems,
such as fruit and vegetable production often
undertaken on farmsteads on the outskirts
of settlements (more characteristic to Kecel).
Although wine cultivation has almost dis-
appeared from Indrcs, it is still prevalent in
Kecel (Figure 5). Grapes were first mentioned
in the town’s charter in 1734, and significant
vineyards were established there in the 1740s
(“Oregszoll6k”) (BArTH, ]. 1984). These vine-
yards provided a livelihood for serfs and an
income for the archbishop (BArtH, J. 1984;
BenYAK, F. 2021).

The rising importance of the Kunsag wine
region can be interpreted through the lens
of uneven development as a process shaped
by shifting spatial configurations of capital.
The phylloxera epidemic that swapped across
Europe in the late 19th century devastated
most of the vineyards in Hungary, while
sparing those located on sandy soils, includ-
ing Kecel and Inarcs. This ecological differ-
entiation created a sudden spatial dispari-
ty in value, as areas previously considered
marginal - such as the pasturelands of Inarcs
— were redefined in 1895 as suitable for viti-
culture due to their resistance to the disease.
Consequently, land prices increased dramati-
cally from 20-60 Hungarian crowns/cadastral
acre to 800-1,000 Hungarian crowns/cadas-
tral acre (CzaGAnyi, L. and KurcsAg, G. 1995,
326), reflecting a rapid revaluation driven by
new opportunities for capital accumulation.
This transformation attracted external inves-
tors, who redirected capital into these newly
advantageous areas and introduced more
modern production methods (CzacAnyi, L.
and KurcsAr, G. 1995, 325; BenvAk, F. 2021).

By the beginning of the 19th century, the
quantity of grapes and wine produced in
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Kecel had increased significantly (BENYAK,
E. 2021). The case of Lajos Tolnay, a prom-
inent figure in the Hungarian Royal State
Railways, illustrates how infrastructural
development and capital investment inter-
sected spatially: his acquisition of extensive
landholdings in Inarcs was closely tied to the
expansion of the railway network, embed-
ding the region within broader circuits of ex-
change’. In this way, local wine production
became integrated into the global economy,
mediated largely through jewish merchant
networks. From the perspective of uneven
development, these processes highlight how
ecological crises such as phylloxera do not
produce uniform decline, but rather reconfig-
ure landscapes by concentrating investment
and growth in specific locations while mar-
ginalizing others. However, this integration
remained historically contingent. Following
World War II, attempts to restore export-ori-
ented intensive grape and fruit production
were constrained by the reorganization of
Hungary’s political economy, as integration
into the Soviet sphere reshaped the condi-
tions of production and exchange (Rico, R.
2023, 45). Thus, the region’s trajectory reflects
the cyclical and spatially uneven dynamics of
capitalist development emphasized by Neil
Smrra (2008).

Following World War II, Hungary got
integrated to the global economy through
the Soviet Union (GAvr, I. et al. 2021).
Consequently, 1945 brought the reorgani-
zation of agriculture through land redistri-
bution and forced collectivization. The exis-
tence and agency of the prevailing peasantry
of Kecel during the period of state-socialist
forced collectivisation achieved the establish-
ment of a specialised cooperative (Sz8l6fiirt
Szakszovetkezet, 1974) (BEnYAKk, F. 2021). As a
unique form of forced collectivization specific
to the Sand Ridge, specialized cooperatives
provided more autonomy for their members

? Lajos Tolnay, the first president and director of the
Hungarian Royal State Railways bought 2,500 cadas-
tral acre land in 1895 for wine production in upper
Inarcs, close to the soon to be finished (in 1889)
railway line (CzacANy1, L. and KuLcsAr, G. 1995).

than producer cooperatives and allowed
peasant farming to continue in a hidden
form (Rig6, R. 2023, 45). From the mid-1970s,
specialized cooperatives developed more
dynamically in the region than production
cooperatives, with revenue from the sale of
products produced by smallholdings tripling
between 1976 and 1984, with particularly sig-
nificant growth in the sale of labour-intensive
production, such as pork, poultry, fruit, vege-
tables, and wine (RomAny, P. 1987).

In contrast to Kecel, apart from a small num-
ber of peasant landowners, the vast majority
of the population of Inarcs were landless agri-
cultural workers, in some cases without even
a house or a place to live, thus, had a limited
attachment to land (CzacGAnyi, L. 1995, 15).
Forced collectivisation went relatively easy in
this settlement, resulting in the foundation of
the region’s first cooperative farm (Marcius 21
TermelGszovetkezet, established in 1958). All
of Indrcs’ agricultural properties have been
consolidated into a single large farm nearly
covering the entire village with 2,500-3,000
acres (CzaGANyi, L. 1995, 151).

From the end of the 1960s, the improved
economic performance of the cooperatives,
both specialised and production coopera-
tives, was reached without large-scale in-
frastructural investments through the eco-
nomic integration of backyard farming to
global food systems through cooperatives
(also characteristic in other parts of CEE
during state-socialism, see JEHLICKA, P. et al.
2020). In exchange of a financial incentive
the farm and village population was will-
ing to use their existing stables, barns, grain
stores, vineyards, cellars and the equipment
necessary for grape processing, as well as
their expertise and diligence on their own

1" Beyond the Mércius 21 Cooperative Farm, the State
Farm of Fels6babad, covering approximately 450
acres, and the Inarcs Célgazdasag (Inarcs Target
Farm) established on abandoned vineyards, cover-
ing approximately 90 acres also existed. A target
farm is a specific state-owned or state-managed
agricultural unit (state farm, collective farm) whose
primary task is the high-quality production and
propagation of a specific product, plant variety, or
animal breed for experimental or breeding purposes.
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backyard farmsteads for agricultural pro-
duction (Rig6, R. 2023, 49). While income
supplement through backyard farming was
generated from intensive animal husband-
ry, such as poultry (I_02), cattle (I_03) and
pig (I_03, 1_04) and vegetable production
(I_09) in Inarcs, backyard grape growing
was the basis of additional income genera-
tion in Kecel. The Eastern Bloc provided an
unlimited market for the agricultural prod-
ucts (mainly fruits, grapes/wine) of Kecel,
bringing “unprecedented prosperity” to the
people living there (BenvAx, F. 2021). Grapes
were typically grown within the framework
of a state-owned farm in Inarcs (State Farm
of Felsébabad) on vineyards planted with
state support between 1962 and 1963 (1_04
and GanczAauGHNE ALBERT, K. 1999, 682) and
the Indrcs Target Farm in the system of share-
cropping, but — partially due to the limited
social embeddedness of grape production to
the settlement — both agricultural facilities
struggled with intensive grape production
in the 1980s (I_01, I_04). While grape produc-
tion lost its significance in Indrcs after 1989 in
terms of the local economy and landscape, it
is still a characteristic land use type in Kecel,
one of the representative cities of the wine
region (K_11, K_14, K_15, and see Figure 5).

Being integrated into global supply chains after
1989

During the transition period, the Eastern mar-
kets of domestic agriculture and food indus-
try collapsed. It was challenging to find new
markets, as the potential target countries of
Hungarian agroexport also struggled with
overproduction (Ric6, R. 2023, 52). Both the
concentration of the retail sector (Nagy, E. and
Nagy, G. 2020) and Hungary’s European inte-
gration, which forced new member states of
the EU to open their borders to import prod-
ucts, resulted in a decline of agricultural prices.
Declining prices, increasing production costs
along with processes of aridification reduced
the profitability of agriculture in grape- (K_01,
K_05, K_08, K_09, K_10, K_11), fruit- (K_01,

K_04, K_05, I_01), vegetable production (I_05,
1.07, 108, 1_12), arable farming (I_03), hay-
making (I_03) and animal husbandry (K_02).

The global wine industry has undergone a
fundamental transformation since the 2000s.
In key production zones, principally Western
Europe, there has been a reduction in the
area dedicated to producing cheaper ‘bulk’
wines, as they have faced fierce competition
from countries and regions such as China,
Australia, Chile, South Africa and Oceania
in export markets (OverTON, J. and MURRray,
W.E. 2013, 704). However, Western European
producers of premium bottled wines in higher
price brackets have been active and successful
in lobbying for the continuation and extension
of laws recognising and protecting the geo-
graphical indications of their wines (OVERTON,
J. and Murray, W.E. 2013, 704; SzAMOSKOZINE
KispAL, G. 2018, 4). In Eastern Europe and
countries such as Argentina and Chile, where
long-established wine industries had focused
on the local market with low-cost wines, many
producers were unable to compete with im-
ports after state protection ended (OvErTON,
J. and Murray, W.E. 2013, 704). While both
Western and Eastern Europe, including
Hungary, has experienced a decrease in vine-
yard areas (SzamoskozINE KispAL, G. 2018, 4),
in the ‘New World’ (Australia, California and
New Zealand), trade liberalisation opened
up possibilities for expansion. The wine in-
dustries in these locations developed using
modern industrial viticultural and winemak-
ing techniques. This export-driven ‘Fordist’
approach to wine production enabled the
production of high-quality wines in large
quantities at a low cost, with little variation
in style from one year to the next and a signifi-
cant expansion of trade relations (OvERTON, J.
and Murray, W.E. 2013, 704). Kecel within the
Kunsag wine region integrates to the global
wine industry as a producer of cheaper ‘bulk’
wines. Its competitive advantage is based on
the scale-efficient production of large quanti-
ties and sale on consignment (K_14, K_15). A
fierce global competition is entered by wine
producers of Kecel, through the intermedia-
tion of integrators:
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“Now, when we negotiate with someone in the US
or Canada, they say that they will bring this much
from South America and New Zealand. New Zealand
has the opposite climate, so it's winter here, and the
harvest is just beginning there. So it’s already clear
how prices will develop on the world market. So if I
see that there will be fewer grapes in New Zealand (...),
then that information spreads around the world (in-
fluencing our business too).” (Grape integrator, K_14)

The integration into the global markets, of
which the EU accession was a step pushed
the price of grapes down, while the costs of
production keep increasing;:

“In 1999, so before 2000 (...) we sold a kilogram of
Kékfrankos grapes for 100-110 HUF. (...) If you look
at the 2023 price list, we're still at 100 HUF. (...) Now
let’s see what price increases there have been (on the
production side) since then. Diesel is now, I don’t
know, 650 HUF, and back then it was around 120
HUE. That's six times as much.” (K_11)

Productivist pressures push grape produc-
ers towards extractive practices in land use
and employment: “The profitability of grape
production is so low (...) I would say that we
are practicing soil-robbing farming, because
we don’t have the money for it (nutrient re-
plenishment).” (K_11) In terms of land use,
the decline of animal husbandry in the region
from the 2000s onwards prompted grape
producers to switch from organic to artificial
fertilizer (K_11).

In response to the labour shortage that has
been growing since 2015, where possible,
mechanization has been introduced (K_01,
K_04, K_07, K_08, K_09, K_10, K_11, K_12,
K_13,1_01, I_03, I_12) and where manual la-
bour cannot be replaced, the work is done by
the producers and their families (e.g. I_07,
1_08) or by agricultural guest workers (e.g.
from Romania, see 1_01, 1_06, K_10, K_03,
K_06). Even if the price of grape did not rise
significantly in the past decades, its market is
considered more stable than for fruits (K_15).

In Indrcs, a significant proportion of farmers
have now abandoned agricultural activities due
to its low profitability (to which processes of
aridification also contributed) and the emer-
gence of land as investment (I_01, I_03, I_05,
1.07,1.10,1_11). Land in the village is revalued

through housing financialisation' (I1_01, I_08,
109, I_11), while in the outskirts it is revalued
for renewable energy generation and indus-
trial park development (I_01, I_02, 1_09, I_10,
MinAry, M. and Fasura, Sz. Forthcoming).
Displacement of small-scale animal husbandry
through housing financialisation and infrastruc-
tural development is remembered as follows:

“Well, in the end, the reason (for us to give up sheep
farming) was that they (the municipality) started to di-
vide up the Szazholdas (for housing purposes), and
then there was a plot of common land there partially
belonging to my father, too. He asked for the edge of it,
specifically for the animals to be driven in and out to the
field. But then somehow the edge was given to some-
one else, and then they built the motorway, so grazing
became impossible there.” (I_07)

Under intensifying productivist pressures
and declining profitability, smallholders are
increasingly forced into a process of differen-
tiation in which they must either expand or
exit production (K_07, K_14, K_15). This dy-
namic contributes to the restructuring of the
agrarian landscape in uneven ways: in Kecel,
it manifests simultaneously in the spread of
abandoned vineyards (K_11) and the growing
concentration of land in the hands of larger
grape producers (K_14, K_15). Such patterns
reflect a broader tendency toward the consoli-
dation of resources and the marginalization
of less competitive actors. In Indrcs the emer-
gence of land as investment manifests in the
displacement of small-scale agricultural actors.

Climate change and aridification

Climate change results in higher mean annual
temperatures, longer drought periods and a

" Housing financialisation is driven by liberal housing
policies, such as the promotion of mortgage-backed
home loans since the 2000s and subsidies encouraging
new home construction, such as ,,szocpol”, later CSOK
(Family Home Creation Subsidy), which involves a high
level (70%) of borrowing. Land in Inarcs got revalued
through a surge in construction activity, driven by the
,szocpol”, later CSOK program introduced in early
2016, the reduced 5 percent VAT rate on new home con-
struction in effect between 2016 and 2019, and the accel-
eration in mortgage lending (Gacyi, A. et al. 2019, 221).
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highly uneven precipitation in the Sand Ridge
(LEnNERT, ]. et al. 2024a, b; Interview E_07).
There is less rainfall in spring and early sum-
mer, when it is most needed (Ferencz, A.etal
2019, 67). This means that irrigation periods
are becoming longer, which leads to signifi-
cant cost increases for farmers (FERENCZ, A.
et al. 2019, 67) and groundwater loss for the
region (LApANYI, Zs. 2010; Interview E_01).
Increased evaporation in drought periods
causes significant water loss in sandy soils
(Interview E_02, E_01). Through their produc-
tion practices (ploughing or disc harrowing,
E_08, E_09, E_10) farmers exacerbate evapora-
tion. Therefore both experts (E_09, E_10) and
certain small (and large) scale farmers living
in the Sand Ridge (E_08, K_16) are arguing
for regenerative agriculture'?. Regenerative
agriculture is a widely accepted practice in
the agroecology movement, applied mainly
in arable crop production (BaLAzs, B. et al.
2020), also emerging in viticulture (PErRNTOLA,
R. et al. 2024). It plays a key role in improving
the structure of sandy soils, increasing their
water-holding capacity, and building up their
nutrient content, primarily by increasing their
organic matter content and stimulating soil
life (Bavrog, E. et al. 2025).

Extensive drought periods (such as those
experienced in 2022, 2024 and 2025) put higher
pressures on drought-tolerant plants. Grapes
tolerate drought due to their Mediterranean
origin and adaptable physiology, which in-
cludes developing deep root systems to access
water. According to one of our grape produc-
er and integrator interview partner:

12 Regenerative agriculture is a soil-restoring farming
system that builds on natural processes to restore
soil health, increase biodiversity, improve water
management, and sequester atmospheric carbon
dioxide. The term was coined in the United States
by Robert Rodale, a pioneer of organic farming, in
the 1980s and is recently gaining ground in Europe
as well (Barocn, E. et al. 2025). The concept was
introduced in Hungary by Attila Kokény (TMMG,
https://www.tmmg.hu/) in 2010, and the interests
of soil-regenerating farmers is represented by the
Association of Soil-Regenerating Farmers (TMG,
https://tmg.hu/) since 2018.

2024 was a watershed year, there has never been such
adrought. (...) If it gets this dry again, only the old plan-
tations will survive, planting new vines is risky.” (K_15)

Atmospheric (or meteorological) drought
occurs when a region experiences a prolonged
period of below-average precipitation, such
as rain or snow, compared to long-term av-
erages. This deficit in rainfall, which can last
for several months or more, is the first stage
of drought and leads to reduced air humid-
ity, increased average temperatures, and
higher rates of evaporation and transpiration.
Irrigation may be considered as a short-term
solution in both cases of drought and atmos-
pheric drought, but it contributes to further
groundwater loss. In cases of grapes it encour-
ages the development of a shallow root system
that is less resistant to drought and highly de-
pendent on continuous irrigation (K_15). Top
watering may reduce the stress grapes are fac-
ing in times of atmospheric drought, but they
also increase the risk of fungal growth (K_15).

Climate change has further weakened the
position of Hungarian producers in the glob-
al market. It has resulted in an earlier and
shorter grape harvest period (reduced from
six-seven weeks to one month). As the air
does not cool down at night before 20 August
wine producers and integrators incur higher
cooling costs (K_15). In 2024, grapes could be
harvested from 1 August, making Hungary
the first EU country to start harvesting, be-
fore prices had been set.

Earlier harvesting cannot be used as a com-
petitive advantage in the fruit sector either.
Even if processing plants could spread out
the processing period, integrators would keep
fruit prices low (K_11). Climate change (de-
creasing precipitation levels) and the liberali-
zation of trade (Polish apple imports) have led
to a decline in apple production in the Sand
Ridge (K_11). Elderberry, as a more resistant,
low-maintenance plant, replaced apple, but
producers of Kecel are highly exposed to the
volatility of its price in the global market.

“The price was around 600 HUF for elderberries
(in 2020, during COVID), and now it’s zero HUF, you
could say. They said they started at 90 HUF on the
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first day, then 80 HUF on the next day, and 70 HUF
on the third day. (...) If elderberries are under 150
HUF, or under 100, then you should not even pick
them. (...) It is picked (by migrant workers in vulner-
able situations) for 50 HUF per kilo.” (K_08)

Due to the challenges posed by climate
change, especially the aridification of the
Sand Ridge and the increased integration into
global supply chains and the resulting loss in
profitability of agricultural production, many
farmers are giving up farming in both set-
tlements, with less remaining in Inarcs. The
financialisation of land (through rural gen-
trification and industrialization) makes it es-
pecially challenging for small-scale farmers
of Inarcs to access land for food production.

Potentials for landscape regeneration and
food system transformation

As the previous chapter showed integration
to the current food system pushes “bulk”
wine producers to keep extractive practices
(,,s0il-robbing farming”). If grape producers
manage to position their wines as premium
bottled wines in higher price brackets, like
our interview partners in Hajos (neighbour-
ing village of Kecel, E_11), they are able to
ask extra prices for environmentally friendly
(organic or natural wine production) or less
exploitative labour practices. Cover crops
among others, reduce evaporation, retain
moisture in the soil and enable deep rainwa-
ter infiltration (PernIOLA, R. et al. 2024). How-
ever, it is important to schedule lawn mow-
ing carefully, as the mulch may compete with
young grape plants (E_11). Landscape variety
fruit trees, such as sour cherry and peach, do
not necessarily compete with grape plants
and are also more resistant to arid conditions
than their hybrid counterparts. Planting them
in the grape lines may improve microclimate,
reduce sunburn, filter light, and bring up wa-
ter and nutrients from the soil (E_11). One
of the most common white grape varieties
of Hungary, vitis vinifera (“Olaszrizling” in
Hungarian), also highly demanded on the
market, arrived in Hungary from France in

the mid-19th century to replace the vines
that were destroyed during the great phyl-
loxera epidemic. This water-intensive vari-
ety grows little foliage and small vines in the
Sand Ridge. Balkan varieties (“Kovidinka”),
a late-ripening white grape variety, probably
native to the Carpathian Basin and “Kadar-
ka”, an extremely undemanding, hardy vari-
ety, whose roots grow strongly even in poor
soil) are more traditional in the region and
are more drought-tolerant. Climate change
does not favour organic plant protection ei-
ther, as many of the oils and teas burn the
grapes above 25 °C (E_11).

Based on our interviews we can state that
food system transformation is quite challeng-
ing from the margins. After losing Eastern
markets many of the small-scale farmers
got engaged with the full vertical of wine
production and sold wine made from their
own grapes directly to the consumers. In the
process of Hungary’s EU accession, its wine
legislation had to be made compatible with
EU legislation, i.e. equivalent to Community
law (Csoma, Zs. 2012, 67). This was also nec-
essary because the wine sector is heavily
export-oriented. As a result of the European
legal harmonization the wine excise tax law
came into effect on 1 August, 2000. The tax
sparked many legitimate objections and
protests, as it made small-scale production
of grapes and the direct sales of own wines
impossible:

“The problem was not with the regulation itself,
but with the administrative burden it placed on farm-
ers, which made it almost impossible for them to op-
erate. We managed to do this for a few years, but I can
say that this constant harassment and intimidation
was too much for us to bear. (...) They (Lawmaking)
lumped us together with wine counterfeiters, large
factories, and others. So, in essence, this is the end
of the vertical structure that was created through the
diligence of the people here.” (K_11)

The official representative bodies of small-
scale grape producers (such as local wine
councils, which were established in 1894,
discontinued after 1949 and reorganized af-
ter 1994) were not able to represent their in-
terest and apart from fragmented resistance
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small-scale farmers could not make decision-
makers to integrate their interest better into
lawmaking.

The farmers in Kecel are familiar with initia-
tives that shorten the food supply chain, but
they find it challenging to integrate into basket
communities and other organised direct sales
projects of civil society (K_11, Sociodrama_
Kecel). Members of the food sovereignty and
alternative food network movements need to
develop a better understanding of the con-
straints faced by small-scale farmers hindering
the transition of their products from the global
to regional and local economies.

Even though the current food system dis-
empowers them, small-scale farmers have
an agency in regenerating landscapes and
relocalizing food systems. In order for agro-
ecologically-minded practices to survive,
alternative trading channels must be devel-
oped so that the aim of landscape regenera-
tion does not take precedence over the right
to quality food for lower classes.

Conclusions

Laying the foundation of our analysis on the
dialectics of world ecology and world econo-
my we aimed to show how the current climate
vulnerability of the Sand Ridge is not only
caused by seemingly “external” processes of
climate change, but by “internal” processes of
agricultural production which is interlinked
with the world economy through trade. We
pointed out in our analysis how agricultural
landscapes have been produced through trade
relations integrated into the world economy
embedded into processes of uneven develop-
ment and how that increased the recent vul-
nerability of these landscapes. The production
of arable land through drainage, the margin-
alization of pasturing as a livelihood system
and large-scale afforestation all contribute to
the aridification of the Sand Ridge. Both the
Europe-wide historic drought of 2022 and the
more severe, less-known regional droughts
of 2024 and 2025 pointed out the climate-vul-
nerability of the Sand Ridge and urged the

radical transformation of agriculture. Agricul-
tural utilization of these sensitive areas should
be based on sustainable landscape manage-
ment. Heterogeneity of the soil and mosaic
pattern of landscapes are not favourable for
intensive, large-scale farming from the point
of view of sustainability. It is not enough to
involve farming models based on the utiliza-
tion of drought resistant crops but it is essen-
tial to merge water retention with an agricul-
ture adaptive to the landscape into a complex
(SziLAcyl, Zs. 2020) and resilient system, such
as pastoralism, a traditional livelihood system
in the Sand Ridge, marginalized by industrial
agriculture (MenpLY, D. et al. Forthcoming).

We also aimed to grasp the lived experi-
ences of farming under profound landscape
transformation. Both the marginalization of
small-scale farmers within the food system
embedded into the processes of uneven devel-
opment and the ecological crisis resulting in
the ongoing aridification of the region which
is partially exacerbated by the production of
nature for the purposes of intensive agricul-
ture make farming in the Sand Ridge precari-
ous and highly stressful.

Beyond their vulnerabilities we look at the
agency of farmers in regenerating the land-
scape through building regionally more em-
bedded food system alternatives. Our results
show that the “bulk” production of cheap
wine limits the scope for regenerative agricul-
ture. Regenerative agricultural strategies can
only be paid for if grape producers manage
to position their wines as premium bottled
wines in higher price brackets, but in this case
the challenge of a two-class food system need
to be tackled (TRAUGER, A. 2022). In terms of
building food system alternatives, small-scale
farmers of Kecel managed to develop direct
sales after the regime change and the loss of
Eastern markets, but as their resistance was
fragmented lawmaking linked to European
integration disabled this practice with the
wine excise tax law. It remains a task for food
sovereignty struggles to link remaining small-
scale farmers and pastoralists of the Sand
Ridge to consumers and to strengthen their
voice in decision-making.
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Appendix 1
Interview Interviewee’s profile Date Len.gth Status
code (min.)
Expert on the geography of the Sand Ridge
1. E_01 with a focus on groundwater level decrease, | 18.05.2023 20 transcribed
University of Szeged.
2 E 02 Water managemenF expert from the Southern 20.06.2023 73 transcribed
part of the Sand Ridge.
Expert on the ecology of the Sand Ridge, with
3. E_03 a focus on forest steppe rehabilitation and | 13.12.2024 88 transcribed
ecovoltaics, University of Szeged.
Expert on the geography of the Sand Ridge,
4, E_04 with a focus on land use transformation, KRTK, | 09.12.2024 89 transcribed
Kecskemét.
Expert on the historical political ecology of .
> E05 the Sand Ridge, University of Nottingham. 11.04.2025 81 transcribed
Leader of a civil society organization fighting
for small-scale farmers’ rights. The interview- .
6. E 06 ee also runs a farmstead in the Sand Ridge, 24.04.2025 54 transcribed
where the groundwater level is 9-10 m deep.
Expert on the geography of the Sand Ridge .
7. E 07 with a focus on aridification, KRTK, Kecskemét. 28.04.2025 57 transcribed
Expert on regenerative agriculture at the
8. E_08 Farmers’ Association for Regenerative| 12.05.2025 120 transcribed
Agriculture (TMG).
Expert on regenerative agriculture at the
9. E_09 Hungarian Research Institute of Organic| 17.06.2025 107 transcribed
Agriculture (OMKi).
10. E_10 Expert on organic farming at MATE. 04.09.2025 45 transcribed
A focus group interview in Hajos (a neigh-
bouring village of Kecel) including a local .
11. E_11 . 04.04.2025. 240 transcribed
forester, a nature conservation ranger and a
natural winemaker.
Large scale farmer in Kecel, male, engaged in .
12. K 01 . . 30.09.2023 158 transcribed
grape and fruit production, age: 80+
13. K o2 | Larsescalefarmerin Kecel, female, engaged | 35 0g 503 53 | transcribed
in poultry production, age: 40+
14, K_03 Seasor}al worker' with migration background 30.09.2023 60 transcribed
(born in Romania), male, Kecel.
15. K o4 | omallscale farmer, female, Kecel, engaged | ) 14503 83 | transcribed
in fruit production, age: 60+
16. K_05 Small-scale far'mer, fema'le, Kecel, engaged in 21.10.2023 71 transcribed
grape and fruit production, age: 40+
17. K_06 Seasor'lal workerb with migration background 21.10.2023 55 transcribed
(born in Romania), female, Kecel.
notes, did not
18] K07 |Integrator, Kecel, fruit sector. 07.11.2023 6o | consentto
audio
recording
Small-scale farmers, wife and husband,
19. K_08 engaged in grape production in Kecel, age: | 07.11.2023 76 transcribed
both 65+
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20.

K_09

Small-scale farmer, female, engaged in grape
production, her husband works full time in the
vinery, she has a full-time position, age: 50+

07.11.2023

78

transcribed

21.

Small-scale farmers, wife and husband,
Kecel, age: both 60+

08.11.2023

93

transcribed

22.

Small-scale farmer, female, university-
educated grape grower, technical advisor in
addition to grape growing.

08.11.2023

59

transcribed

23.

Seasonal worker, age 50+, agricultural ma-
chine operator.

11.11.2023

54

transcribed

24.

Seasonal worker, age 30+, agricultural ma-
chine operator, but has land too together with
his father where they produce fruit.

11.11.2023

84

transcribed

25.

Integrator, Kecel, grape, sells wine in the
global market

14.02.2025

55

transcribed

26.

K_15

Integrator, Kecel, grape, sells wine in the
global market.

14.02.2025

90

notes, did not
consent to au-
dio recording

27.

K_16

Small-scale farmer (male, 45+) of Kecel engaged
in water retention and food self-provisioning.

01.09.2025

74

transcribed

28.

Sociodrama_
Kecel

A sociodrama workshop organized with ten
farmers from Kecel.

21.02.2025

300

notes

29.

.01

The ex-leader of a former socialist agricultural
cooperative, one of the leaders of a successor
organization of the former agricultural coop-
erative, age 75+

24.05.2024
28.05.2024

233

transcribed

30.

1.02

Local community organizer, member of the
representative body within the municipality
of Inarcs, age: 65+

24.05.2024
03.06.2024
16.07.2024

220

transcribed

31

1.03

Small-scale farmers, husband and wife, 10
ha arable land +5 ha meadow, age: 65+, both.

30.05.2024

280

notes

32.

1.04

Agricultural worker between 1960-1998, was
engaged in backyard farming and grape and
fruit production at the local agricultural co-
operative, age: 75+

04.06.2025

60

transcribed

33.

1.05

Small-scale farmers engaged in vegetable
production, father and son, age 80+ and 50+

05.06.2024

180

transcribed

34.

1.06

Seasonal workers with migration background
(ethnic Hungarians, born in Romania) organ-
ized migrant seasonal workers for the suc-
cessor organization of the former agricultural
cooperative (fruit sector). They also produce
strawberries on 0,5 ha land, age: 30+, both.

09.06.2024

78

transcribed

35.

1.07

Small-scale farmer, female, Inarcs, engaged
in greenhouse vegetable production, age: 60+

24.06.2024

64

transcribed

36.

1.08

Small-scale farmer, engaged in potato and
flower production. Age: 60+

04.07.2024

90

notes

37.

1.09

Small-scale farmer, male, grew vegetables on
a small-scale between 1980 and 1990, was a
member of AFESZ (Hungarian Agricultural
Producers’ Association) and also sold his
produce at markets. Another former AFESZ
member (female, age: 70+) was also present
at the interview.

23.07.2024

90

transcribed
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38.

Former local leader, was responsible for ag-
riculture and land affairs after 1989, age: 75+

06.08.2024 168 transcribed

39.

Former local leader, member of the Local
Heritage Committee, where he focuses on
the agricultural history of the village, age: 75+

23.08.2024 127 transcribed

40.

Vegetable producer in the neighbouring
settlement of Inarcs, the Solar Park of Inarcs
and the high-voltage overhead cable limits
the cultivation technology options that have
been used in vegetable production, age: 60+

11.10.2024 125 transcribed

41. 1.13

Small-scale farmer, engaged in husbandry
and feed production through arable farm-
ing, the high voltage overhead cable passes
through his land, age: 50+

11.10.2024 55 transcribed

Focus group_
walk along_
Inarcs

42.

A focus group, walk along interview with
three small-scale farmers (female), stakehold-
ers of the solar power plant project in Inarcs.

26.07.2024 240 transcribed

Source: Authors” own compilation.

Appendix 2

The main concepts of the study and their relation to the interview codes

Main concepts

Codes

Examples: Interview excerpts

Agricultural production /
Production of nature and
Uneven development

Extreme weather events (e.g. drought,
spring frost);

Accelerating crop growth, reducing
development time;

De-/Re-valuation and transformation
of agricultural land (e.g. solar farms).

2024 was a watershed year, there has never
been such a drought. (...) If it gets this dry
again, only the old plantations will survive,
planting new vines is risky.” (K_15)

Agricultural production /

Everyday life

Declining profitability;

Increasing costs (e.g. energy, fertilizers,
water); Farmers abandon agriculture;
Alternative practices (e.g. irrigation,
mechanisation); Regulation and subsi-
dies (EU, national);
Self-organisation and resistance is
sporadic, random, and largely local
in scale.

“In 1999, so before 2000 (...) we sold a kilo
of Kékfrankos grapes for 100-110 HUF.
(...) If you look at the 2023 price list, we're
still at 100 HUF. (...) Now let’s see what
price increases there have been (on the
production side) since then. Diesel is now,
I don’t know, 650 HUF, and back then it
was around 120 HUF. That’s six times as
much.” (K_11)
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Characteristics and courses of uneven development in Central and
Eastern Europe: The evolution of places of underdevelopment

GerGeLy TAGATI! and BALint KRONSTEIN 2

Abstract

There are many quantitative analyses focusing on regional differences in Europe including Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE). However, while in the West, there are running discussions on theories of uneven development
aiming at understanding causes of inequalities, analyses from CEE are scarcely linked to these theoretical debates.
The aim of this paper is to join the discussions on uneven development by exploring statistically measurable
characteristics, driving forces and courses of it. A quantitative analysis grounded in a political economy approach
methodologically and the uneven development framework theoretically is presented with a focus on the evolu-
tion of spaces and places of underdevelopment. The comparative analysis covers countries of CEE and situates
the findings within the broader context of uneven development on the European semi-periphery. The article
demonstrates how uneven development provides a powerful framework for understanding regional inequalities
in CEE. The results indicate spatial differentiation since the early 1990s, characterized by simultaneous processes
of equalization and differentiation across geographic space. The findings suggest that these inequalities are not
temporary or accidental, but rather reflect an inherent mode of operation of capitalist development in the region.
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Uneven development in Central and
Eastern Europe

Since the concept of uneven and combined
development was first articulated by Leon
Trotsky in History of the Russian Revolution
(2008 [1930]), scholars have built on this idea
to examine disparities in economic and spa-
tial development. Neil SmiTH's seminal frame-
work of uneven development (2010 [1984])
extends TroTskY’s insights by focusing on
the geographical and structural dimensions
of inequality, particularly within urban and
regional contexts. SmiTH, N. emphasizes how
capitalist processes shape the unequal distri-
bution of resources, wealth, and development
across different places, highlighting the spatial
consequences of broader economic dynamics.

Uneven development is understood as an
immanent part of capitalism, the engine be-
hind economic growth or relapse (WALKER, R.
1978; HapjimicuaLrs, C. 1986; CHRISTOPHERS, B.
2009; Harvey, D. 2018 [1982]). It “broadly de-
fined as the relationships between places that
(re)produce inequalities in wealth, power and
resources” (Jones, M. et al. 2022, 1392). Uneven
development is a continually evolving analyti-
cal perspective on socio-spatial processes. It
emerges from the Marxist geographical tradi-
tion of the 1970s and 1980s and critically re-
sponds to the neoclassical economic assump-
tion that inequalities represent only a tempo-
rary phase of capitalist development and can
be eliminated through economic growth.

Our research examines capitalist economic
development not as a progress which ulti-
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mately leads to the abolishment of under-
development but something that creates
both spatial equalization and differentia-
tion. During this process capital fluctuates
in space, creating places of development
and underdevelopment (Dunrorp, M. 1996;
Dunrorp, M. and Smith, A. 2000; SmiTH,
N. 2010 [1984]). The aim of this paper is to
analyse the evolution of regional economic
inequalities in Central and Eastern Europe
(CEE) on the NUTS3 level over the past three
decades through the theoretical lens of un-
even development, with a particular focus
on identifying and interpreting the emer-
gence, persistence, and transformation of
places of underdevelopment. Such analysis
may provide a wider contextual framework
to studies focusing on the lived experiences
of uneven development (such as Berki, M.
and SAcr, M. 2026; MinALy, M. and FaBuLa,
Sz.2026; TIMAR, J. and TROcsANYI, A. 2026 in
this issue).

To date, few empirical studies focusing on
CEE use the concept of uneven (and com-
bined) development in a critical sense. Most
apply the term merely to describe regional
economic differences. As a result, its poten-
tial for deeper analysis is often overlooked,
leaving empirical research on the region
through this lens relatively underexplored.

Although capitalism has integrated Europe
— and the global economy more broadly —
into a single productive system, this system
is internally differentiated and composed of
multiple, historically specific combinations.
These combinations are shaped by the insti-
tutional foundations of capitalism, includ-
ing states, capital and labour, as well as by
political and cultural relations and civil soci-
ety. Harpy, J. (2014) argues that the develop-
ment of CEE over the past three decades is
threefold: (1) combined, as the post-socialist
transition must be understood in relation to
global economic processes; (2) compressed,
as development has unfolded through rapid,
non-linear shifts rather than gradual progres-
sion; and (3) uneven, as national and regional
trajectories have diverged markedly depend-
ing on historical and structural conditions.

This paper draws inspiration from
Dunrorp, M. and Smrits, A. (2000), who ana-
lyse regional development in Europe using a
small set of well-chosen statistical variables,
with particular focus on ‘falling behind” and
‘catching up’ regions. They highlight Marxist
economic geography’s “long-term empha-
sis on capitalist uneven development” as a
key force behind the unequal distribution of
economic wealth and the complex mosaic of
territorial development (Dunrorp, M. and
Smrth, A. 2000, 171). Similarly, we employ a
set of variables and methods well established
in political economy, while paying particular
attention to interpreting our results within
the framework of uneven development, with
a focus on simultaneous territorial equaliza-
tion and differentiation.

A gap in research? Empirical applications
of uneven development

An overview of the literature was conducted
to gain an initial insight into empirical ap-
plications of uneven development. This brief
review serves as a preliminary exploration
to identify key themes, areas of focus, and
the extent to which studies engage with the
framework. The selected works were drawn
from a search of the Clarivate Web of Science
database and consist mainly of quantitative
studies. A common feature is their reliance
on case studies, ranging from local to su-
pranational scales. The articles range from
merely mentioning uneven development to a
small number of studies that critically engage
with the concept. Our primary focus was to
find works on Central and Eastern Europe
and/or (post-)socialist contexts, but a few
studies with broader geographical scopes
were included as well.

Analyses employing the concept of uneven
development tend to follow two broad ap-
proaches. One consists of studies grounded
in political economy and/or economic geog-
raphy that remain largely descriptive and
engage weakly with the critical implications
of the framework. In these works, uneven
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development is used to label spatial dispari-
ties rather than to explain them as inherent
outcomes of capitalist development.

Related research addresses foreign direct
investment (FDI), economic dependency,
employment, and productivity in relation
to regional inequalities. Adrian Smith (1994)
examines dependent regional development
in Slovakia’s armaments industry and later
links existing disparities to intensified ter-
ritorial inequalities following EU expansion
(SmrtH, A. 2003). Similarly, PAvLINEK analy-
ses Slovakia and FDI-related inequalities,
linkages, and spill-overs, and their regional
effects in the automotive industry (PAVLINEK,
P. 2004, 2018, 2022).

Research on FDI is central in economic
geography: Jacoss, A.]. (2017) highlights its
role in shaping path-dependent urban devel-
opment, while Soxor, M. (2001) frames CEE
as a Western ‘super-periphery’. Cutrini, E.
(2019) similarly identifies regional conver-
gence clubs based on income levels.

In the context of Hungary, MartiN, R.
(2008) explains unequal post-socialist devel-
opment through quantitative economic fac-
tors, without engaging the uneven develop-
ment framework. By contrast, GAL, Z. and
Lux, G. (2022) argue that FDI dependency
and foreign bank dominance reinforce un-
even development and external dependency,
while also noting alternative paths and links
to anti-EU sentiment. The other approach
emerges from Marxist geography, where
uneven development is understood as a fun-
damental concept — dynamic in nature yet
widely accepted. Inequalities in CEE or the
Global South are interpreted not as legacies of
socialism or colonial past, but as inherent to
capitalism —an outcome of Western economic
domination and exploitation of these regions
(Harby, J. 2014). Hicker, J. et al. (2022) show
how advanced economies benefit from appro-
priating labour and resources from the Global
South via unequal exchange, generating so-
cial and environmental harm. Marrinus, K.
(2018) links productivity and competitiveness
to regional disparities in resource peripher-
ies, highlighting capitalism’s role in shaping

inequality and criticizing centralized regional
policy. Lmv, K.F. (2014) uses uneven develop-
ment to explain China’s hybrid position as a
neoliberal global actor with socialist domestic
principles. By problematizing the relationship
and dynamics between state socialism and ne-
oliberal capitalism and utilizing the concept
of hybridity, GoLuscuikov, O. et al. (2014) ex-
plore the historical roots of inequality in CEE
as inherited spaces for capitalist development,
as well as the region’s ongoing transformation
through capitalist processes. We argue that
uneven development reflects structural spatial
inequalities of capitalism rather than a simple
divide between “more” or “less” capitalist re-
gions (GoruscHikov, O. et al. 2014).

Our research is positioned at the intersec-
tion of these research traditions. Our methods
and variable selection are grounded in politi-
cal economy and regional studies. However,
we apply the uneven development frame-
work to interpret our results. While neither
our theoretical approach nor our methods are
new per se, their combination, together with
our focus on CEE, enables a novel explora-
tion of an under-examined research area. We
challenge conventional notions of regional
economic catching-up through deeper inte-
gration into capitalism, instead focusing on
how structural regional inequalities in CEE
have simultaneously equalized and differen-
tiated over the past 30 years.

Research design

This research uses basic economic indicators
and inequality measures to provide an over-
view of spatial differentiation processes in
Central and Eastern Europe. This thematic
focus builds on a well-established tradition
in geographical and regional research (Paut,
L. 1995; Downes, R. 1996; Dunrorp, M. and
SmirtH, A. 2000; HErpENrEICH, M. 2003; GOR-
zELAK, G. 2009; SmETKOWSKI, M. and WjcIk,
P. 2012; BENEDEK, J. and Morpovan, A. 2015;
Lang, T. 2015; Nacgy, E. 2015; Scutariu, A.
2017; Gorzerak, G. and SMETKOWSKI, M.
2020). Previous analyses have identified
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several characteristic and now well-docu-
mented features of regional economic in-
equality in CEE, including a core-periphery
divide, the dominance of capital regions in
economic performance, East-West gradients
both across the macro-region and within in-
dividual countries, and diverging develop-
ment trajectories between rural and urban
areas (SmMgTkowski, M. 2013; ABrRHAM, J. 2018;
CuarMAN, S.A. and MkLiciang, V. 2018; Dysa,
W. et al. 2018; PerEDY, Z. et al. 2022).

Considering these antecedents, the poten-
tial added value and the novelty of the cur-
rent analysis is the introduction of the con-
cept of uneven development to the interpre-
tation of regional differentiation processes
in CEE. The Smithian way of analysing and
better understanding regional inequalities is
not unprecedented in regional analyses with
a political economic approach, but these are
usually more focused on spatial and eco-
nomic processes related to the Global South
(Bonp, P. and Rurters, G. 2017; Orriz, R.
2024), than supporting available knowledge
on CEE regional differences. Using this con-
cept in our investigation helps shift the focus
away from static snapshots of high and low
inequality towards the relational aspects of
regional differentiation.

By examining spatial differentiation
alongside the temporal dynamics of spatial
change, our research seeks to highlight im-
balances and inconsistencies in socio-spatial
processes in CEE. This approach reflects a
core insight from uneven development, ac-
cording to which there is no absolute eco-
nomic progress, as the movement of capital
continually reproduces inequalities between
territories. Such inequalities are therefore
not conditions that can be fully overcome or
equalized within capitalism (Smrts, N. 2010
[1984]). Accordingly, geographical scale,
spatial variation, and the trajectories of un-
even development play a crucial role in un-
derstanding regional economic inequalities,
since processes of equalization and spatial
differentiation unfold differently across spa-
tial levels — within and between countries —
and over time, following the seesaw-like fluc-

tuations of capital (Dunrorp, M. and Smits,

A. 2000; Jones, J. et al. 2017).

In quantitative regional research analysing
spatial and economic variation in a Central
and Eastern European context, the focus is
often placed on understanding processes
of equalization and differentiation (Smits,
A. and TiMAR, J. 2010; MoNAsTIRIOTIS, V.
2011; SmgTtkowski, M. and Wéjcik, P. 2012;
BENEDEK, J. and Morpovan, A. 2015; Kisiata,
W. and SuszyNska, K. 2017; Hovros1uc,
A. 2021; Stawicki, M. and WojEwODzKA-
WiewiOrska, A. 2023; Ecri, Z. and LENGYEL,
I. 2024). This study contributes to these ef-
forts by examining spatial equalization and
differentiation within the CEE macro-region,
with particular attention to the relative po-
sitions of specific areas — especially spaces
of underdevelopment (Dunrorp, M. 1996;
Dunrorp, M. and Smrits, A. 2000) — that may
be persistently affected by fluctuations in re-
gional inequalities.

In order to capture these aspects of region-
al differentiation, the analyses presented in
this paper focus on the question of what con-
vergence is directed towards. Accordingly,
the following questions are addressed in
relation to understanding the trajectories of
uneven development in Central and Eastern
Europe:

— How did the catching-up to former levels
of regional economic performance happen
after the political and economic transition
period in CEE countries?

— How do processes of convergence and spa-
tial differentiation at different spatial levels
(national, EU) relate to each other?

— What kind of regional variances character-
ize inequality patterns and the fluctuation
of differences within Central and Eastern
European countries?

To provide a basic overview of processes of
economic differentiation in CEE the analyses
presented in this paper are based on GDP per
capita at the NUTS 3 level, as a proxy for re-
gional economic performance, and productiv-
ity and employment rates at the NUTS 3 lev-
el, as a proxy for the movement of capital. By
capturing a highly complex phenomenon in a



Tagai, G. and Kronstein, B. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 75 (2026) (2) 211-230. 215

simplified form, GDP per capita is commonly
used as the dominant indicator in studies of
regional economic disparities and equaliza-
tion, but it has well-known limitations.

On the one hand, GDP reflects only the for-
mal economy and does not account for broad-
er dimensions of well-being — such as health,
education, environmental quality, or govern-
ance (Harvig, D. et al. 2009; DEpeCek, R. and
Dupzics, V. 2022) — which are also shaped by
capital movements. On the other hand, spa-
tial biases (workplace-residence mismatch,
scale sensitivity, focusing only average gaps
regarding inequalities) may distort interpre-
tations of spatial differentiation processes
and their relationship to underlying econom-
ic realities (TvrpoN, M. and Skokan, K. 2011;
Stawickl, M. and WojEwODzKA-WIEWIORSKA,
A.2023; PieTak, L. 2024).

By acknowledging the drawbacks of apply-
ing this measure in regional analyses, GDP
per capita measures are, for the purposes of
our investigation, considered adequate for
(re)exploring basic patterns of spatial eco-
nomic differentiation in CEE, given the mul-
ti-layered focus on regional inequalities and
the cautious interpretation informed by the
concept of uneven development (DuNrorbp,
M. and Smrts, A. 2000).

To analyse capital mobility, we use pro-
ductivity and employment rates as indirect
proxies for capital movement (Dunrorp, M.
and SmiTH, A. 2000). Increases in productivity
may indicate the spatial movement of capital
and its fixation in the built environment and
means of production (e.g. infrastructure, ma-
chinery). Complementing this, the employ-
ment rates serves as an additional indirect
proxy for investment and economic expan-
sion. We assume, with caution, that rising
employment may reflect capital investment
through job creation. When productivity and
employment increase together, this may sug-
gest that previously mobile capital is being
fixed through investment, generating new
employment opportunities.

We acknowledge that more direct meas-
ures, such as foreign direct investment data,
would provide stronger proxies for capital

movement in CEE. Therefore, several limita-
tions must be acknowledged in our approach.
Increases in productivity may reflect capital
investment in the means of production, but
can also result from technological change, in-
novation, human capital development (e.g.
skills and education), or efficiency gains,
such as improved management practices.
A similar caution applies to employment
rates. Technological investments (e.g. auto-
mation) can alter employment structures in-
dependently of capital mobility. Changes in
employment may indicate investment or dis-
investment but can also reflect policy shifts.
For example, declining employment rates in
CEE after the transition were influenced by
the elimination of hidden unemployment,
while subsequent increases may be linked
to government interventions, such as public
works programs introduced in Hungary after
2010 (Csosa, J. 2010; KoT1, T. 2020; VASTAGH,
Z.2017; VIDRa, Zs. 2018). Despite these limita-
tions, we argue that, when analysed together,
productivity and employment remain useful
proxies for examining capital mobility.

The source of the data is the ARDECO
(Annual regional database of the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for re-
gional and urban policy) Explorer, main-
tained by the Joint Research Centre [JRC] of
the EU. The value of this database lies in the
fact that (1) it provides various GDP-related
indicators that are not available from other
EU sources, (2) it offers long-term data, in-
cluding information from before 2000, which
was particularly useful for our research, and
(3) successive changes in the NUTS system
are addressed in the database, with all data
available in the NUTS 2024 version.

From the ARDECO database, both GDP
per capita at constant (2015) prices (ARDECO
SOVGDP) and GDP per capita at current
prices (ARDECO SUVGDP) were used, as
well as productivity (ARDECO SUVGDE)
and employment data (ARDECO SNETD).
GDP at constant prices was calculated by the
JRC using NUTS2- and country-level GDP
growth rates from Eurostat. This measure
was used to analyse the (self-)catching up of
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CEE NUTSS3 regions over time following the
decline associated with the post-socialist eco-
nomic transition, resulting from the regime
change and the fully (re)introduced mode of
capitalist economic production.

GDP per capita at current prices was meas-
ured and analysed in PPS (purchasing power
standards) units. This measure was used in
cases where the nominal GDP value itself
was not of primary interest, but rather when
annual regional values were compared with
national averages or with the EU-27 average.

The territorial scope of the analysis was
selected to focus on the eleven CEE member
states of the European Union (BG, CZ, EE,
HR, HU, LT, LV, PL, RO, SI, SK), while the
spatial scale for analysing territorial differ-
entiation processes was NUTS3. This level of
detail is sufficient to uncover both country-
level aspects, regional characteristics, and
local specificities when these aspects are ex-
amined through the lens of the concept of
uneven development.

The false hope for territorial equalization
and the rise of inequalities

Economic crisis began in many socialist coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe in the
1970s and intensified with the transition to a
capitalist market economy in the early 1990s.
This process brought significant economic
changes and contributed to the realignment
of existing spatial structures. The shock of
political change of regime and the full return
to the capitalist mode of production led to a
transformational recession (Kornar, J. 1994).
At the same time, these processes also raised
the hope of economic equalization (catching
up to the Western European countries) and
the mitigation of inequalities within national
economies. Over the past three decades, these
hopes have been dashed, and the idea of catch-
ing up give over to a reality of growing terri-
torial inequalities within national economies.

Of course, on the macro-level Central and
Eastern European economies are catching up
to Western economies, and at lower regional

levels (NUTS3) there are also numerous ar-
eas from CEE (and not just capital regions),
which GDP per capita levels have already
surpassed that of many other regions of
Western economies. However, equalization
is not a general process, and real economic
progress is not very common. When speaking
about equalization, it is worth noting what
kind of catching up is the focus of attention.
Considering the short-term effects of the
transformational recession, before compar-
ing Central and Eastern European regions to
other countries, it is useful to examine when
these regions regained their previous relative
levels of economic production — a process also
shaped by broader global economic shifts.

For this, GDP per capita data from the early
1990s to the present days is analysed. From
the time series of GDP data at constant prices,
those years are selected and mapped, in which
the given NUTS3 unit first reached the GDP
per capita value measured in the early 1990s
(see Figure 1). This interval does not allow us
to look back perfectly on the economic per-
formance achieved under state socialism, but
without comparable data available pre-1990,
this measure is used for grasping regional
variations in (self-)equalization in CEE.

According to other studies, Central and
Eastern European countries needed about
3-9 years after the early-1990s transforma-
tional recession to get GDP per capita back to
its late-1980s level due to the region-wide re-
cession in the early 1990s, and a more inten-
sive period of growth from the mid-1990s to
the mid-2000s (T1rts, M. et al. 2008; BiLENKO,
Y. 2022; WozNIAK-JECHOREK, B. 2024). Our
analysis confirms these trends and also
shows some variations between these coun-
tries. At the country level Slovakia or Poland
avoided major per capita fall, but much of
the other CEE countries have regained their
pre-transition income levels by the mid-
1990s. Figure 1 shows that this process lasted
until the 2000s in Romania and Lithuania,
and even beyond 2010 in some regions of
Bulgaria and Czechia.

Within country variations of the rate of
these processes are significant. Where there
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was no unified progress observable, usually
capital and other leading urban regions re-
covered much faster than rural or peripheral
areas (Lang, T. 2015; Horosruc, A. 2021; Ecry,
Z.and LenGyEL, I. 2023; Ecyep, I. and Zs1BOK,
Zs. 2023). This can be observed in Czechia,
Hungary and Romania, among other CEE
countries (see Figure 1). The greatest lag in
economic recovery characterizes peripheral
areas of Czechia, Bulgaria and Romania, e.g.
the majority of current Bulgarian NUTS3
regions only surpassed their pre-transition
GDP level after the mid-2000s — the 2008
global economic crisis may further have pro-
longed the adjustment period. These groups
of regions also indicate the first signs for
identifying spaces of underdevelopment in
CEE. This kind of interpretation of trends
related to economic development processes
from the early 1990s does not only reveal
temporal inequalities in equalization but
also highlights the dynamic rise of spatial
differentiation as a sign of the systematic
unevenness dominating capitalist develop-
ment (SmitH, N. 2010 [1984]).

Regional disparities and the spatial
movement of capital

As previous findings show, although Central
and Eastern European countries experienced
strong overall equalization from the 1990s,
within-country inequalities often widened
until the past years (TvrpoN, M. and Sxo-
kAN, K. 2011; BENEDEK, J. and MoLpovaN, A.
2015; Kistara, W. and SuszyXska, K. 2017;
LencyEL, I. and Kotosz, B. 2018; Horosruc,
A. 2021; PerepyY, Z. et al. 2022; JANKIEWICZ, M.
2025). These spatial patterns are followed by
our paper too. Besides building on findings
from previous studies, inequality measures
are investigated by using productivity and
employment rates at NUTS3 level to follow
trends and characteristics of spatial move-
ment of capital in the region.

The decomposition of GDP into productiv-
ity and employment factors appears in sever-
al studies. Dunrorp, M. and Smith, A. (2000)

uses it to identify and describe the causes
of uneven development, and to compare
Western Europe with CEE to see how spa-
tial equalization and differentiation operates.
They argue that productivity differentials are
affecting the investment potentials of capital,
while employment rates shows the ability of
economies to mobilize their human poten-
tial, labour. In Hungarian regional studies
tradition LEnGyer, L. (2003), and NemEs Nacy,
J. (2004) employ the same method to define
different types of regional competitiveness.
However, the use of these indicators as prox-
ies for capital movements is not commonly
found in geographical literature.

Within the Marxist tradition, DuQUuE
Garcia, C.A. (2022) uses similar variables to
conduct an econometric analysis of global
employment and capital accumulation. The
patterns identified are consistent with Marx’s
general ideas about accumulation processes
in the capitalist system. The results show that
“the level of employment tends to expand
with the fixed capital stock but tends to con-
tract with the growth in labour productivity”
(Duquk Garcia, C.A. 2022, 606). Following
this line of reasoning, we argue — with major
limitations — that mapping productivity and
employment rates can provide a general in-
dication of the spatial movement of capital
and the regional disparities it generates.

Figure 2 visualizes NUTS3 regions accord-
ing to their productivity and employment
characteristics in 2023. Regions shown in
green are in the most disadvantaged posi-
tion, with both productivity and employ-
ment rates below the EU-27 average. A gen-
eral trend is that many urban regions exhibit
higher productivity with varying employ-
ment rates, while most capital regions dis-
play both higher productivity and higher
employment levels than the EU-27 average.
This can be explained by the greater employ-
ment capacity of capital areas, as well as dif-
ferences in their ability to mobilize the work-
force within their agglomerations. The rela-
tively easier mobilization of labour in urban
areas, together with generally higher wages,
partly accounts for this stronger employment
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Variation of productivity and employment rates
["] Higher productivity and higher employment
[ Higher productivity and lower employment
[ ] Lower productivity and higher employment
[ Lower productivity and lower employment

Fig. 2. Variation of productivity and employment rates in CEE NUTS3 regions in 2023 (compared to EU-27
average). Source: Elaborated by the authors using ARDECO Database, SUVGDE, labour productivity and
SNETD workplace-based employment.
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capacity. At the same time, the maps high-
light that capital regions have emerged as
new centres, while peripheral areas in CEE
— often characterized by structurally unfa-
vourable economies — are lagging behind
both their own national centres and the EU.

Figure 3 illustrates temporal change in pro-
ductivity and employment rates. In the dy-
namic centres of CEE countries, both produc-
tivity and employment increased following
the economic transition. These regions are
predominantly capital city regions and areas
surrounding larger urban agglomerations.
More generally, the most common trajectory
is an increase in productivity accompanied
by a decline in employment, which can be
explained by the transition from a labour-
intensive economic structure toward full in-
tegration into the capitalist system.

Regions with structurally unfavourable
economies are those where productivity
decreased over time despite rising employ-
ment. The most disadvantaged locations — re-
ferred to as “places of underdevelopment” —
are regions that experienced declines in both
productivity and employment between 1995
and 2023. By mapping directional change, we
provide a basic indication of capital’s spatial
mobility and how it has favoured certain re-
gions over others in time.

The significantly lower productivity lev-
els of CEE regions have improved consid-
erably over time, and the gap between CEE
and the overall EU average has narrowed.
By contrast, employment rates have de-
clined in most areas from the 1990s to the
present, consistent with the relationship out-
lined above. Two key observations emerge
from the maps presented that connect to the
broader argument of this paper. First, al-
though productivity growth in many CEE
regions may reflect an increased capacity to
attract capital, it has not led to equalization,
on the contrary, regional inequalities have
often widened (BENEDEK, J. and MoLpoOVAN,
A. 2015; LencyeL, I. and Korosz, B. 2018;
Jankiewicz, M. 2025). Second, those regions
where both productivity and employment
had declined by the 2020s largely coin-

cide with areas that have lagged in terms
of catching up to previous GDP levels and
have shown little to no equalization toward
the EU average over the past three decades.
Taken together, these findings suggest that
such regions can be characterized as places
of underdevelopment. Capital has selectively
mobilized labour and productive capacities
in CEE, thereby reinforcing spatial differen-
tiation (MassEgy, D. 1995).

Changing regional structures and
the production of development and
underdevelopment

Capital mobility acted as a driver in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe not just in affecting
the degree of regional differentiation but
also influencing the national composition
of variation in economic production levels
and position changes of regions within these
countries. During the 1990s, both FDI-led re-
structuring and export orientation shaped
regional patterns of economic inequalities
by concentrating high-productivity activities
in a few regions reinforcing within country
differentiation. Besides EU cohesion policy
measures also supported growth, on national
level, but significant equalizing effects be-
tween regions cannot be observed as a result
of these efforts (Banpery, N. and MaHUTG4,
M. 2010; TvrpoxN, M. and Skokan, K. 2011;
LencyEL, I. and Kotosz, B. 2018; EGry, Z. and
LeNGYEL, 1. 2024).

To illustrate how the complex system of
regional economic differentiation evolved in
CEE and have changed over time due to the
movement of capital, GDP per capita-based
inequality measures in this study were sup-
plemented by the identification and plotting
the range and four characteristic values of
analysed data sets: maximum, mean, median
and minimum - all compared to the average
EU-27 GDP per capita level for the given years.

The overall equalization process reflected
in rising mean and median values may in-
dicate genuine economic progress (Figure 4).
However, this apparent progress is mislead-
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Fig. 3. Changes in productivity and employment rates in CEE NUTS3 regions between 1995 and 2023.
Source: Elaborated by the authors using ARDECO Database, SUVGDE, labour productivity and SNETD
workplace-based employment.
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Fig. 4. Change of regional differences of per capita GDP in CEE countries at NUTS3 level, 1995-2023. Source of
data: ARDECO Database, SUVGDP, GDP at current prices (PPS), adaptation of figure from Lang, T. (2015, 173).

ing if internal disparities are not considered.
While relative macro-level equalization sig-
nals economic development, nevertheless,
progress in certain spaces is accompanied by
other regions being pushed to the periphery
and becoming dependent on economic power
relations (Smith, N. 2010 [1984]) This dynam-
ic is reflected in the widening gap between
minimum and maximum values, suggesting
that equalization and differentiation occur
simultaneously, in contrast to neoclassical
economic claims of continuous convergence.

Considering the results of the current
analysis this can be interpreted as follows.
Growing ranges of plotted GDP per capita
data sets grasp the increasing regional dif-
ferentiation (Lang, T. 2015). Beneficiaries of
these trends are usually capital city regions
and other dynamic urban areas where eco-
nomic growth has been fuelled by invest-
ments since the beginning of the 1990s. The
growth of these regions pulled country aver-

ages up, indicating overall economic progress
within these countries. The significant separa-
tion of these areas from the rest of the country
based on economic performance character-
izes the first half of the analysed period (until
the mid-2000s). After the financial crisis of
2008 this dynamism of the core regions is not
so striking, except for Romania with the fast
rise of economic potentials of Bucharest. In a
few cases, for instance Czechia or Slovakia,
the relative decline of former positions can
be observed in this period.

If not mean GDP per capita values but
medians of data sets are considered, differ-
ent conclusions can be drawn on territorial
equalization in CEE. Besides the dynamic en-
gines of these economies, the rest of the coun-
try, especially poorer, peripheral and rural
areas often show only slow equalization, if
any, instead strengthening peripheralization
and underdevelopment tend to be more com-
mon (CHaPmAN, S.A. and MEeLiciantg, V. 2018;
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Hovosiuc, A. 2021; Ecri, Z. and LENGYEL, 1.
2024). These characterize the regional dif-
ferentiation in Bulgaria, Czechia, Hungary,
or Slovenia. In these countries, usually the
poorest NUTS3 units show no real economic
progress (or even are in a decline).

In general, the widening of the gap between
minimum and maximum values indicates on-
going differentiation, while the relative co-
movement of the mean, median, and mini-
mum values suggests that (at the aggregated
national level mainly) equalization is observ-
able. This supports arguments that suggest
regional restructuring simultaneously pro-
duces both advanced regions and spaces of
underdevelopment (Dunrorp, M. and Smith,
A. 2000; Smrts, N. 2010 [1984]; HarDY, J. 2014).

Lag of the poorest NUTS3 areas and other
less dynamic parts of CEE is also a charac-
teristic of the capitalist system (Smits, N.
1982). The rapid integration of the Central
and Eastern European region was in the fun-
damental interest of Western capitalist econo-
mies, as it provided access to additional mar-
kets, (consumer) demand and (cheap) labour.
However, full equalization was not the goal,
as cheap labour and cheap (for example) man-
ufacturing industry statuses are more profit-
able than the full integration of CEE countries
(Magnin, E. and Nenovsky, N. 2022).

Socialist structural legacies influenced how
post-1990 restructuring unfolded and which
regions developed at the expense of others.
Harby, J. (2014) notes that the initial inflow of
foreign direct investment and transnational
corporations” emergence in the region were
key drivers of structural change. These invest-
ments tended to concentrate in areas where
institutional and production infrastructure
were already well established, reinforcing the
development of (for example) capital regions
while peripheral areas lagged behind. As a
result, CEE became locked into a low-technol-
ogy role, supplying raw materials and com-
ponents to advanced economies (particularly
Germany), with only a few innovation pock-
ets capable of moving beyond this depend-
ent position (Harpy, J. 2014). Another key
factor shaping divergent regional pathways

was whether former highly industrialized
areas managed to preserve their economic
functions in the post-transition period or col-
lapsed following the end of centrally planned
production. Since the structure of transition
varied across countries — some workers were
able to influence the restructuring of firms
and privatization forms — this further con-
tributed to both regional and cross-country
differentiation (Harpy, J. 2014).

(Re)production of places of
underdevelopment

This section focuses on the position of re-
gions that are less dynamic or lagging among
the NUTS3 regions of Central and Eastern
Europe within the process of simultaneous
regional equalization and differentiation. The
previously explored imbalances are used to
identify spaces of underdevelopment which
are continuously avoided by movements of
the capital during fluctuations of post-tran-
sition economic development in CEE. The re-
gional economic performance of Central and
Eastern European NUTS3 units is measured
by GDP per capita data calculated in percent-
age of the EU-27 and national averages to
make a distinction between initial levels of
development of these regions in the early-
to-mid-1990s. These classes are crosscut by
indices of position changes over the analysed
period by differentiating between growing
and declining regions (Table 1.).

Comparing regional data to the EU-27 av-
erages, again equalization can be observed.
During the period analysed, most of the
Central and Eastern European NUTS3 re-
gions (even slightly) approached the EU-27
GDP per capita average. Nevertheless, there
is a group of regions, usually with weaker
economic performance capacities, which di-
verged from that. The national level patterns
are more ambiguous. The great majority of
Central and Eastern European regions faced
differentiation over time from national GDP
per capita averages, regardless of their ini-
tial economic performance positions. This is
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Table 1. National and EU-level convergence and divergence of CEE regions from the 1990s to 2023*

Position change between

GDP per capita level in 1995 in percentage of the EU-27 average

1995 and 2023 under 75 75-100 over 100 Total
Growing 207 8 4 219
Declining 18 1 - 19
Total 225 9 4 238

Position change between

GDP per capita level in early 1990s in percentage of the national average

the early 1990s and 2023 under 75 75-100 101-125 over 125 Total
Growing 22 20 7 10 59
Declining 29 98 32 20 179
Total 51 118 39 30 238

*Region number in different groups. Source: ARDECO Database, SUVGDP, GDP at current prices (PPS).

also a sign of territorial differentiation due to
uneven development within these countries,
where only a smaller number of regions were
able to keep or improve relative positions in
national economic development.

The map of regions lagging behind, con-
sidering the EU-27 or the national averages,
implies that these spaces do not necessarily
coincide (Figure 5). Lagging regions in decline
compared to the EU-27 average characterize
regions from Bulgaria, Czechia or Slovenia.
These are matching those spaces which are
already suggested to be identified as under-
developed regions in other parts of the cur-
rent analyses with locked in development
positions and delayed economic progress
in absolute terms (see Figure 1). Lagging re-
gions in decline compared to national aver-
ages usually represent peripheral areas of
CEE countries both in terms of their spatial
location and socio-economic characteristics.

The separation between spaces of underde-
velopment compared to EU-27 and national
averages shows that the levels of inquiry in-
fluences how territorial differentiation is un-
derstood, as well as reinforcing the spatially
uneven nature of differentiation and the pro-
duction of inequalities. Figure 5 is a visual
representation of the argument that differ-
entiation and equalization happen simulta-
neously (Smith, N. 1982, 1992; Dunrorp, M.
and Swmith, A. 2000).

Concluding discussion

We set out to examine regional economic dif-
ferentiation processes in Central and Eastern
Europe through the theoretical lens of un-
even development, with the aim of moving
beyond neoclassical accounts of convergence
and divergence and interpreting patterns as
systemic outcomes of capitalist spatial dy-
namics. By analysing GDP per capita trajec-
tories, inequality measures, and positional
changes of NUTS3 regions since the early
1990s, the study demonstrates that the post-
1990 economic development did not lead to
generalized economic catch up to Western
Europe or the mitigation of regional inequali-
ties. Rather, a pattern of systematic uneven-
ness was produced (Smith, N. 2010 [1984]),
characterized by the simultaneous presence
of differentiation and equalization, as well
as by the emergence of persistent places of
underdevelopment.

The empirical results support previous
accounts on uneven development in CEE
(GoruscHikov, O. et al. 2014; Harby, J. 2014),
which argue that inequalities in the region
should not be interpreted as transitional
anomalies or as legacies of state socialism
alone. Instead, the findings show that the
change in the mode of production to capi-
talism in the early 1990s constituted a major
spatial reorganization of economic activity.
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The transformational recession represented
a severe shock, but it was accompanied by a
widespread expectation of rapid economic
development and a reduction of internal dis-
parities. Three decades later, these expecta-
tions have largely proven illusory.

While some countries and regions experi-
enced relatively rapid recovery — most no-
tably Poland, Slovakia and Estonia — many
Central and Eastern European regions did
not display sustained or generalized eco-
nomic progress, and in several cases did not
even regain their former relative positions in
economic production for prolonged periods.
Delayed (self)catching-up was particularly
evident in Lithuania, in peripheral regions of
Hungary, in Transylvanian Romania, and in
most Bulgarian NUTS3 units, where the most
disadvantaged positions are concentrated.
These temporal differences represent the dy-
namic production of spatial differentiation
inherent to capitalist development.

A key contribution of the paper lies in dem-
onstrating how relative equalization on the
macro-level can coexist with differentiation on
the regional level. Compared to EU-27 GDP
per capita averages, most Central and Eastern
European regions show some degree of catch-
ing up, reflecting the faster overall growth of the
macro-region since the mid-1990s. However,
this aggregate equalization masks widening
inequalities within countries. National-level
analyses reveal that many NUTS3 regions di-
verged from their national averages, regardless
of their initial development levels. This finding
reinforces the argument that capitalist spatial
dynamics generate simultaneous differentia-
tion and equalization rather than leading to
uniform convergence claimed by neoclassical
theories (Smrth, N. 1992, 2010 [1984]).

The identification of places of underdevel-
opment further reinforces this interpretation.
Regions that are falling behind at both the
EU and national levels — most prominently
in Bulgaria, parts of Czechia, Slovenia and
Croatia — occupy structurally disadvantaged
positions. These areas are not simply lagging
in a temporal sense but appear to be locked
into trajectories of underdevelopment, as

capital repeatedly bypasses them in favour
of more profitable locations. Many periph-
eral rural regions exhibit persistent move
away from national averages, highlighting
how uneven development operates not only
between countries but also within them, re-
shaping internal spatial hierarchies.

The analysis of productivity and employ-
ment dynamics adds further depth to this in-
terpretation. The most common development
pathway in CEE has been increasing produc-
tivity accompanied by declining or stagnating
employment, particularly in dynamic urban
centres and capital regions. This reflects cap-
ital-intensive growth driven by foreign direct
investment and export-oriented restructuring
(see Pavirinek, P. 2004, 2018, 2022; Smith, A.
1994, 2003). In contrast, structurally unfa-
vourable regional economies — especially in
Bulgaria and Croatia — experienced declining
productivity despite increasing employment.
The most disadvantaged regions are those
where both productivity and employment de-
clined between the mid-1990s and late 2010s,
and these areas largely coincide with regions
experiencing differentiation from the EU-27
averages. These patterns reveal how capital
selectively mobilizes labour and productive
capacities, reinforcing spatial inequalities
rather than resolving them (Massey, D. 1995).

Taken together, the findings challenge the
neoclassical notion of economic convergence
as an inevitable outcome of market integra-
tion and EU membership. Instead, they un-
derscore that the rapid integration of CEE
into global capitalism primarily served the
interests of the broader capitalist system by
opening new markets, securing cheap labour
and facilitating capital accumulation. As a re-
sult, certain regions benefitted disproportion-
ately from integration, while others were rel-
egated to marginalized positions, sometimes
falling below their former levels of economic
production achieved under state socialism.
By identifying persistent places of underde-
velopment, the paper shows that these in-
equalities are not accidental or transitional
but constitute an inherent mode of operation
of capitalist development in the region.
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Beyond institutions: Functional integration, cross-border flows,
and the limits of European border integration

ArtUur BOHAC! and Marie CVIKOVA?

Abstract

This article examines the functional dimension of cross-border integration in European border regions, focusing
on everyday cross-border flows as key mechanisms shaping territorial integration beyond formal institutional
arrangements. It addresses the growing mismatch between dense socio-economic interactions across borders
and the often-limited capacity of institutionalized cross-border cooperation to stabilize or govern these pro-
cesses. Drawing on relational and flow-based perspectives in border studies and regional geography, the article
conceptualizes functional integration as a practice-based process rooted in regular mobility, service use, and
economic exchange. The analysis is based on a critical synthesis of existing theoretical and policy-oriented
literature. It introduces cross-border functional areas as an analytical construct capturing the spatial imprint
of stabilized cross-border interactions. Rather than treating these areas as formal territorial units or norma-
tive policy objectives, the article highlights their dynamic, sectorally differentiated, and politically contingent
character. Particular attention is paid to structural asymmetries between national systems, the selective per-
meability of borders, and the vulnerability of functional integration in highly regulated policy domains. The
main contribution of the article lies in clarifying the analytical value of functionality for understanding both
the potential and the limits of cross-border integration. By decoupling functional integration from institutional
density, the article provides a conceptual framework for interpreting uneven integration patterns and for future
empirical research on cross-border governance and resilience in European borderlands.

Keywords: cross-border integration, cross-border cooperation, cross-border functional areas, border perme-
ability, multi-level governance
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Introduction ingly transcend state borders. CBC represents

an institutionalized and intentional response
to these processes, seeking to manage, stabi-
lize, or steer integration while often lagging

Cross-border cooperation (CBC) and related
cross-border integration (CBI) have long been

regarded as among the most visible manifes-
tations of European integration at the sub-na-
tional level (Scott, J.W. 1999; PERKMANN, M.
2003; Bouwm, H. 2023). CBI refers to a broader,
processual transformation of border regions,
in which socio-economic flows, everyday
practices, and relational spatial logics increas-

behind their uneven, sectorally differentiated
dynamics. CBC can be understood as an in-
stitutionalized component or dimension of
CBI. CBI can occur even without CBC, but
CBC without CBI is often formal and has little
actual impact (PErRkmaNN, M. 2003; DuranD,
F. and DecoviLLE, A. 2019).
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Since the 1990s, CBC has been promot-
ed as a policy instrument to mitigate the
fragmenting effects of state borders, foster
territorial cohesion, and enable joint solu-
tions to shared challenges in border regions
(MepEiros, E. 2011; JeRABEK, M. et al. 2018;
Focarasi, J. 2024). Consequently, research
on CBI has been strongly shaped by an in-
stitution-centered perspective, focusing on
the density and formalization of cooperation
frameworks such as INTERREG projects,
Euroregions, or European Groupings of
Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) (PERKMANN,
M. 2007; MEeDpEIros, E. 2018; NoreRrINI, A. et al.
2020; UrricH, P. 2021). Within this perspec-
tive, integration is often implicitly equated
with the presence and territorial coordina-
tion mechanisms.

However, the increasing differentiation of
European border regions raises fundamen-
tal questions about the explanatory power
of institution-centered approaches to CBI.
Areas such as the Greater Region around
Luxembourg or sections of the Upper Rhine
are perceived as strongly integrated both
functionally and institutionally. However,
there are border areas that exhibit dense
CBI in daily routines, such as commuting,
shopping, service use, tourism, and infor-
mal economic exchange, despite weaker or
fragmented institutional cooperation (e.g. the
Austrian—Slovak borderland in the Vienna-
Bratislava metropolitan area). Conversely,
other regions display highly developed for-
mal structures of CBC while remaining only
marginally integrated functionally (e.g. the
Spanish-Portuguese borderland) (Crirra, T.
et al. 2012; DecovILLE, A. et al. 2013; Kaucic,
J. and Somnn, C. 2021; Bouwm, H. et al. 2023).
This divergence suggests that institutional
cooperation alone is an insufficient proxy for
understanding CBI processes.

In response to these limitations, border
studies and regional geography have increas-
ingly focused on the functional dimension of
CBI, emphasizing routine interactions and
cross-border flows as key mechanisms for
integrating border regions (Sonn, C. 2014;
Duranp, F. and DecovitLg, A. 2019). From

this perspective, borders are not merely ad-
ministrative lines separating jurisdictions,
but differentiated socio-spatial structures
that differentially enable or constrain interac-
tion across policy domains and scales (Paasr,
A.1999; BRUNET-JAILLY, E. 2005; NEwMAN, D.
2006). Functional integration, thus, refers to
the degree to which socio-economic pro-
cesses operate across borders, producing
territorially embedded yet institutionally
fragmented spaces of interaction.

Despite its growing prominence in aca-
demic debates and EU policy discourse,
functionality remains conceptually under-
theorized within the broader field of CBI.
Functional integration is often invoked as
a normative objective or technical criterion,
while its analytical relationship to institu-
tions, governance capacity, and territorial
cohesion remains insufficiently specified
(ESPON 20194, b). In particular, the existence
of intense cross-border flows does not auto-
matically lead to institutionalization. Instead,
functional integration is shaped by structural
asymmetries between national systems, sec-
tor-specific regulation, and the enduring au-
thority of the state over key policy domains
(PErkMmANN, M. 2007; Kn1pPscHILD, R. 2011).

This article suggests that functional inte-
gration should be treated not as a supple-
mentary dimension of CBI and a secondary
factor in CBC, but as a central analytical
entry point for understanding both its pos-
sibilities and its limits. It also does not as-
sume a fixed temporal or causal sequence
between functional integration and institu-
tionalization. Instead, the two dimensions
frequently remain misaligned. By moving
beyond institution-centered accounts, the
article conceptualizes functional CBI as an
outcome of everyday cross-border flows that
may condition and at times undermine for-
mal governance frameworks, without neces-
sarily leading to any corresponding institu-
tionalization (PErkmanN, M. 2003; Soun, C.
2014). The article further contends that the
spatial expression of these processes can be
captured through the concept of cross-border
functional areas (CBFAs), understood not as
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fixed territorial units but as dynamic con-

figurations of interaction whose boundaries

are fuzzy, sectorally differentiated, and po-

litically contingent (DecoviLLe, A. et al. 2013;

ESPON 2025).

The originality of this article lies in reposi-
tioning functionality as a diagnostic perspec-
tive. This perspective enables a reinterpreta-
tion of existing empirical research by reveal-
ing systematic mismatches between institu-
tional form and functional practice. It high-
lights analytically significant false positives
in governance-rich but functionally weak re-
gions, as well as false negatives in functionally
integrated areas lacking strong governance
arrangements. From a geographical perspec-
tive, functional integration unfolds unevenly
across spatial scales, linking micro-level recur-
rent practices with meso-level regional con-
figurations, while remaining constrained by
macro-level state territoriality.

The main objective of this paper is to sys-
tematize theoretical approaches to the func-
tional dimension of CBI within the EU con-
text. It seeks to:

— Clarify the conceptual foundations of func-
tional CBI by linking border theory, flow-
based approaches, and cross-border gov-
ernance debates (Paasi, A. 2009; BRUNET-
JaiLry, E. 2005; Van Houtuwm, H. 2000).

— Examine CBFAs as analytical constructs
that reveal the uneven and selective nature
of integration (DuranD, F. and DEcoVILLE,
A.2019; TURNER, C. et al. 2022).

— Identify the institutional and systemic
constraints that limit the transformation
of functional linkages into stable govern-
ance arrangements, with particular atten-
tion to cross-border public services (CBPS)
(OECD 2013; ESPON 2019a). By synthesiz-
ing existing theoretical debates, the article
contributes to border studies and regional
geography by refining the analytical value
of functionality and by providing a con-
ceptual framework for future empirical
research on European borderlands.

The article adopts a conceptual, theory-
driven approach grounded in a critical syn-
thesis of the existing literature on CBI, border

theory, and flow-based spatial perspectives
within the European context. The literature
review was conducted between October 2025
and December 2025 using Web of Science,
Scopus, Google Scholar, and selected policy
repositories, including ESPON, OECD, and
the Council of Europe. The review focused
primarily on publications from 1990 to 2025,
reflecting the evolution of European territori-
al cooperation since the launch of INTERREG.
Sources were selected based on their concep-
tual relevance to CBI/functionality debates,
their contribution to border studies and re-
gional governance research, and their em-
pirical relevance to European border regions.
Search terms combined keywords related to:
CBC, CBI, CBFAs, governance, border perme-
ability, and CBPS. The analytical procedure
followed an iterative thematic review and
conceptual synthesis, focusing on three recur-
ring dimensions: (1) the relationship between
institutional and functional integration, (2)
the role of cross-border flows and selective
border permeability, and (3) the emergence
and limitations of CBFAs. This analytical pro-
cess informed the development of the con-
ceptual matrices presented in tables 1 and
2 and supported the construction of a theo-
retically grounded conceptual framework
for understanding functional integration in
European border regions. Empirical refer-
ences to European border regions are used
illustratively to clarify analytical distinctions
rather than to evaluate integration outcomes
in specific cases; accordingly, functional in-
tegration is treated primarily as an analytical
lens while remaining open to operationaliza-
tion through sector-specific indicators.

From institutions to functionality

This section shifts the analytical focus toward
the functional logics through which cross-
border space is produced in everyday prac-
tice. From a geographical perspective, this
production reflects spatially differentiated
interaction patterns instead of territorially
uniform integration outcomes. The section
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clarifies the conceptual distinction between
institutional and functional modes of organ-
izing cross-border relations and explains
why this distinction is analytically conse-
quential. From a functional perspective, in-
stitutions rarely create integration ex nihilo
but tend to emerge reactively in response to
pressures generated by daily cross-border in-
teractions. Where such pressures are weak or
sectorally limited, institutional cooperation
often remains symbolic and project-based
(Cuirra, T. et al. 2012; Kurowska-Pysz, J.
et al. 2018; Kaucic, J. and Sonn, C. 2021). This
project-oriented logic is strongly reinforced
by EU funding frameworks such as Inter-
reg, where cooperation frequently depends
on temporary project cycles and administra-
tive innovation rather than on durable insti-
tutional consolidation (Novorny, L. 2026).
This functional-institutional asymmetry can
be interpreted through Brenner’s concept of
state spatial selectivity, which highlights the
uneven and sector-specific nature of state
intervention across policy domains (e.g. pri-
oritizing labour mobility over health-care
integration) (BRENNER, N. 2004).

Cross-border flows are sectorally differentiat-
ed and structurally asymmetric, reflecting dif-
ferences in regulatory regimes and institutional
competencies between neighbouring states
(Sonn, C. 2014; Bouwm, H. 2019). As MARTINEZ,
O.]. (1994) observed, strong functional inter-
dependence does not necessarily translate into
corresponding levels of institutional integra-
tion. A functional lens, thus, brings into view
forms of integration that remain largely invis-
ible in institution-centered analyses, captur-
ing the routinized character of cross-border
relations while highlighting their fragility and
political contingency. Functional linkages may
stabilize over time, but they remain vulner-
able to regulatory change, institutional asym-
metries, and crisis-driven re-bordering, as dem-
onstrated by recent disruptions of cross-border
mobility in Europe (Opiora, W. and Boam, H.
2022; Béum, H. 2023).

Adopting a functional perspective does not
imply abandoning institutions as objects of
analysis. Instead, institutions are repositioned

within a broader relational configuration.
This configuration consists of dynamic cross-
border socio-economic interdependencies
shaped by flows, everyday practices, and un-
even border openness. They are conceptual-
ized not as primary drivers of integration, but
as selective and often delayed responses to
uneven functional dynamics. When integra-
tion is assessed solely through institutional
density, this asymmetry between functional
interdependence and governance capacity
tends to be obscured. As a result, institution-
ally dense but weakly integrated spaces may
be overestimated, while functionally integrat-
ed areas lacking strong governance structures
remain underestimated (DecoviLLe, A. et al.
2013; TUrRNER, C. et al. 2022).

Given the interconnectedness of the func-
tional and institutional dimensions of CBI, it is
impossible to identify entirely pure examples.
However, for example, the Austrian-Slovak
borderland in the Vienna—Bratislava metropoli-
tan area (Figure 1) has experienced intensive
cross-border commuting, cross-border living,
and suburbanization, as well as labour-market
integration since the 1990s, despite compara-
tively fragmented cross-border governance
and limited territorial coordination in spatial
planning and transport policy. Many insti-
tutions exist (e.g. the CENTROPE Initiative,
Euroregion Pomoravi/Weinviertel/Zahorie).
Still, they have limited institutional capacity
and constrained territorial coordination rela-
tive to the intensity of functional integration
(Sonn, C. and GIFFINGER, R. 2015). Despite am-
bitious narratives of metropolitan integration,
CENTROPE has often been characterized by
comparatively weak institutional consolidation,
fragmented multi-level governance, and lim-
ited implementation capacity. The Euroregion
Pomoravi/Weinviertel/Zahorie experienced
prolonged organizational stagnation, the effec-
tive collapse of its trilateral structure, particu-
larly due to the problems in its Slovak part, and
only recent institutional reanimation.

Conversely, several sections of the Spanish-
Portuguese borderland exhibit relatively
dense institutionalized CBC despite compar-
atively limited functional integration in every-
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Fig. 1. CBI in the Vienna-Bratislava metropolitan area. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

day socio-economic terms. Since the 1990s, the
border has been characterized by extensive
institutional frameworks, including multiple
Euroregions (e.g. Galicia-Norte de Portugal,
EuroACE), EGTCs (e.g. Duero-Douro, Rio
Minho), and other CBC structures, which
have contributed to a comparatively high de-
gree of formalized cross-border governance
and project-based cooperation. In particular,
the density of EGTCs is substantially higher
than in Central Europe. However, despite this
comparatively strong institutional dimension
and related capacity, many border sections
continue to display relatively weak function-
al integration characterized by low popula-
tion density, demographic decline, limited
cross-border commuting, weak labour-mar-
ket integration, and relatively low intensities
of ordinary cross-border mobility outside a
few metropolitan or coastal areas (PopDADERA
Rivera, P. and CALDERON Vazquez, FJ. 2018).
These contrasting configurations illustrate

that cross-border interdependence and insti-
tutional density may develop unevenly and
should therefore be treated as analytically
distinct dimensions of CBI.

Understanding CBI in functional terms
requires moving beyond a static territorial
ontology toward a relational conception of
borders and borderlands. This analytical
shift is summarized in Table 1.

Borders as selectively permeable and
relational spaces

From a functional perspective, borders can-
not be understood merely as residual admin-
istrative lines or static geopolitical divisions
(Paast, A. 1999; Newman, D. 2006). Instead,
they operate as relational structures that selec-
tively enable, channel, or constrain cross-bor-
der interaction. Borders remain analytically
relevant not because they separate territories,
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Table 1. Institution-centered vs. functional perspectives on CBI

Dimension Institution-centered view Functional view
Core focus Formal cooperation structures Everyday practices and flows
Indicator of integration Institutional density Regularity and intensity of flows
Spatial logic Bounded territories Relational, fuzzy configurations
Temporality Project-based Practice-based, continuous
Sensitivity to asymmetries | Limited Central
Vulnerability to crisis Often implicit Explicit and structural

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

but because they differentially condition the
emergence and stability of cross-border prac-
tices. Despite formal openness within the EU,
borders continue to produce persistent effects,
shaping economic behaviour and recurrent
mobility in border regions (Carerro, R. ef al.
2018). These effects are uneven across poli-
cy domains and governance levels. Borders
therefore condition cross-border interaction
unevenly across sectors and scales. From a
functional viewpoint, the key analytical ques-
tion is not whether borders are open or closed,
but how, for whom, and in which sectors
they are permeable. As a result, borderlands
emerge as internally differentiated spaces in
which integration intensities vary spatially
and sectorally.

Relational approaches further highlight
that borders act simultaneously as constraints
and resources. Actors in specific sectors may
strategically mobilize regulatory differences
and institutional asymmetries, enabling cer-
tain forms of cross-border interaction while
constraining others (Van Houtum, H. 2000;
Sonn, C. 2014; WASSENBERG, B. and RerteL, B.
2020). However, for the analysis of functional
integration, relationality becomes analytical-
ly meaningful only when linked to functional
differentiation. Without this link, relational
conceptions risk obscuring the material and
regulatory asymmetries that structure rou-
tine cross-border practices.

The concept of selective border permea-
bility provides a crucial explanatory bridge
between daily routines and the uneven ge-
ography of functional integration. Certain
functions, such as commuting, consumption,
or tourism, may transcend borders, while au-

thority, regulation, and key public services
remain nationally anchored (Sassken, S. 2006).
Functional integration does not dissolve ter-
ritorial sovereignty but modifies how it op-
erates spatially. Understanding borders as
differentiated relational structures reframes
CBI as an uneven and adaptive configura-
tion. Borders actively structure which flows
stabilize, which remain fragile, and which
are blocked altogether. This perspective pro-
vides the conceptual groundwork for ana-
lyzing cross-border flows as mechanisms of
functional integration and for interpreting
CBFAs as spatial expressions of selective and
uneven permeability.

Cross-border flows as mechanisms of
functional integration

Flow-based perspectives conceptualize CBI
as emerging from recurrent interaction rather
than from territorial design or institutional
intent (CasteLLs, M. 1996; BLATTER, J. 2004).
From this viewpoint, integration is produced
through recurrent interaction that routinely
traverse state borders and generate patterned
interdependencies without necessarily crys-
tallizing into formal institutional configura-
tions. Cross-border flows, thus, function as
constitutive mechanisms of functional inte-
gration, actively producing the conditions in
which integration takes place (e.g. through
daily cross-border commuting that gradually
creates shared labour-markets and service
linkages even in the absence of formal insti-
tutions). These flows typically precede and
condition institutional responses.
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Empirical research shows that routine mo-
bility practices, such as commuting, shopping,
service use, or informal social interaction, of-
ten anchor functional integration in borderland
lifeworlds while remaining weakly institution-
alized. Studies along the Bavarian—Czech bor-
der reveal dense socio-spatial interdependen-
cies that are poorly captured by policy instru-
ments (BLossreLpr, S. 2025), while analyses of
cross-border central places demonstrate how
localized practices may stabilize functional
linkages without leading to institutional con-
solidation (BrossreLpT, S. 2023). Similar dy-
namics can also be observed in cross-border
rural tourism, where recurring tourist mobility
and shared destination practices contribute to
functional integration despite relatively lim-
ited institutional consolidation (Novorny, L.
2025). Functional integration, thus, emerges
from below as an everyday process embedded
in strategies of individuals and households
(Van Houtum, H. and VaN pEr VELDE, M. 2004;
Ruwmrorp, C. 2006). Divided and twin towns in
Central Europe provide particularly illustrative
cases. Settlements such as Komarno/Komarom,
Cesky Tésin/Cieszyn, or Gorlitz/Zgorzelec com-
bine intense interaction with persistent insti-
tutional fragmentation, making them not only
emblematic laboratories of European integra-
tion but also functional CBI (Dotzsrasz, S. 2015;
JaxNczak, J. 2024). Here, cross-border interde-
pendence is sustained primarily through prox-
imity and routine mobility instead of through
comprehensive governance alignment.

Theoretically, these dynamics resonate with
M. CasteLLs’s (1996) notion of the space of
flows, which emphasizes mobility, circulation,
and networks as key structuring forces of con-
temporary spatial organization. Applied to

border regions, this perspective foregrounds
the tension between territorially bounded gov-
ernance and functionally organized socio-eco-
nomic practices. As BLATTER, J. (2004) shows,
functional integration unfolds through relation-
al proximities generated by recurrent interac-
tion, often cutting across administrative borders
without corresponding institutional consolida-
tion. Within this article, the space-of-flows per-
spective serves as a metatheoretical backdrop,
situating recurrent cross-border flows as analyt-
ically central mechanisms of integration.
Economic and mobility-related flows rep-
resent the most visible manifestations of
functional integration. In cross-border met-
ropolitan regions such as Jresund or the
Upper Rhine, intensive commuting has gen-
erated pressures for selective coordination
in transport, taxation, and social security,
illustrating how functional integration may
trigger institutional responses (OECD 2013).
Yet such trajectories remain contingent and
uneven. Even where flows are dense, institu-
tional alignment often lags behind functional
realities. Crucially, functional linkages gener-
ated through cross-border flows are selective,
sector-specific, and structurally asymmetric.
They reflect uneven border permeability
across policy domains, with high mobility in
areas such as consumption or labour-markets
coexisting with persistent barriers in health
care, education, or professional accredita-
tion (OECD 2013; Sonn, C. 2014; Boéawm, H.
2019). As MarrtinEz, O.]. (1994) already ob-
served, intense interaction can coexist with
limited institutional integration, producing
patterned interdependence without systemic
convergence. The governance sensitivity of
different flow types is summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Types of cross-border flows and their governance sensitivity

Type of flow Governance sensitivity Typical outcome
Consumption/shopping Low Informal, stable
Labour commuting Medium/high Partial coordination
Public transport/mobility systems | High Project-based
Education Very high Strong constraints
Health care/emergency services Very high Fragile, exceptional

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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This framing allows cross-border flows to
be interpreted not as indicators of generalized
border erosion, but as diagnostic signals reveal-
ing where and how borders continue to matter.
The intensity, direction, and stability of flows
expose mismatches between everyday func-
tional practices and institutional frameworks,
highlighting domains in which integration is
driven by practical necessity rather than politi-
cal intent (DecoviLLE, A. et al. 2013; Kaucig, J.
and Sonn, C. 2021). The spatial significance of
flows becomes evident in the concept of CBFAs,
which represent the territorial imprint of stabi-
lized cross-border interactions defined by the
density and regularity of functional linkages
(Jaxusowski, A. et al. 2022). They capture rela-
tional and sector-specific configurations whose
contours remain fuzzy and contingent.

At the same time, reliance on flows renders
functional integration structurally vulnerable.
Because it depends on the continuity of routine
interactions under conditions of relative bor-
der openness, it remains susceptible to regu-
latory change and crisis-driven re-bordering.
The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated how
quickly established cross-border flows can be
disrupted through unilateral state action, re-
vealing the political contingency and limited in-
stitutional protection of functional integration
(Oprora, W. and Bouwm, H. 2022; Boam, H. 2023).

Cross-border functional areas as the
spatial expression of functionality

CBFAs represent the most explicit spatial
expression of functional integration in bor-
der regions. Instead of denoting formally
constituted territories or stable governance
units, CBFAs capture the territorial imprint
of recurrent cross-border interactions emerg-
ing from daily socio-economic practices
(JaxuBowskr, A. et al. 2022). Their analytical
value lies precisely in their non-territorial
character. They translate stabilized function-
al linkages into observable spatial configura-
tions without presuming fixed boundaries,
institutional completeness, or territorial clo-
sure (Figure 2).

This conceptual openness is not merely a
consequence of data limitations or method-
ological ambiguity (ESPON 2025) but reflects
a structural mismatch between functionally
organized interaction patterns and territo-
rially bounded governance systems. CBFAs
are therefore best understood as relational
configurations, rather than as entities de-
fined by administrative borders or sovereign
competences. These non-territorial networks
express themselves through concrete routin-
ized interdependencies, such as cross-border
labour commuting, service use, or shared in-
frastructures (as illustrated by the twin towns
or the Vienna-Bratislava metropolitan area)
(CEMAT 2017; Stupzieniecki, T. et al. 2024).
Their fluid boundaries and sectoral differ-
entiation are not analytical deficiencies, but
constitutive features of functional integration
under conditions of state sovereignty. CBFAs
should not primarily be understood as new
territorial levels or embryonic governance
units. Where coordination exists, it typically
takes the form of loosely coupled arrange-
ments among subnational actors, without the
creation of binding cross-border authorities
or the transfer of sovereign competences
(Stupzieniecki, T. et al. 2024). This institu-
tional lightness is often structural rather than
merely transitional. Functional integration
unfolds within nationally bounded political
systems that limit the scope for durable ter-
ritorial consolidation.

Interpreting CBFAs as incomplete terri-
tories awaiting institutional completion re-
flects what Farupi, A. (2018) conceptualizes
as a territorialist bias, the tendency to equate
governance capacity with bounded, institu-
tionalized territory. A functional perspective
challenges this assumption by treating CBFAs
as analytical representations of functional
interaction rather than normative policy ob-
jectives. They make visible where functional
integration materializes spatially, while si-
multaneously exposing its unevenness, fragil-
ity, and limited governability (ESPON 2019b).

Analytically, the identification of CBFAs
rests on the intersection of two dimensions.
The first concerns the existence, intensity, and
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Fig. 2. Conceptual representation of a CBFA. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

regularity of cross-border interactions shaped
by flows and selective border permeability.
The second relates to spatial characteristics
across the border, including functional com-
plementarities and structural discontinuities
between national systems (ESPON 2019b;
Norering, A. et al. 2020). Together, these
dimensions reinforce the understanding of
CBFAs as relational spaces whose coherence
is produced through recurrent interaction.
From an empirical perspective, functional
integration can be identified through the in-
tensity, regularity, and spatial concentration
of cross-border flows and everyday practices.
It requires a multidimensional assessment.
Relevant indicators may include cross-border
commuting, shopping mobility, public trans-
port connectivity, service use, tourism flows,
or cross-border school attendance (OECD
2013; ESPON 2019b). Importantly, border

regions may exhibit strong integration in
certain sectors while remaining weakly inte-
grated in others. No single indicator can cap-
ture functional integration comprehensively
because integration intensities vary across
sectors, scales, and types of cross-border in-
teraction. CBFAs should therefore be under-
stood not as territorially uniform entities, but
as relational and function-specific configura-
tions whose spatial extent varies according to
the type of interaction analyzed.

To avoid normative overextension,
JaxuBowski, A. et al. (2022) distinguish be-
tween potential and actually existing CBFAs.
While potential CBFAs are characterized by
proximity and latent complementarities, ex-
isting CBFAs exhibit demonstrable and stabi-
lized cross-border interactions and, in some
cases, limited governance arrangements.
Crucially, only the highest level of this mod-
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el corresponds to strong institutionalization.
Many CBFAs remain functionally integrated
while governance-light.

Empirical illustrations from cross-border
metropolitan regions such as Jresund or the
Upper Rhine, and from emerging industrial
linkages in the Polish—Czech-Slovak border
zone between Katowice, Ostrava, and Zilina,
demonstrate that spatial coherence may
emerge through flows and networks with-
out formal territorial recognition (ESPON
2024). In such cases, functional integration
precedes, bypasses, or only partially trans-
lates into institutional design.

Because functional integration frequently
exceeds the capacity of existing administra-
tive frameworks, CBFAs often rely on flexible
and informal coordination mechanisms. Soft
spaces, understood as weakly institutional-
ized, overlapping arenas of cooperation, may
temporarily compensate for governance gaps
when formal instruments are constrained
(ALLMENDINGER, P. and HaucgaTON, G. 2009;
Farupi, A. 2010; N1ENABER, B. and WiLLg, C.
2020). However, their reliance on informality
reinforces the contingent and fragile char-
acter of CBFA functionality, particularly in
strongly regulated policy domains.

CBFAs should therefore be understood
as relational configurations through which
functional integration becomes spatially visi-
ble under conditions of territorially bounded
governance.

Limits of functional integration:
asymmetries, governance, and resilience

Functional integration in border regions
unfolds within nationally bounded politi-
cal and regulatory systems and is therefore
inherently constrained. These limits are not
temporary deficiencies or incomplete stages
of integration, but constitutive features of
CBI under conditions of state sovereignty.
Functional interdependence may intensify
cross-border interaction, yet it remains de-
pendent on regulatory tolerance, political
stability, and the conditional openness of

borders, producing uneven and reversible
integration outcomes.

A primary source of these limits lies in
structural asymmetries between neighbour-
ing states. Differences in economic develop-
ment, wage levels, regulatory frameworks,
welfare systems, administrative cultures,
and the distribution of competences actively
shape both the emergence and the constraints
on functional integration (PERkMANN, M.
2007; Kn1prscHILD, R. 2011; ESPON 2019b).
While such asymmetries often generate
cross-border mobility, particularly in labour
and consumption, they simultaneously im-
pede territorial coordination, harmonization,
and shared service provision, limiting the
depth and durability of integration (Sonn,
C. 2014; Bonm, H. 2019). Kurowska-Pysz, J. et
al. (2018) further demonstrate that cross-bor-
der interaction in Euroregions is frequently
constrained by administrative asymmetries,
fragmented competences, weak political
commitment, and uneven stakeholder ca-
pacities, particularly in peripheral border
regions. This produces a structural misalign-
ment between the functional logic of cross-
border space and the territorially bounded
organization of governance. Daily practices
and flows routinely transcend borders, while
decision-making authority remains embed-
ded in national legal and administrative
systems. As a result, functional integration
advances primarily in weakly regulated or
politically less sensitive domains, such as
consumption, tourism, or specific segments
of labour mobility, while remaining con-
strained in sovereignty-sensitive sectors, in-
cluding health care, education, labour law, or
social security (OECD 2013; Duranp, F. and
DEecoviLLE, A. 2019). Functional integration,
thus, takes the form of uneven and sector-
specific interdependence.

From a governance perspective, these lim-
its become particularly visible in attempts
to institutionalize functional linkages. CBC
frameworks, including Euroregions and
EGTCs, operate within multi-level govern-
ance systems that severely restrict their
capacity to address asymmetries rooted
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in national legislation and state compe-
tences (Hoocue, L. and Marks, G. 2001;
PerkmaNN, M. 2007; NorerinNg, A. et al. 2020).
Institutionalization, therefore, does not au-
tomatically follow from functional interde-
pendence. It remains selective, sectorally
confined, and politically contingent.

CBPS illustrate these constraints particu-
larly clearly. As the most advanced expres-
sion of functional integration, they directly
respond to daily needs in border regions, yet
continue to be highly fragile. Their function-
ing depends on complex coordination across
governance levels and legal systems, where
even minor national-level inflexibilities can
suspend service provision (OECD 2013;
Bonwm, H. 2019; ESPON 2019a).

Crises render these structural limits visible.
Episodes such as the COVID-19 pandemic
and the migration crisis demonstrate how
quickly states can reassert border control,
unilaterally disrupting established cross-
border flows and exposing the political con-
tingency of functional integration (Kratt,
M. 2020; Orirowska, E. 2021; Oriora, W. and
Boum, H. 2022; WeBER, F. 2022; Boum, H.
2023). Even in regions characterized by dense
everyday interaction, such as Tésin/Cieszyn
Silesia on the Czech—Polish border, where an
autochthonous Polish minority is present on
Czech territory, cross-border interdepend-
ence remains poorly protected by institutions.

From an actor-centered perspective, the
resilience of functional integration depends
less on formal institutional design than on
the strategic agency of actors operating
across governance gaps (SOTARAUTA, M. 2016).
Adaptive capacity emerges through broker-
age, coordination, and improvisation by in-
dividuals and organizations positioned at
the interface of multiple governance systems.
Informal networks and soft governance spac-
es may temporarily sustain coordination un-
der crisis conditions (ALLMENDINGER, P. and
Haucnron, G. 2009; Favrupi, A. 2010), but their
stabilizing capacity remains highly selective
and insulfficient in strongly regulated sectors.
Resilience, thus, functions as an analytical
concept rather than a normative objective. It

refers to the capacity of cross-border systems
to absorb shocks and maintain minimal func-
tional linkages under conditions of institu-
tional uncertainty (Pascarru, G.C. et al. 2020;
ANDERSEN, D.J. and Proxkora, E.-K. 2021).
However, this capacity is uneven and sec-
torally differentiated. Sectors such as health
care, labour-markets, or professional accredi-
tation remain particularly vulnerable to dis-
ruption, with even short-term border closures
producing disproportionate effects on border-
land populations (OECD 2013; Boéuwm, H. 2019;
Oriora, W. and Boum, H. 2022).

Taken together, the limits of functional inte-
gration are not failures of CBC, but structural
features of integration within multi-level,
state-centered governance systems. Functional
interdependence may generate pressures for
coordination, yet it cannot secure stable gov-
ernance outcomes. Cross-border regions, thus,
emerge as configurations of negotiated and
reversible interdependence.

Discussion

This article has challenged the widespread as-
sumption that the density of institutionalized
CBC can be treated as a reliable proxy for the
depth of CBI. By repositioning functionality
as an analytical entry point, the discussion re-
frames integration as a practice-based, secto-
rally differentiated, and politically contingent
process whose dynamics are only partially
captured by formal governance frameworks.

A first key insight concerns the persistent
misalignment between institutional den-
sity and functional integration. Institution-
centered approaches implicitly equate the
presence of cooperation frameworks with
integration outcomes. Yet, a functional per-
spective demonstrates that stabilized socio-
economic interactions frequently emerge be-
fore or after institutional consolidation. This
confirms earlier critiques of governance-cen-
tered readings of CBI (PErkmaNN, M. 2003;
Cuirra, T. et al. 2012), but advances them by
showing that institutional density does not
merely underestimate functional integra-
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tion. It may actively distort it. Governance-
rich regions can appear highly integrated
despite limited everyday interaction, while
functionally dense but institutionally light
configurations remain analytically underes-
timated. Treating institutional presence as
an indicator of integration, therefore, gener-
ates systematic false positives and false nega-
tives, obscuring the geography of integration
as lived practice. Research on Euroregional
cooperation has repeatedly shown that the
existence of formal CBC structures does not
necessarily translate into intensive socio-
economic integration or durable cross-border
interaction (Kurowska-Pysz, J. et al. 2018).
Second, positioning functionality analyti-
cally before institutions reframes the role of
CBC within multi-level governance systems.
This does not suggest a universal sequence in
which functional integration always precedes
institutionalization, but rather highlights that
the two dimensions may evolve unevenly,
independently, or only partially reinforce
one another. Instead of acting as a primary
driver of integration, CBC appears as a se-
lective and reactive response to integration
pressures generated by everyday practices
and cross-border flows. This interpretation
also resonates with participatory governance
perspectives, which emphasize that institu-
tionalized CBC often operates through selec-
tive, project-based, and weakly embedded
forms of coordination that involve unevenly
empowered civil society actors (Urrich, P.
2021). It further aligns with relational and
flow-oriented accounts that conceptualize in-
tegration as emerging from recurrent interac-
tion rather than institutional design (BLATTER,
J. 2004; Sonn, C. 2014), while clarifying why
institutionalization remains partial, delayed,
or sectorally confined. Cooperative arrange-
ments typically address specific functional
demands while staying constrained by na-
tionally bounded legal competencies and
regulatory asymmetries. Such interdepend-
ence therefore does not constitute a linear
pathway toward institutional consolidation,
but unfolds alongside, and sometimes inde-
pendently of, formal governance arrange-

ments. Similar mismatches between insti-
tutional form and functional practice have
also been identified in comparative studies
of European border regions (DEcovILLE, A.
et al. 2013; TUrNER, C. et al. 2022).

Third, the functional perspective reposi-
tions CBFAs not as embryonic governance
units awaiting institutional completion, but
as interaction-based configurations capturing
the spatial imprint of stabilized cross-border
interaction under conditions of state sover-
eignty. Rather than extending the primarily
delimitation-oriented approach proposed by
Jakusowski, A. et al. (2022), this perspective
emphasizes the uneven, contingent, and only
partially governable character of functional
integration. This challenges what Faludi, A.
(2018) describes as a territorialist bias, the
tendency to equate governance capacity with
bounded, institutionalized territory.

Empirical illustrations ranging from
cross-border metropolitan regions (Jresund,
Upper Rhine) to divided towns in Central
Europe and emerging industrial corridors in
post-socialist borderlands suggest that func-
tional integration follows no single spatial
logic. Instead, it appears wherever habitual
cross-border behaviour aligns with selective
regulatory tolerance. Spatial coherence is gen-
erated not through administrative design, but
through recurrent interaction, producing in-
teraction-based configurations whose contours
remain adaptive and sectorally differentiated.

The role of crisis further sharpens these in-
sights. From the perspective of critical border
studies, crises should not be treated as exter-
nal disruptions of otherwise stable integration
trajectories, but as stress tests that reveal the
latent hierarchy between daily cross-border
practices and state-centered authority struc-
tures (PARKER, N. and VAuGHAN-WiLLIAMS, N.
2012; Orizowska, E. 2021). Episodes such as
the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated how
quickly established cross-border flows can be
interrupted through unilateral state action,
even in regions characterized by dense daily
interaction (Oriora, W. and Bonwm, H. 2022;
Boum, H. 2023). Instead of interrupting in-
tegration from the outside, crises expose the
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political contingency and limited institutional
protection of functional integration. Research
from the German-French-Luxembourg bor-
der region during the COVID-19 pandemic
further demonstrated that, even in highly
institutionalized and functionally intercon-
nected border regions, border practices, co-
ordination failures, and tensions between
national crisis-management regimes could
emerge rapidly (WEBER, F. 2022).

The capacity to sustain minimal cross-bor-
der linkages under such conditions depends
less on formal arrangements than on infor-
mal networks, trust-based coordination, and
soft governance spaces, and the involvement
of civil society actors operating across in-
stitutional boundaries (ALLMENDINGER, P.
and Haucgnron, G. 2009; FarLupi, A. 2010;
Kurowska-Pysz, J. et al. 2018; Urricy, P. 2021).
While these mechanisms may temporarily
compensate for governance gaps, they remain
insufficient in strongly regulated sectors such
as health care, labour law, or social security.
Functional integration, thus, does not erode
state authority, but operates conditionally
within it, shaped by conditional border open-
ness and enduring national competences.

Overall, the discussion positions function-
ality as a perspective for interpreting ten-
sions between routine socio-spatial interac-
tion, governance capacity, and state author-
ity. By linking flow-based perspectives with
relational border theory, the article moves
beyond binary readings of integration ver-
sus fragmentation. CBI instead emerges as an
uneven process shaped by selective permea-
bility, structural asymmetries, and periodic
re-bordering (Paasi, A. 1999; BLATTER, J. 2004;
Ruwmrorp, C. 2006).

While conceptual, the framework devel-
oped here has clear implications for empirical
research. It suggests that comparative designs
should move beyond institutional density as
a primary indicator and instead operational-
ize integration through sector-specific flows,
everyday mobility practices, and patterns of
selective border permeability. This allows
comparisons between institutionally similar
border regions with markedly different lev-

els of functional interdependence, helping to
identify mismatches between institutional
density and functional interdependence. The
concept of CBFAs can, thus, be operational-
ized as relational and sectorally differentiat-
ed configurations rather than fixed territorial
units, supporting mixed-method approach-
es that combine mobility and service-use
data with qualitative insights into everyday
practices and institutional mapping. Finally,
the framework invites longitudinal and cri-
sis-sensitive analyses examining how func-
tional linkages persist, adapt, or unravel un-
der conditions of re-bordering, clarifying the
resilience and vulnerability of functional in-
tegration without presuming linear progress
toward institutional consolidation.

Conclusions

This article has argued that integration in Eu-
ropean border regions is often shaped more
strongly by everyday cross-border practices
than by formal governance arrangements.
By shifting the analytical focus from institu-
tions to functionality, it has been shown that
integration in European border regions is pri-
marily produced through routine cross-border
flows and practices that often precede, bypass,
or only partially translate into formal institu-
tional configurations. This claim does not im-
ply causal primacy or universal applicability
beyond the European governance context.
By reconnecting the distinction between
CBI and CBC, the analysis indicates that CBC
operates not as the primary driver of integra-
tion, but as a selective and reactive response
to functional pressures. Cross-border inter-
dependence unfolds unevenly across sectors
and scales. Consequently, the presence of
formal cooperation structures does not nec-
essarily correspond to the intensity or stabil-
ity of cross-border interaction. At the same
time, dense functional linkages may persist
in the absence of strong institutionalization.
Institution-centered approaches risk systemat-
ically misreading the geography of integration
by conflating governance density with func-
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tional interdependence. The concept of CBFAs
captures the spatial imprint of functional in-
tegration by revealing where stabilized cross-
border interaction becomes territorially visible
despite fragmented governance structures.
The article further emphasizes that func-
tional integration is neither linear nor cumula-
tive. Instead, it oscillates between de-border-
ing and re-bordering, as daily mobility and in-
teraction coexist with nation-states” enduring
capacity to reassert territorial control. Crises
such as the COVID-19 pandemic act as stress
tests that expose the political contingency and
reversibility of functional integration, even
in regions characterized by dense everyday
cross-border flows. While informal networks
and soft governance spaces may temporarily
sustain cross-border linkages, their stabilizing
capacity remains highly selective and insuf-
ficient in strongly regulated domains.
Finally, this article is conceptual and litera-
ture-driven rather than empirical. The analyti-
cal perspective developed here is explicitly sit-
uated within a European governance context
shaped by EU-specific institutional conditions.
While this clarifies the scope of the framework,
it also points to the need for comparative and
longitudinal research examining how func-
tional integration interacts with governance
structures across sectors and during periods of
crisis. In this sense, the functional perspective
is not proposed as a substitute for institutional
analysis, but as a necessary complement that
clarifies both the possibilities and the struc-
tural limits of CBI in contemporary Europe.
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From community space to no man’s land? — The use of public space by
vulnerable social groups in post-socialist housing estates.
A case from Budapest, Hungary

KornELia KISSFAZEKAS! and TamAs EGEDY?

Abstract

Under state socialist planning, large housing estates were built as inclusive, community-centred environments.
These spaces were particularly safe for women and children, reinforced by intense social control and close
neighbourhood ties. Our study examines the transformation and use of public spaces in post-socialist housing
estates, with a particular focus on vulnerable social groups. The research sample area was the Central Housing
Estate of Budapest-Pesterzsébet (20th district). The research is based on a complex methodology; in addition to
secondary methods, we conducted quantitative and qualitative primary research (resident questionnaire sur-
vey, walking interviews/in-depth field interviews, mental map studies, and mapping of pedestrian movement
patterns). According to our findings, community areas that were previously actively used have now mostly
become underused, neglected spaces that pose a risk to safety. These changes particularly affect young and
middle-aged women and young people, limiting their movement and participation in urban life. Research on
pedestrian space utilisation has shown that residents’ spatial movement basically follows traditional routes,
avoiding originally protected and traffic-free routes. This proves that socially oriented planning and the physi-
cal infrastructure created as a result do not, in themselves, guarantee the creation of inclusive, safe spaces that
can be occupied by communities. A static public space that maintains its former characteristics can lose its social
base. For the population to return to community areas, it is necessary to conduct a detailed assessment of the
needs of different age groups and genders, and to take them into account in urban planning and development.

Keywords: state socialist urban planning principles, post-socialist large housing estates, pedestrian use of
public spaces, spatial inclusion, safety
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Introduction space should be a socially inclusive territo-

rial unit. Spatial inclusion in the urban en-

A key issue in the design and development
of cities, neighbourhoods and residential
areas is what kind of living conditions and
quality of life they provide for the local com-
munity. It is no coincidence that a major area
of research in urban studies is the develop-
ment of space utilisation (Jacoss, J. 1961;
Leresvre, H. 1991 [1974]; MONTGOMERY, J. 2007;
GeHL, J. 2010; Sere, M. 2025). Ideally, urban

vironment refers to the process and state in
which all social groups are guaranteed equal
access to urban spaces, services and oppor-
tunities, as well as the opportunity to partici-
pate in their design and use (PaTrick, M. and
McxkinNoN, 1. 2022).

Large housing estates are obvious areas of
research regarding of community space, space
utilisation, spatial inclusion, and mobility.
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Given that, in post-socialist cities of Central
and Eastern Europe, large housing estates be-
came dominant features of post-war housing
development and housing estates represent a
significant part of the local housing stock, a
more thorough examination of space utilisa-
tion in housing estates is certainly warrant-
ed. Especially because these housing estates
satisfy the needs of a great variety of socio-
economic groups, mainly the less affluent seg-
ments of society (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

The construction of large housing estates in
the state-socialist bloc of Central and Eastern
Europe, dominated by the former Soviet
Union, was influenced not only by the hous-
ing shortage but also by political ideology.
One of the main promises of the communist
system was the right to affordable housing
and access to free community services for all.
Although the rejection of any architectural/ur-
ban planning ideas originating from beyond
the Iron Curtain was a matter of principle,
the Soviet Union adapted Clarence PErrY's
concept of neighbourhood units under the
name ,rayon theory” (PErry, C. 1998 [1929];
GogrsnviLy, D. ef al. 2017), and its guidelines
lived on as major organisational principles in
post-World War II housing estates constructed
as part of housing development programmes
in state-socialist countries (Hirt, S.A. 2012).
The importance of community life was a key
message of the political system, and the spe-
cific function, size, and design of public spac-
es were also the focus of attention for design-
ers (KaLm, K. et al. 2023). As the importance
of community life was an important message
of the political system, open spaces were also
well designed and intensively used. Thanks
to all this, the public spaces of large housing
estates in former socialist countries were par-
ticularly inclusive and not exclusionary.

The change of regime brought significant
changes in ownership and the composition
of housing estate communities, which also
affected patterns of space use. Due to trends
in the housing market, large housing estates
in Hungary and Budapest have become gath-
ering places for the lower middle class over
the past three decades (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

Nevertheless, the inherited built environment

and the physical characteristics of the spaces

between buildings have not fundamentally
changed.

Our study focuses on exploring and pre-
senting the space utilisation by vulnerable
social groups (women and young people)
living in a housing estate environment.

Our research questions are as follows:

1. What processes characterise the space uti-
lisation preferences and actual space utili-
sation of vulnerable groups (women and
young people) in housing estates?

2.How has the formerly welcoming and safe
character of housing estate’s public spaces
changed?

3. Where and in what ways do the space utili-
sation characteristics of women and young
people contradict the original design
guidelines and urban planning intentions?
We seek answers to the above questions

based on the results of an international re-

search project that has been ongoing since

2024. The DUT 15minESTATES project

(https://15minestates.eu/), focusing on sus-

tainable mobility in large housing estates

(LHEs), investigates the correlation between

urban space, mobility options, and users’

needs and opportunities. The main aim of
the project is to investigate the adaptability
of Carlos MoreNO’s 15-minute city princi-
ples (MorenNo, C. 2024) in the partner coun-
tries (Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary, Latvia,

Switzerland and The Netherlands). Results

presented in the paper are based on the re-

search carried out in the Hungarian case
study area, in the Central Housing Estate of

Pesterzsébet (20th district).

Theoretical framework and literature
review

Spatial and demographic characteristics of space
usage in large housing estates

In the large-scale housing estate construction
projects that followed World War II, urban
planning principles, building density, and
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spatial characteristics show many similari-
ties between the Western and Eastern Euro-
pean countries. The findings of the research
overlap in many respects, as identical spatial
characteristics generate similar or repetitive
behaviour patterns. The use of space in hous-
ing estates has also been the subject of ex-
tensive comparative research (SEnpi, R. et al.
2009, 2023; DekkER, K. et al. 2011; BENkS, M.
et al. 2018; KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018).

Central and Eastern European countries
face greater problems in terms of the man-
agement, maintenance, and use of public
spaces than in other parts of Europe. The
deterioration of the condition and quality of
public spaces in housing estates essentially
began with the construction of the estates
themselves. The planned infrastructure, and
community spaces were rarely properly com-
pleted to the standard specified in the origi-
nal plans (Leetmaa, K. and Hess, D.B. 2019).
Furthermore, in Central and Eastern European
countries, years of underfunding during the
socialist period were followed by a complete
funding shortfall in the transitional years after
the change of regime. This process continues
to this day, with minor changes, and interna-
tional literature has already drawn attention
to the deteriorating condition and quality of
public space and its role in the deterioration of
living conditions (PETsiMERts, P. 2018).

The study of the social and economic im-
pacts of urban public spaces gained signifi-
cant momentum in the 2010s. Such research
has also taken off in Central and Eastern
European countries, strengthening local so-
cial movements for the improvement of public
spaces (LEtmaa, K. and Hess, D.B. 2019). The
results of spatial and social analyses confirmed
the contradictions between the needs of the
population and the mono-functional design
of housing estates. From the outset, large,
monotonous housing estates with separate
pedestrian lanes have been associated with
urban planning problems such as insecurity
and a lack of social control (WAsseNBERG, F.
2018). NewmaN, O. (1972) drew attention to the
no man’s land between homes and transport
routes (streets) as early as the 1970s. Crime,

vandalism, and feelings of insecurity are most
common in areas of this type (ELsinca, M. and
WaASSENBERG, F. 1991).

The demographic trends of the housing es-
tates built after World War II in Central and
Eastern Europe, and particularly in Hungary,
were consistently characterized by the influx
of young families with small children. On the
one hand, these newly arrived young residents
grew old alongside the housing estates, while
new young families continued to move in. As
time went on, therefore, young families with
children and the elderly became the dominant
groups in the housing estates (KovAcs, Z. et al.
2018; Leetmaa, K. and Hzss, D.B. 2019).

In presenting the theoretical background,
we focus primarily on those groups that are
most affected in terms of the safe use of pub-
lic space in housing estates. This relevance is
related to the historical fact that the public
spaces under study were predominantly used
by adolescents and women, who were the tar-
get groups for decades. Currently, adolescents
and women (primarily those with young chil-
dren and/or pensioners) continue to show the
most intensive presence in these public spaces.

Access to and use of public spaces have sig-
nificant social, emotional, and psychological
benefits, but these benefits are not evenly dis-
tributed among social groups. According to
Doreen Massey’s relational concept of place
(1994), the meaning of places varies across
different social positions; that is, a place is
not a closed, stable entity, but an open for-
mation consisting of networked relation-
ships, connections, and processes, where
these networked relationships also encom-
pass economic, social, and mobility contexts.
Public space, therefore, is constantly evolving
precisely because of its social openness and
changing network of relationships. Moreover,
the same space holds different meanings for
young people, the elderly, or newcomers,
making it not a single entity but a constel-
lation of diverse identities. Public spaces are
shaped not only by relationships but also by
unequal “power geometry”. Since not every-
one moves through space in the same way,
not everyone has equal access to the resources
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of the place — that is, mobility and safety are
socially differentiated. The same public space
may be perceived as safe by some groups,
while others may perceive it as threatening.

This is directly linked to the issue of land
use and movement patterns, which reveal how
individuals and groups actually use public
spaces. In this regard, the issue of perception is
crucial, encompassing perceptions, meanings,
and experiences related to space, particularly
the perception of safety, and fear. Fear is not
merely a reflection of crime risks, but a social-
ly and spatially mediated experience. These
perceptions directly influence one’s relation-
ship to space and determine which places be-
come “places to avoid” or “places considered
safe.” In this context, fear and perceptions
thus manifest in specific behavioural strate-
gies, such as altering routes, avoiding certain
places, or restricting the use of public spaces
to certain times. These practices can result in
a partial restriction of space use, particularly
among vulnerable groups — women, young
people, and the elderly. A growing body of
research indicates that women and young peo-
ple feel less safe in public spaces than adult
men, which significantly affects their move-
ment, presence and participation in urban life
(Garcia-Ramon, M.D. ef al. 2004; MEnTa, V.
2013; ANDERSON, J. et al. 2017).

The three defining characteristics — struc-
tural conditions, specific modes of spatial use,
and perceptions of space — are interconnected
through reciprocal relationships: structural
conditions shape perceptions, perceptions
influence practices of space use, and these
practices, in turn, affect both the meaning of
space and its structural reproduction (redefi-
nition and transformation) (Soja, E.W. 1996).

Creating inclusive, safe, and visually ap-
pealing environments is key to encouraging
walking and the use of public spaces, espe-
cially for women. Women’s walking and
space use preferences are fundamentally
shaped by gendered experiences of visibility,
safety, and belonging. In this sense, walking
is not merely a form of transport, but also an
act that expresses the right to public space
(PerEIRA, A. and ReBELO, E.M. 2024).

Social relationships fundamentally influ-
ence the sense of security. Mixed-use, lively
neighbourhoods - according to Jane Jacoss’
,€eyes on the street” concept — increase so-
cial cohesion and perceived safety (Jacoss, J.
1961). Green spaces can help reduce loneli-
ness and promote community connections,
which, when carefully planned, indirectly
contribute to improving the sense of security
among women and young people (NAVARRETE
HerNnANDEZ, P. et al. 2021; Te Braak, P. and
Van Tienoven, T.P. 2025). At the same time,
the physical security of public spaces alone
does not guarantee their use. The meaning of
spaces, their perceived quality, and the oppor-
tunities for social interaction play a key role in
how women and young people feel comfort-
able and safe in public spaces. Concerns about
personal safety often cause women to modify
their routes or avoid using certain places al-
together, which, over time, may result in par-
tial exclusion from public life (VALENTINE, G.
1990; BLoBauM, A. and Hunecke, M. 2005;
Porko, P. and Kimic, K. 2022; Zvysk, E. 2024;
AvAR, S. and Karivi, M. 2025).

However, the sense of safety is not solely
dependent on crime statistics. It is closely
related to gender, age, income status, and
the social context of the living environment
(JAmBOR, V.E. and Vepripi, K. 2016). The
gender safety gap — the difference between
women’s and men’s perceptions of safety —is
a persistent phenomenon and is consistent
with historical trends (Mooreg, G. et al. 2023).
According to this, women and young people
consistently report feeling less safe in public
spaces, particularly in less crowded areas
and after dark.

Women's behavioural responses to fear are
shaped not only by fear of violence or crime,
but also by the quality of social relationships
in their living environment. Avoiding places
is often more related to weak social cohe-
sion and a lack of community control than
to the actual risk of crime. (YaTEsa, A. and
Ceccaro, V. 2020).

Young people’s sense of safety also shows
a specific pattern. Girls and young women
generally experience a heightened sense of
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threat, while adolescent boys are more con-
cerned about physical violence or conflicts
between peer groups. Adolescents’ use of
space is strongly influenced by peer pres-
sure, which determines where they appear
and where they avoid (Moorg, G. et al. 2023).
The concept of ,place as partner” highlights
that young people’s emotional attachments
and space utilisation are in dynamic interac-
tion with built and natural elements.

Despite this, urban planning and regenera-
tion processes are often based on the mod-
ernist concept of the ‘neutral user’, which
reflects the perspective of adult, healthy men
(SANDSTROM, L. et al. 2024). Planning consulta-
tions are typically considered to be an “adult
space”, which marginalises young people,
and ignores the emotional and relational
experiences that children and young people
contribute to the meaning of public spaces
(O’suLLivan, S. et al. 2020; GuTiERREZ-UJAQUE,
D. et al. 2025).

The local context in Hungary and Budapest

After World War 11, the new state-socialist
political and social order in the Eastern Bloc,
including Hungary promised equal opportu-
nities for all. Housing construction became a
central element of the political narrative of
the ,welfare state” and affordable housing
(Kissrazekas, K. 2022). The new forms of de-
velopment and the intermediate spaces sig-
nificantly improved the quality of life com-
pared to the previous, often unhealthy living
conditions (KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018). Housing
estates carried the promise of modernity: they
were characterised by comfortable, serviced
flats, uniform infrastructure, and planned
community spaces. One of the central princi-
ples was to ensure good pedestrian access to
primary institutions of neighbourhood units
(schools, kindergartens, shops) and to sepa-
rate pedestrian and motor vehicle traffic.

In line with the political aspirations and
social message of the system, greater atten-
tion was paid to equality and the accessibility
of shared (state-owned) spaces for all. The

main feature of the housing estates was their
large green areas, so the housing estates were
indeed very airy and breezy. The green areas
between residential buildings were planned
in detail, with the definition of functional
zones, public space elements, and footpaths.
From the time of their construction during
the era of state socialism, the public spaces
of the housing estate were used intensively.
Playgrounds and benches were primar-
ily places for women to socialize (5zaB6, B.
2024). The public spaces in the housing estate
were considered semi-private spaces, where
everyday life was visible and controlled.
The users of public spaces were primarily
young women supervising small children
and walking with babies, as well as children
and teenagers without parental control. For
children, the public spaces of housing estates
functioned as quasi-outdoor living spaces:
they could play all day in the spacious ar-
eas between the houses, which were mostly
free of car traffic (Photo 1a-b). After school, it
was common to see children hanging out in
parks, which were an integral part of hous-
ing estate’s public parks. Compared to a
traditional urban environment, the spaces
in housing estates were truly transparent,
accessible on foot, and, due to the low vol-
ume of traffic at the time and the separate
traffic system, they were particularly safe
(NAVARRETE HERNANDEZ, P. et al. 2021).
After the political and economic system
change in Hungary, the centralised, pater-
nalistic role of the state, which had previ-
ously ensured the uniform maintenance,
upkeep, and social operation of housing es-
tates, ended (Syxora, L. and Bouzarovski,
S. 2012). Housing estates built in different
decades took divergent paths in the hous-
ing market following the political transition.
The large-panel housing estates of the 1970s
found themselves in the most unfavourable
position, increasingly becoming part of the
lower-middle-class segment of the housing
market. Due to the population’s lack of capi-
tal and the delayed launch of renovation pro-
grams, we witnessed a decline in the value
of prefabricated housing estates in the 1990s
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Photo 1a-b. Housing estates in Budapest. Teenagers are playing without adult supervision in the 1970s.
Source: Fortepan (ID: 195718; 97523).

(KovAcs, Z. et al. 2018). The economic transi-
tion entailed a transformation of the space
utilisation and everyday life in the housing
estates (Boros, L. et al. 2016; OUREDNICEK, M.
and KoPecka4, Z. 2023). The personal relation-
ships and community spirit that had charac-
terised them for several decades since their
construction broke down.

As a consequence of the so-called give-
away privatisation in Hungary (sale of apart-
ments at very low prices to former tenants),
the housing stock passed into private hands,
while public spaces and green areas re-
mained essentially in municipal ownership,
generating legal and urban management
problems that continue to this day (Van
KemreN, R. et al. 2005). This determined their
fate, as without central state support, they
completely lost the resources necessary for
their renovation and maintenance. In many
cases, this led to the physical deterioration
of public spaces, the ageing of infrastruc-
ture, and the loss of function of community
spaces. The size of the open spaces became
disproportionately large in relation to the
functions they offered and became under-
used. They give the impression of being a no
man’s land, where at most pedestrians pass
through to shorten their routes. However, for
many people, this is not an option, as cross-
ing large, uncontrolled, and unmaintained
areas poses the greatest risk. The sense of
security has basically disappeared.

We can conclude that the airy development
created in the wake of the former modern-
ist design idea, the freely accessible, flow-
ing community green space, is now in most
places synonymous with excess, unused,
and neglected areas. This primarily affects
the more sensitive groups in terms of public
space use, namely, minors regardless of gen-
der and women regardless of age. These are
the people who continue to use or would use
pedestrian public spaces more intensively at
different times of the day. In many places,
however, this is now without the protective
network of community ties that once existed
in public spaces.

Methodological background
Presentation of the sample area

The sample area is the Central Housing Es-
tate of Pesterzsébet in Budapest’s 20th dis-
trict. The formerly independent settlement
was annexed to Budapest in 1950. The aim
was to create a self-sufficient working-class
town centre by modernising and densifying
the existing housing stock, with ,modern”
residential buildings, large green spaces and
basic amenities. The central area, built up
with existing suburban family houses, was
designated for the housing estate. During
the construction of the housing estate, some
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of the more important historic streets and
a few historic buildings were retained (e.g.
the Town Hall, built in 1906, and the cultural
centre, which has played a significant role in
local public life ever since).

The Central Housing Estate was built in
three main phases from the 1960s to the end
of the 1980s, with the construction of approxi-
mately 7,200 flats (Figure 1). In the first phase
(1960s — marked 1 in Figure 1), five-storey
houses and ten-storey tower blocks were
built. In the second phase (1970s — marked 2 in
Figure 1), the previous stock of single-family
houses was demolished, and 5,000 new flats
were constructed in their place. A key ele-
ment of the uniqueness of the second-phase
Scandinavian houses is the system of passage-
ways on the ground floor of the long, articu-
lated residential buildings, which connect to
the network of public spaces and park foot-
paths. In the third phase (1980s — marked 3 in
Figure 1), the number of flats was increased
using large-panel technology. The super-
blocks are criss-crossed by footpaths leading

in different directions, some of which lead to
the entrances of the residential buildings, oth-
ers to important structural points, institutions,
and public transport stops.

The market perception of housing estates
is well reflected in the trend of average prices
for apartments in these estates. In general,
we can say that between 2014 and 2025, the
market for apartments in housing estates
was one of the most dynamic segments of
the Hungarian and Budapest housing mar-
kets. During this period, housing prices in
housing estates skyrocketed, with a 368
percent increase in value in this segment
and peaked in the first quarter of 2026 (av-
erage price for high-end housing estates in
Budapest is around 1 million HUF/m?; ap-
prox. 2,600 EUR/m?) (www.otp.hu, 2025).
Nevertheless, the unfavourable position of
the Pesterzsébet Central Housing Estate in
the housing market is reflected in the fact
that, at the end of 2025, it was among the
housing estates with the lowest average
prices in Budapest (650,000 HUF/m?; ap-

Fig. 1. The three construction phases (left), and site plan (right) for the area under study. 1-3 = For explanation
see the text. Source: Google Maps / Planning archive.
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prox. 1,700 EUR/m?). At the same time, the
low average price represents a good entry
point into the housing market for those with
limited financial resources. This unfavour-
able position in the housing market can also
be attributed to the fact that, according to the
FHB Family-Friendly Neighbourhood Index,
Pesterzsébet has traditionally been among
the least family-friendly residential areas in
Budapest (www.mbhindex.hu, 2016).

The population of the Central Housing Estate
of Pesterzsébet is 16,500 (2022), which is 26 per-
cent of the district’s population. The housing
estate is characterised by unfavourable demo-
graphic trends. The population is declining, the
proportion of elderly people is higher, and the
proportion of children is lower compared to the
district’s indices, and there is a much higher
proportion of single-person households. On
the positive side, the unemployment rate in the
housing estate is low (2.4%). The more educat-
ed, wealthier, and older segments of the popu-
lation live in the southern part of the housing
estate, while the younger, less educated, and
often unemployed segments of the population
are found in the northern part of the housing
estate. It is no coincidence that newcomers to
the housing estate also prefer the central and
southern residential buildings.

Research methods

Between 2022 and 2025, the research team
conducted extensive empirical studies in the
case study area to explore and evaluate the
characteristics of public space use and the
quality of the living environment in the sam-
ple area. The methods used were as follows:

1) Online and face-to-face resident ques-
tionnaire survey.

Between March and September 2025, the
research team surveyed the mobility habits
of the local population, their perception of
the housing estate and the state of (public)
safety in the living environment. We posted
the online survey on social media platforms,
while the offline surveys were conducted
at public institutions (e.g. libraries) and

through street interviews. The questionnaire
included single-choice and multiple-choice
questions. During the survey period, a total
of 143 online and 123 offline questionnaires
were completed, primarily using a conveni-
ence sampling method. From a methodologi-
cal standpoint, the sample is not representa-
tive; however, from a statistical standpoint,
it approximates the 2 percent sampling size
typically used in microcensuses, so the re-
sults obtained can be considered relevant.

2) Walking interviews (in-depth field in-
terviews).

Between March and May 2025, we con-
ducted in-depth field interviews with resi-
dents using a random stop method. The
walking interview method reduces barriers
to participation, moderates power imbalanc-
es between the researcher and participants,
and provides opportunities to observe partic-
ipants in their familiar environments (Evans,
J. and Jongs, P. 2011). The conversations were
digitally recorded, transcribed, and then sub-
jected to content analysis. The route taken
during the conversation was recorded using
the STRAVA application. As part of the sur-
vey, 49 walking interviews were conducted,
with an average route length of 3.2 km, and
an average interview length of 94 minutes.
The questions covered ways and habits of us-
ing public spaces, as well as concerns, fears,
and positive experiences related to life and
the environment in the housing estate.

3) Fieldwork — mental map and route map-
ping survey, pedestrian space utilisation.

On 5 September 2025, on a typical school
day between 12:00 and 17:00, at the end of
kindergarten and school activities, we con-
ducted a route mapping mental map among
children and young people with the help of
28 architecture students. The survey was car-
ried at 1 kindergarten, 2 primary schools (7-
14 age group), one specialised music school,
and one combined primary and secondary
school (ages 7-18).

With the help of the university students,
the respondents drew their main walking
routes on a sketch map of the housing estate
and marked the places to be avoided. We
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then compiled the on-site route sketches on a
shared map. Using educational institutions as
starting points, we drew the dominant routes
used by young people daily. The routes taken
by young people travelling alone and with
their parents are marked separately. A total
of 90 respondents’ pedestrian mobility routes
were mapped using this method.

4) Public workshops — drawing data for
community planning.

In March and September 2025, we con-
ducted two public workshops using interac-
tive mapping to assess residents’ opinions
on the use and perception (good and bad
places) of locations in the housing estate. The
workshops were preceded by two months
of preparatory work, during which the re-
search team defined the empirical tasks to
be carried out (the objectives, methodology,
and implementation of the use and percep-
tion surveys) and assigned responsibilities,
developed the marketing strategy, and put
together the workshop program. We publi-
cized the program on municipal and public
online platforms, in local newspapers, and on
advertising platforms. A total of 78 residents
took part in the workshops, and a further

20 residents later commented on the aggre-
gated results with the help of moderators.
Thanks to the combined methodology, we
were able to gain a comprehensive under-
standing of various aspects of the housing
estate environment (e.g. questionnaire sur-
vey — mobility characteristics; mental map-
ping, route drawing, and walking interviews
— space usage preferences and characteristics;
workshops — perceptions of public space).
The objectives of the methods used, as well
as their target groups (participants and rel-
evant stakeholders), differed, so the results
of each method complemented one another
well (Table 1). Thus, the basic information ob-
tained from the public survey was effectively
supplemented and enriched by the results of
fieldwork, public activities held during the
workshop, and walking interviews.

Results

Our basic hypothesis was that large, con-
tiguous but unsupervised green spaces are
avoided by women and young people walk-
ing alone, even if shorter.

Table 1. Summary table of applied methods

.. Implementation Date / Participants /
Methods Objective Target group method duration respondents
Residential Asse.s.smg . thne and .
Uestionnaire mobility habits Local residents | -person resi- March- 266 respon-
gurve and characte- dential question- | October 2025 | dents
y ristics naire survey
Fieldrese- | Identifying | Couirenand - Inperson
arch — mental pedestrian young peop . . 5 September | 119 partici-
. from local drawing sessions
mapping and space-use ducational ivolvi hi 2025 pants
route drawing | preferences educationa IMVOIVING arcil”
institutions tecture students

Community Assessn.lg loc?l | resi Two workshop March and 78 + 20 partici-
workshops perceptions o Local residents sessions September pants

public spaces 2025

Undesandig
Wall.qng 1 use habits and | Local residents | " erViews March-May 49 participants
terviews . conducted while | 2025

their under- .

. walking
lying reasons

Source: Authors” own elaboration.
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Figure 2 shows the responses of the entire
sample without breakdown by gender and
age. The lack of public safety in housing es-
tates was often mentioned as a negative fac-
tor in public discourse and street interviews.
Residents cited a wide variety of reasons for
this, ranging from the presence of drug users
to vandalism. However, criticisms regarding
public safety were not reflected in our ques-
tionnaire survey results: respondents rated the
safety of their neighbourhood as moderate.

Respondents rated the immediate vicin-
ity of their homes as the safest in terms of
public safety, which can basically be attrib-
uted to their knowledge of their immedi-
ate neighbourhood and community, and
the trust based on personal relationships.
Public spaces (parks, playgrounds, and car
parks) also received very good ratings in
responses. Thanks to strong and targeted
central support over the past decade, the
infrastructure (equipment, condition) and

supervision (mostly fenced and well lit) of
Hungarian playgrounds has been of a much
higher standard than that of other public
spaces. All this has, of course, resulted in
positive developments in the areas of safety,
and public security. Criticism of the safety
of public transport stops was raised several
times in the walk-through interviews. This is
also less reflected in the results of the entire
sample, although respondents undoubtedly
feel less safe there than around the entrance
to their own home or in public spaces in gen-
eral (Figure 3).

Figure 3 also reveals the pronounced dif-
ferences — discussed in detail later in the pa-
per — in perceived safety between male and
female residents, which are associated with
their differing life situations and everyday
experiences.

The results broken down by age show that
respondents are generally not concerned
about public safety in the housing estate. All

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and neighbourhood?

1 do not worry about crime in my neighbourhood.  EEEEE—
| change my routes after dark because | feel less safe I

| feel safe when | cycle in my neighbourhood | ——
| feel safe when | use public transport (incl. waiting for the bus, tram, etc. ) | —

| feel safe when | walk in my neighbourhood I ——

| feel safe when I'm in a public space (park, car park, playground, etc.) | —

| feel safe around the entrance, staircase and/or lift of my apartment building I —

0.00

0.50 1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50

Fig. 2. Assessment of the safety of housing estates and public spaces in the entire sample, n = 266.
Source: Authors’ own compilation.

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and neighbourhood?

| do not worry about crime in my neighbourhood.
| feel safe when | cycle in my neighbourhood |
| change my routes after dark because | feel less safe [
| feel safe when | walk in my neighbourhood I —
| feel safe when | use public transport (incl. waiting for the bus, tram, etc.)
| feel safe when I'm in a public space (park, car park, playground, etc.)
| feel safe around the entrance, staircase and/or lift of my apartment building -

0.00

0.50 1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50

mmale mfemale

Fig. 3. Assessment of the safety of the housing estate and public spaces by gender, n = 266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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age groups consider the immediate surround-
ings of their residential building to be the saf-
est, and respondents also consider parks and
public spaces to be particularly safe.

Despite widespread stereotypes, the oldest
age group, those over 65, feel the most secure
compared to other age groups. Our findings
are consistent with international findings and
provide strong support for them (K6sER, G. et
al. 2022). The higher sense of security among
the oldest age group can be attributed to the
fact that this group was the first to move into
the housing estate after it was built, and they
have essentially grown old together with the
estate. Due to their age, they are a group with
a high degree of local knowledge and extensive
personal and social connections. Their sense
of security is closely linked to the place and
the higher sense of security they have become
accustomed to in previous decades. Their per-
sonal acquaintances and social relationships
are also likely to be stronger than those of
younger people, as they have decades of his-
tory behind them. The values of the under 25,
and over 65 age groups are similar in many
cases. These results deserve greater attention

because these are the age groups that do not
travel exclusively for specific purposes in pub-
lic spaces and residential areas. The 26-65 age
group reports the lowest sense of security in all
examined. Our results therefore, did not sup-
port our basic hypothesis that the sense of se-
curity among young people (under 25) and the
elderly (over 65) would be the lowest (Figure 4).

When examining the responses by gender,
fundamental differences between the opin-
ions of men and women in the entire sample
become apparent in questions concerning the
safety of housing estates and public spaces.
(Figure 5a-f). The differences between male
and female perceptions are clearly visible.
With one exception, the sense of security
among the women surveyed is noticeably
lower than that of the men. The exception is
the sense of security experienced in the vicin-
ity of public transport stops, as mentioned
above. This is obviously due to the presence
of other people, and public lighting. It is not
surprising that the most striking difference
between the sexes is in their assessment of
their sense of safety after dark (3.54 for men
versus 2.87 for women).

Do you agree with these statements about the safety in your block and
neighbourhood?

5.00

4.50

4.00

3.50

3.00

2.50

2.00

1.00

0.50

16-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 66-75

= | feel safe when | walk in my neighbourhood

| feel safe when | cycle in my neighbourhood

== | feel safe when | use public transport (incl.
waiting for the bus, tram, etc.)

| feel safe around the entrance, staircase
and/or lift of my apartment building

== | feel safe when I'm in a public space (park, car
park, playground, etc.)

== | change my routes after dark because | feel
less safe

e | do not worry about crime in my
neighbourhood

76-85 85+

Fig. 4. Assessment of the safety of housing estates and public spaces by age, n =266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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Fig. 5a-f. Assessment of sense of security based on gender and age groups, n = 266.
Source: Authors” own compilation.
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In the case of women, the differences be-
tween age groups are also striking. Women
under the age of 35 feel significantly less safe
than men and women in other age groups.

Our findings support our assumption that the
public spaces in housing estates, which were
traditionally used and dominated by women
without fear before the change of regime, have
now lost this characteristic in post-socialist con-
ditions. For young women, the housing estate
environment increasingly represents an uncer-
tain and less safe living environment.

The results of the walking interviews cor-
roborated the findings obtained through other
methods. The interviewees are generally sat-
isfied with the opportunities offered by the
housing estate environment; however, the
use of public spaces and the sense of safety
(a decline in the subjective sense of safety, an
increase in feelings of insecurity, especially in
the evening hours) mean that the quality of ur-
ban life is problematic in many cases. One rea-
son for this is that the attitudes of young peo-
ple, and older residents toward public spaces
differ and are often in conflict (e.g. the use of
benches and playgrounds). These factors also
contribute to the decline in pedestrian traffic.

The main lesson to be learned from the re-
sults of the study mapping pedestrian routes
is that respondents practically only use tra-
ditional streets between school (work) and
home (Figure 6). Despite the extensive pe-
destrian network and shorter routes, they
are reluctant to walk through parks. Women
walking their young children and young peo-
ple travelling alone prefer streets with heavy
motor vehicle traffic to the protected internal
roads designed specifically for pedestrians, of
which there are many in the area (Figure 7).

The results of community planning in pub-
lic workshops support our earlier findings
regarding pedestrian routes. In other words,
participants essentially only evaluated tradi-
tional streets in tasks related to both the fre-
quency of space use and public spaces and
places considered good or bad. Figure 8§ and
9 show the paths and public spaces within
residential blocks that appear for pedestri-
ans as blind spots. The bad places are basi-

cally linked to the busy main road passing
through the area. The good locations are
concentrated along the historic main street
(Kossuth Lajos Street) that was retained dur-
ing the construction of the housing estate.
It stands out among the most visited places
during the week as well. The popularity of
the main street is not due to its lack of traf-
fic or shopping opportunities, as a significant
part of the housing estate is traffic-free, and
the shops sell cheap mass-produced goods.
As a traditional street, the main street repre-
sents history, tradition, and local identity. Its
popularity is, in many ways, a critique of the
modernist housing estate environment.

To sum up, in the local community, middle-
aged people tend to have a negative attitude
towards the sense of security and public
safety in relation to the housing estate and
its public spaces, while the oldest age group
has a positive attitude. In terms of gender,
women are clearly less satisfied with public
safety. The most vulnerable group is young
to middle-aged women, who have the lowest
sense of security and are the most critical of
public safety in the housing estate. As a result
of changes in the state of public spaces and a
decline in the subjective sense of safety (pri-
marily a sense of insecurity), pedestrian traffic
is on the decline and is increasingly shifting to
major thoroughfares, avoiding the previously
safe, traffic-free routes and public spaces. The
use of public spaces is becoming increasingly
contentious, thereby diminishing their com-
munity-building and cohesive nature.

Discussion

In our historical overview, we showed that
during the communist period, the built and
public spaces of housing estates presented
a much more inclusive environment. The
decline in inclusiveness is closely related to
differences in perceived safety among vari-
ous social groups and the resulting differ-
ences in spatial practices. Inclusion depends
not only on physical access to public spaces,
but also on the extent to which these groups
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feel safe and comfortable when using such
spaces in their everyday lives. In the decades
preceding the change of regime, housing es-
tates proved their suitability for improving
the quality of life of the local community and
their ability to function as an inclusive envi-
ronment (see also Van Kemren, R. et al. 2005).
According to our findings, housing estates
and their public spaces are not inclusive envi-
ronments in terms of how the population uses
space today. The results of the walking inter-
views revealed that the development of public

spaces has not kept pace with the challenges of
the modern era, leading different generations to
use the available space in different ways, which
in turn leads to intergenerational social conflicts
(see also LeviN, L. et al. 2014, and GRUNDSTROM,
K. and LeLEVRIER, C. 2023). Several theories ex-
ist for resolving such conflicts; however, due to
the local context, neither the nested commons
theory (community-based management of the
area — L1, W. and Kerven, C. 2024) nor gentrifi-
cation (or, more precisely, in our case, the lack
thereof) can provide a solution to these con-
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flicts. However, adapting the Swedish “smor-
gasbord of places” model could represent a step
forward, as it has gained traction amid hostil-
ity toward shared public spaces in residential
urban areas (Warwick, E. and Lggs, L. 2022;
BiopurrH, R. and Sanpserg, M. 2024). Under
this model, the network of public spaces would
be used by the relevant social groups according
to a defined, informal set of rules.

Results of the questionnaire survey show
that the general sense of security in public
spaces in housing estates is favorable and that
the assessment of public safety is generally
positive, and the difference between men and
women is less pronounced in the under-25
age group. Perceptions of safety are also posi-
tive among the older age group. However,
sophisticated results of the qualitative meth-
ods testified that women, young people, and
parents with small children in particular
avoid the internal pedestrian routes that cut
through housing estates and prefer tradi-
tional streets with heavy motor vehicle traffic.

Feelings of exclusion and insecurity are
also generated by the poor model of space
use. Public spaces that give the impression

of being abandoned and underused increase
the feeling of insecurity and further select the
circle of space users, excluding more vulner-
able groups (PErRIGO, J.L. ef al. 2025).

Our findings call into question the suc-
cess of the design intention often used and
emphasised in the construction of housing
estates, namely that protected routes and
pedestrian networks contribute to improv-
ing the quality of life in housing estates. The
carefully planned, segregated traffic system
and protected green spaces of housing es-
tates have now lost their community-build-
ing role. The loss of function of previously
intensively used community spaces, the lack
of personalisation, and the weakening of so-
cial relationships directly contribute to a de-
terioration in the sense of security, especially
among women. International research clearly
supports the view that fear-related behaviour
patterns stem not primarily from an objective
fear of crime, but from weak social cohesion
in the residential environment (FErrarO, K.F.
1995; Sampson, R.J. et al. 1997).

Returning to the questions posed in the
introduction, the public spaces of housing
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estates, which were once designed and used
with a strong sense of community, have lost
their former positive, integrating role in our
case. This process was one of the consequenc-
es of the end of state socialism. The owner-
ship structure changed, and the population
shift intensified after the change of regime
(Gorczyca, K. 2016). The wealthier younger
generations moved away and were replaced
by lower-middle-class young families with
small children in a kind of a reverse gentri-
fication. With the end of the intensive use of

public spaces, community control over pub-
lic areas faded out. The fluctuation within
housing estate communities significantly re-
shapes the cohesion of the local community.
The cohesion is lacking among the newly
arrived, often transitory population (Haask,
A. et al. 2012). As a result of changed social
habits, newly arrived groups typically use
public spaces only for transportation. But
they don’t do this as freely and intensively
as the morphology of the development and
the logic of the internal functional layout of
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the area would dictate. Or as was originally
the case in the first decades after the housing
estate was built. Thus, the small number of
pedestrians passing through further exacer-
bates the marginalisation of public spaces.
The spatial openness of the development
and public space system, designed according
to modernist principles, is a great advantage.
The ownership situation, whereby the public
spaces are still owned by the local council, is
also a good opportunity. The potential inher-
ent in these is exploited in few housing es-
tates (OUREDNICEK, M. and KopPeck4, Z. 2023).
The development of large, unstructured,
often poorly controlled, and therefore unsafe
public spaces into areas with specific uses
(outdoor barbecue, community garden, play-
ground for teenagers, etc.) has several ad-
vantages. Community content can return to
public spaces that are increasingly becoming
,no man’s land”, allowing these areas to re-
gain their community-building and strength-
ening role, thus, allowing a responsible and
caring attitude to regain ground. The impact
of community control over public spaces
that are put back into use can also spill over
into the wider environment. By putting the
area back into use (revitalising it) and fill-
ing it with living functions, control and,
through this, public safety will also improve
(Frieprich, K. and ROssLER, S. 2023).

Conclusions

Over the past two decades, research on public
spaces has increasingly become a focal point
of urban studies. In the case of housing es-
tates, the condition of public spaces plays a
particularly significant role, since public spac-
es significantly determine the housing market
situation of housing estates. The design and
organisation of public spaces fundamentally
influence the image formed by those living
in and outside the housing estate (Sexp1, R.
et al. 2009). The condition and use of public
spaces fundamentally influence residents’
opinions about the quality of life. Improving
public spaces and promoting their use encour-

ages residents to participate more actively in
local community life, while also improving
the health and well-being of the population
(Raswor, L.M. 2018; Yussur, S.O. et al. 2021).

The fundamental aim of our research was to
examine how the freely accessible, open to all,
and, in the past, truly inclusive public space
system, which was realised through modernist
architectural ideas and state socialist urban de-
velopment, functions today. Do public spaces
still provide equal opportunities for users of
different ages and genders in their current use,
as was typical at the time of their design? Can
the original design intent still be realised?

Returning to our research questions, our
findings indicate that the use of public spaces
in housing estates underwent a significant
transformation following the political transi-
tion. In Hungary and Budapest, the commu-
nity-building role and community-forming
power of public spaces gradually faded in
the large-panel housing estates of the 1970s.
This process was particularly characteristic
of prefabricated housing estates in unfavour-
able housing market positions, such as the
Pesterzsébet Central Housing Estate, where
the unfavourable real estate market situa-
tion is coupled with a less family-friendly
environment. Social conflicts have emerged
regarding the use of public spaces (the coex-
istence of young and elderly residents), and
the active use of public spaces by mothers
with young children, a characteristic of the
area for decades, is on the decline or is often
spatially restricted or increasingly limited.

The transformation and decline in the use
of public spaces can be attributed to a de-
crease in the sense of security and an increase
in the sense of insecurity. These problems are
particularly evident among young and mid-
dle-aged women. Avoiding enclosed indoor
spaces and less-trafficked streets— previously
hailed as major advantages — has emerged
as a defensive mechanism. The mobility of
young people, and mothers with small chil-
dren has increasingly shifted to the vicinity
of major transportation routes, which runs
counter to the original design objectives of
the housing estates.
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In order to improve land use, we recom-
mend developing a target group-centric
strategy based on the needs, fears, and opin-
ions of the most vulnerable groups (young
and middle-aged women). The active in-
volvement of women and young people in
planning processes can also bring specific
spatial design considerations into the sci-
entific and urban development discourse
that are irrelevant to other members of the
community (e.g. good lighting, informal su-
pervision, transparent spaces, visual control,
specific planting considerations).

In the longer term, developing a comprehen-
sive urban regeneration strategy for the area
—one that aims to revitalize the physical, so-
cial, and economic environments collectively
— could represent a step forward. Improving
the quality of green spaces could play a key
role in the physical renewal of public spaces,
while in the social sphere, the use of “smorgas-
bord of places”-type interventions could offer
a solution. By developing services located on
the ground floors of housing estates, we can
achieve not only economic benefits but also
advantages in terms of land use (mobility).
MoReNoO’s interpretation of the 15-minute
city concept in a housing estate environment
highlights that liveable and safe public spaces
are not merely the result of physical interven-
tions but are closely linked to the functioning
of local communities and the strength of social
relations (Moreno, C. 2024).

The solution to this situation lies in a two-
pronged approach. On the one hand, there is
a need for bottom-up development that takes
into account the needs of the local community,
and on the other hand, there is a need to inte-
grate and moderate from above the potential
and social capital inherent in the local com-
munity (Lang, R. and Novy, A. 2014). In this
way, public spaces — which are increasingly
coming to resemble no man’s land — can once
again become liveable areas that serve a com-
munity purpose.

We plan to conduct further research to
explore in more detail the use and needs of
minors, young children who already travel
alone, and young adolescents. Future prefer-

ence studies allow to map the various needs
of public spaces from multiple perspectives
(age, gender and function). Our research can
contribute to identifying future trends in the
use of public spaces in housing estates.

Our findings have highlighted the need
to rethink the top-down planning approach
that remains prevalent in Central and Eastern
Europe. Instead of paternalistic, state-led
“welfare” developments, greater attention
must be paid to underutilized local resources
and better harnessing the potential inherent
in local society, as well as to closer coopera-
tion with local communities.
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Dorondel, S. and Gatejel, L. (eds.): Flowing Progress: Transforming the Danube Through Infrastructure.
West Lafayette, Indiana, Purdue University Press, 2025. 324 p.

Flowing Progress is a unique and fresh compilation
of studies on the environmental history of river
Danube from the 16th to the 21st centuries featur-
ing an exciting theoretical framework. The book’s
premise (p. XI) is that the development of modern
water infrastructure is not only a catalyst for physi-
cal and ecological change, but also a civilizational
achievement and a political and economic instrument
of power that interacts with the local population and
the natural environment. The ten studies in the book
provide strong evidence of this, as they explore mod-
ernization processes, the relationship between water,
power, and the environment, and the connections
between various levels — local, regional, national, and
international — through the history of dams, bridges,
power plants, and other elements of infrastructure.

FLOWING
PROGRESS

Transforming the Danube Through Infrastructure

edited by
Stefan Dorondel
Luminita Gatejel

Despite the title Flowing Progress, the chapters are
not in-progress reports of research but finished works
with a clear narrative. Although the term flow plays
an important role in the book, the key concept is dis-
turbance. Therefore, the title of the introduction fits
better to the whole volume: Disturbance. Danube River,
Infrastructure, State. This original term, disturbance,
recalls Fernand BRaUDEL’ s longue durée perspective
(BraupkL, F. 1958), where the long-term natural bal-
ance is suddenly disrupted — or disturbed — by man.
A disturbance is a relatively rapid process (which
may even be a cataclysm, e.g. a flood) that causes
the landscape and ecosystem to be reorganized.
Going beyond this approach, the editors of the vol-
ume, Stefan DoroNDEL and Luminita GATEJEL, em-
phasize that disturbance is not a one-way process,
but rather a circular interaction between hydrologi-
cal processes and technopolitical and economic prac-
tices (p. 3). This is closely linked to the concept of
the socio-natural site, which delineates the landscape
of the co-evolution of nature and society. Two senior
researchers, Verena WINIwWARTER and Martin ScHMID
used this term describing the Austrian section of
the Danube (WINtwaRTER, V. et al. 2013, 2020), and
their work can be regarded as a direct precursor to
the current volume. Moreover, Scumip, in collabo-
ration with two co-authors, Gertrud HarrvocL and
Severin HOHENSINNER, contributes a study to Flowing
Progress as well, emphasizing the autonomous role
of technological systems, independent of social and
ecological ones, in the disturbance (p. 270).

The editors highlight three key aspects of the re-
search: natural and politico-economic dynamics, mul-
tiple scales, and flow. We can also distinguish a pre-
modern and a modern era: from the second half of the
19th century, the construction of state infrastructure
—driven by the capitalism, and the fossil-fuel-powered
machinery (p. 268) —had a far more radical impact on
the Danube’s water flow than previously. The creative
interpretation of the term flow— which is etymologi-
cally related to flood (in German: Fluss) — also appears
in the dichotomy of discontinuity and continuity, and
of the human and the natural. The concept of distur-
bance goes beyond mere description and is suitable
for highlighting the agency of the river, as well as for
connecting premodern and modern re-creation of
the landscape, to demonstrate that modernity is not
necessarily a new, unique phenomenon (pp. 11-12).
Infrastructure itself can be examined from numerous
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perspectives, it possesses both semiotic and aesthetic
dimensions as Brian LARKIN’s paper The Politics and
Poetics of Infrastructure emphasizes which is cited in
several chapters (LarkiN, B. 2013).

A difficult task of editing thematic volumes is
to ensure cohesion among the individual studies.
The editors have done an excellent job in this regard: the
concept of disturbance appears in almost every chap-
ter, and they are linked by numerous cross-references,
too. Although numerous new river histories were pub-
lished over the past two decades (EveEnpEN, M. 2018),
the Danube has remained in the background of research
compared to many other international rivers, partly due
to linguistic difficulties. This volume features studies
based on primary sources and presenting new findings
from researchers working in seven countries. Although
the book’s subtitle (Transforming the Danube Through
Infrastructure) highlights the entire river, the volume
focuses on the Lower Danube, specifically the section
between Belgrade and the Black Sea: six of the ten stud-
ies deal with this area. The volume is based on two com-
pleted research projects, both focusing on the Lower
Danube. One of them was supported by the Leibniz
Institute for East and Southeast European Studies (IOS),
Regensburg (Contested Waterway: Governance and
Ecology on the Lower Danube, 1800-2018), the other
by the Romanian Ministry of Research and Education
(State, Communities and Nature of the Lower Danube
Islands: An Environmental History, 1830-2020). The
editor Stefan DoroNDEL, lead researcher at the Francisc
L. Rainer Institute of Anthropology of the Romanian
Academy, has an unusual pair of doctoral degrees:
one in history and ethnology, and another in agri-
cultural economics. This also shapes his interest in
the post-socialist agricultural transition and its envi-
ronmental implications. The other editor, Luminita
GATEJEL, senior researcher at the I0S, published a
book recently about the technological and imperial
cooperation at the Lower Danube. Although none
of the editors has a research profile focused exclu-
sively on environmental history, and only a minority
of the authors identify themselves as environmental
historians, the theoretical framework presented and
the agency of the river makes places this volume in
the field of environmental history. The book is or-
ganized logically: the chapters are in chronological
order, followed by two studies connecting premodern
and modern times. Formally, this book is a well-done
work: the layout is aesthetic, and there is a useful
index at the end.

The first study examines two cases — the 1566 siege
of Szigetvar (Hungary), and the 1579 reconstruction
of the three bridges at Turnu Magurele (Romania)
— to illustrate how the Ottoman Empire utilized
the Danube in various situations. The two authors,
Deniz ARMAGAN AkTo and Onur INaL, argue that the
Ottomans did not seek to transform the rivers, but
rather operated by adapting best practices from other

parts of the empire to local conditions and through
interactions with the local population. For example,
the population of Turnu Mdgurele participated in
the construction and maintenance of bridges at the
request of higher authorities, and at the Iron Gate —a
critical narrow part of the Danube for navigation —
they established a special office called whirlpool chief-
tain to ensure the safe passage of ships. Applying
the concept of the socio-ecological system allowed us
to gain a deeper understanding of the environmental
aspects of using the river.

In the second study, Luminita GATEJEL demon-
strates how, in the 1830s and 1840s, state officials in
Wallachia after the strict Ottoman rule, and the city
leaders of Giurgiu, situated in a strategic location
along the Danube, reshaped the waterfront. After
the Russian army demolished the walls of the city’s
Ottoman fortress in 1829, the path to modernize the
city was opened. From the perspective of the Danube,
this was shaped by floods and state flood control
measures, while the new embankment also became
part of the modern city’s public infrastructure, thus,
restructuring the relationship between people and
the environment through disaster management in-
frastructure. The transition between the premodern
and modern eras is indicated by the fact that technical
know-how and administrative reforms transformed
the principality into a modern bureaucratic state.

The following third chapter, by Constantin
ARDELEANU, examines the operations of the European
Commission of the Danube (ECD) and the State
Fisheries Service (SFS) in the Danube Delta at the turn
of the 20th century, as seen through the work of two
leading engineers. Although political interests pre-
vented direct competition between the two “hydraulic
missions” before World War I, their differing perspec-
tives became sharply evident in the management of
Lake Razim, located near the Black Sea coast. The ECD,
an “imperial technopolitical organization”, priori-
tized shipping, while the SFS, a “technonationalizing
project”, preferred fishing because of food security.
The latter relied on the ECD’s maps and surveys,
which shows that, despite their opposition, both
similarly represented the nature-transforming, high-
modernist agenda. It would have been also interesting
to compare the operations of the two organizations
based on additional criteria, such as the nature of their
operations and the ways in which they advocated their
interests to the Romanian government.

The following two studies focus on the period be-
tween 1918 and 1945. In the fourth chapter, Steven
JosBITT demonstrates how hydrogeographical and
water management arguments were used to sup-
port the cause of Hungarian interwar revisionism.
Hungarian geographers and hydraulic engineers, in
fact, described the Treaty of Trianon as a natural di-
saster or disturbance. According to their arguments,
the unity of the Danube’s and — especially the river
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Tisza's — watersheds the main river of the eastern part
of the Kingdom of Hungary prior to 1918 — as well
as the water management works carried out, entitled
post-World War I Hungary to possess these territories.
The presentation of Hungarian water management
developments in the 19th century is quite lengthy, and
its main point is only stated at the end of the study:
the river regulation primarily served the agricultural
interests of large landowners. JoBITT points out that,
due to the new borders, most of the Hungary’s river
water came from abroad, thus, leaving the country
vulnerable. The quoted 1930 newspaper article, which
compares the situation of Budapest’s drinking water
to the Treaty of Trianon, is fascinating.

Stelu SERBAN’s study examines the impact of the
March 1942 Danube flood in the Vidin region, based
partly on interviews. The most significant part of the
story is the recovery: despite World War II, the im-
mediate action taken by authorities and leaders en-
abled the state to strengthen its weak position in the
region, for a long time. The aid made no distinction
on ethnic grounds, and involved personal sacrifice,
not only at the local level but also to the government.
Petar GaBrovski, the minister of internal affairs and
public health, and his officials personally donated
large sums toward reconstruction. Serban explains
this through the theory of the affective state derived
from colonial studies, which, building upon Max
WEBER’s concept of the rational functioning of the
modern state, emphasizes the acquisition of control
through emotional attachment (StoLer, A.L. 2007).
A key aspect and an interesting development in the
research are the examination of how various actors
describe the flood: as a neutral, tragic, typical, or
unique phenomenon.

Two studies focus on the Cold War period. In
the sixth chapter of the book, Robert NEMEs inves-
tigates the local effects of the 1956 Danube flood in
Hungary in the village of Dunavecse, primarily based
on newspaper articles. Although no shared narrative
emerged, local, regional, and government authori-
ties attempted together to regain control over nature.
This, combined with the size of the catastrophe, re-
sulted that for the people of Dunavecse, the flood is
more memorable from that year than the anti-Soviet
Hungarian Revolution. In this chapter, as well as in
the previous one, it could have been fruitful to use
the theory of disaster history (OLIveEr-Smith, A. 2002;
Howm, 1. 2012) and possible analogies of catastrophes
(e.g. HaLr, A. 2011).

Constantin IorbacHI explores the history of the
Danube-Black Sea Canal, in the Danube Delta.
Although he also adopts the concept of socio-natural
site, he proposes the concept of industrialized nature
as an alternative to the dichotomy between society
and nature. He distinguishes the history of social-
ism from that of global infrastructure through four
points: ideology-driven social engineering, the ad-

aptation of earlier Western developments, the pri-
oritization of quantitative industrial growth, and a
lack of efficiency. The accompanying photographs are
revealing, as they simultaneously depict the various
eras: the pre-1945 era, the structures of socialism, and
those of post-socialism —the text could have devoted
even more space to these photos. An important con-
nection to ARDELEANU's study, that during the Cold
War, the European Commission of the Danube was
followed by two commissions, an Eastern and a
Western one. While during the socialist era — simi-
lar to ARDELEANU’s chapter — the structures in the
Danube Delta were established as imperial projects,
the new post-socialist projects were not: they were
launched in response to the old ones, and the conser-
vation perspective opposing industrial use became
increasingly significant, as in the case of the Vacaresti
Natural Park in Bucharest.

Stefan DoRONDEL writes about the April 2006 flood-
ing of the Danube, which destroyed 115 houses in
the Romanian village of Rast. This ethnographic
study commendably employs the concept of natural
disaster (OLiver-SmitH, A. 2002), The main research
methods are fieldwork and interviews, during which
the author ingeniously had the participants draw the
flood’s path on a map. His concluding observation
is that the new infrastructure built after the disaster
does not alleviate but rather exacerbates the tension
between people and the river.

The last two studies provide a comprehensive
overview. In the ninth chapter, Milica Prox1¢ exam-
ines the Great War Island, an island in Belgrade, from
the 16th century to the present day. Since the island’s
function, size, and shape have all constantly changed
throughout history, she suggests the framework of
amphibious anthropology to address the land-water
binary. This explains the near-total absence of infra-
structure — making this chapter something of an odd-
ity in the book. Once of military significance in the
early modern period and bombed several times in
the 20th century, the island is now an “urban oasis”
in the Serbian capital.

The last chapter by Gertrud Haipvocr, Severin
HoHENSINNER, and Martin Scamip is also unique: it
is the only one that focuses on the Upper Danube,
and it perhaps makes the most profound use of the
concept of disturbance. It emphasizes the critical role
of infrastructure, which also leads to undesirable path
dependency, Based on a long-term overview of the
transformation of three areas—the Danube in Vienna,
the Machland, and the river Traisen, tributary of the
Danube. The study identifies three zones along the
rivers. First, the river’s most frequently used chan-
nel, which also serves as a navigation corridor, along-
side mill canals were built in premodern times. The
second is the constantly changing riverbank, which
was radically transformed by floodplain colonization
beginning in the second half of the 19th century. The
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third consists of nearby, dry, higher elevations—the
traditional sites of settlement. In the second half of
the 20th century, large dams and hydroelectric power
plants aided river regulation: in cities, people, thus,
moved closer to the riverbanks, and the value of their
properties increased. With the narrowing of the flood-
plain, floods grew once again, and the cyclical process
between nature and infrastructure continued.

As we have seen so far, one of the book’s strengths
is that the case studies, in most instances, offer con-
clusions not only for the micro, but for the macro
level, and even suitable for comparison. In several in-
stances, there is also an intention for a global perspec-
tive; however, in the absence of adequate context and
explanation, this seems forced. Examples include the
mention of globalization among the transformational
drivers in the transformation of river landscapes by
technological systems (p. 289), or “globalizing in-
frastructure” in connection with the 19th-century
Danube (p. 6). When considering potential global
implications, it is worth noting two important limi-
tations. The first is that the primary physical bound-
ary of a river’s influence is the edge of its watershed.
The other is that the book focuses on certain areas of
Central Europe and the Balkans, whose states were
not directly involved in the colonial competition
and, thus, did not play a central role in the global
flow of ideas, knowledge, and technology related
to water engineering. The editors also use the term
“flow” to refer to the movement of things other than
water, but this leads to an irrelevant discussion of
flow as a metaphor for globalization (pp. 7-9). The
book’s introduction concludes with a warning about
the future, particularly regarding megaprojects. In
2014, approximately 3,700 hydropower plants were
in the planning stages or under construction, which
could lead to numerous serious ecological and social
consequences, some of which may be unexpected. It
should be noted that since the 1980s, social resistance
strengthened globally (KanjeEv, S. 2015), and several
reserves are being established to protect the natural
environment and ensure its sustainable coexistence,
such as the Vacaresti Natural Park. Overall, however,
the book is not a warning book but rather a guide-
book that introduces readers to the environmental
history of a region that has received little attention
until now. The Danube, as an international river,
provides a good opportunity for comparison, and
the editors have taken full advantage of this oppor-
tunity to produce a volume that is well-focused on its
subject. We are confident that the approach they have
taken will inspire further research.

MARTON SIMONKAY!

!'University of Szeged, Institute of History, Department
of Contemporary History, Szeged, Hungary.
E-mail: simonkay.marton.zoltan@szte.hu

REFERENCES

Braubk, F. 1958. Histoire et Sciences sociales: Lalongue
durée. Annales. Economies, sociétés, civilisations 13.
(4): 725-753. https://doi.org/10.3406/ahess.1958.2781

EvenDEN, M. 2018. Beyond the organic machine. New
approaches in river historiography. Environmental
History 23. (4): 698-720. https://doi.org/10.1093/
envhis/emy054

Hatt, A. 2011. The rise of blame and recreancy in the
United Kingdom: A cultural, political and scientific
autopsy of the North Sea flood of 1953. Environment
and History 17. (3): 379-408. https://doi.org/10.3197
/096734011x13077054787145

Horm, ILW. 2012. The cultural analysis of disaster.
In The Cultural Life of Catastrophes and Crises. Eds.:
MEINER, C. and VEEL, K., Boston-Berlin, De Gruyter,
15-32. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110282955.15

Larkin, B. 2013. The politics and poetics of in-
frastructure. Annual Review of Anthropology 42.
(1): 327-343. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
anthro-092412-155522

OL1vErR-SMmITH, A. 2002. Theorizing disasters: Nature,
power, and culture. In Catastrophe and Culture.
The Anthropology of Disaster. Eds.: Horrman, S. and
OLiver-SmiTH, A., Santa Fe, School for Advanced
Research Press, 23-47.

StoLER, A.L. 2007. Affective states. In A Companion to
the Anthropology of Politics. Eds.: NucenTt, D. and
VINCENT, J., Malden—-Oxford-Carlton, Blackwell,
4-20. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470693681.ch1

WINIWARTER, V., Scumip, M. and Dresser, G. 2013.
Looking at half a millennium of co-existence: The
Danube in Vienna as a socio-natural site. Water
History 5. (2): 101-119. https://doi.org/10.1007/
512685-013-0079-x

WINIWARTER, V. and Scamip, M. 2020. Socio-natural
sites. In Concepts of Urban-Environmental History. Eds.:
Haumann, MK. and Mares, D., Bielefeld, Transcript,
33-50. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783839443750-003



DOI: 10.15201/hungeobull.75.2.8

Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 75 2026 (2) 273

Wojcik, D.: Atlas of Finance: Mapping the Global Story of Money. New Haven-London, Yale University

Press, 2024. 240 p.

In Atlas of Finance: Mapping the Global Story of Money,
Dariusz W¢jcik describes global finance with a tra-
ditional method of using maps, graphics, and data
visualisation. Together with his team and nearly 200
Oxford student interns who helped with visualisations,
they have created one of the most labour-intensive
projects. The book is a great contribution to the geo-
graphical literature, filling the gap in the market — and
on bookshelves by uniting money and maps, finance
and geography. The impact of finance on regions and
global inequalities is critical, which the book investi-
gates from a financial geographer’s perspective.
What makes the book unique compared to others
is its visualisations and maps, which make it easy
to track and understand the topics. By analysing
millions of data points and hundreds of interviews,
the first book-length collection of maps and graph-
ics dedicated to demystifying the world of finance
was created. According to the writer, over twelve
thousand hours of work were put into finalizing the
project. To connect the dots and understand the top-
ics of finance, ancient coins, maps, and interesting
graphics were utilized. For instance, a visualisation
reveals football clubs” financial strategies located in

® ATLAS oF

FINANCE

Mapping the Global Story of Money

JAMES CHESHIRE
OLIVER UBERTI

Europe using a line graph with their net balance on
loans and sales, which, without this visualisation,
would be difficult to compare. As the writer confess
on the second page of this Atlas, “It is very hard to
understand the problem we do not see, therefore we
need to map and visualise it.” On his visit to St Peter’s
School in 1998, he encountered almost twenty thou-
sand atlases: atlases of beer, chocolate, and wine, an
atlas of countries that do not exist. There were nearly
atlases of everything except finance, which was the
main motivation for the writer.

Starting with the history of finance, Wéjcix goes
through several phenomena explaining the progres-
sion, structures, and mechanisms of finance. The
foundation of finance can be traced back to the earli-
est cities in Mesopotamia, where the first financial
terms were introduced. In the next part, we see how
destructive finance can be by guiding us through
chapter Bubbles and Crises over time. The world of
crises is visualized with a map where crises are listed
for each country with colour coding involving four
centuries, starting from the 1600s where Dutch tulip
bulb market bubble happened. Then the author ex-
plains how financial power should be managed, and
the consequences of failing to do so are discussed in
the previous chapter. Therefore, he stresses the neces-
sity of central banks and control over finance. Then, a
separate section examines the correlation between the
production of science in finance and its geographical
location, highlighting the potential bias against other
countries due to a lack of diversity in publications. In
the next part, the evolution of finance is demonstrated
by explaining how wealth distribution changed over
the years. Furthermore, the analysis is extended to
non-traditional financial areas such as the football
transfer market, where hundreds of millions of dol-
lars are spent each year. Since players account for the
club’s biggest expenses and income, they are being
treated and traded as financial assets. In the final sec-
tion, the book demonstrates that finance generates
both benefits and drawbacks with its redistributive
effects, producing simultaneous positive and negative
impacts on society and the environment.

The author describes finance as not abstract, but vis-
ible everywhere, such as in cities, buildings, etc. He
defines finance as human-environment relationships.
Finance has played a key role in advancing our society,
but we cannot say that without it, it would be impos-
sible to develop. The author gives a great example of
Australia’s history, having lived for 50,000 years with-
out money. Their first encounter with money came
after the arrival of Europeans. Also, the example from
Midas “With the power of the money they turned eve-
rything to the gold they touch, but at the same time it
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brought hunger and destruction of natural resources”
(p. 9) gives a clear context of the writer’s thought on
finance, as if managed well, it is a great tool, but it can
also be dangerous when it is out of control.

The book puts finance in a deep historical and
philosophical context by tracing its roots back to the
Sumerians. The Sumerians could produce more than
they needed thanks to the favourable climate, fertile
land, and rivers. This led to the creation of large cit-
ies with vast populations and trade links between
them. The author depicted the first measurement
techniques used by the Sumerians, such as quantity
and accounting periods. It also made it necessary to
introduce financial terms such as taxes, insurance,
and loans.

The author traces the historical evolution of finance
by engaging with the ideas of three influential think-
ers — Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and John Maynard
Keynes. The book explains that their idea of the
economy is produced by both time and geographical
effects of the economy, and deconstructs classical the-
ories through the perspective of financial geography.
The ideas follow a chronological order, starting with
Smith (1723-1790) in Amsterdam, Marx (1818-1883)
in London, and Keynes (1883-1946) also in London,
primarily highlighting the main financial centres of
their times. This highlights the idea that finance is
not abstract but visible in cities. While Smith summa-
rised the essence of capitalism, and Marx examined
its darker aspects, Keynes saw its decline into disor-
der and suggested remedies, all while participating
in significant events of his day.

The author calls finance highly US and male-dom-
inated. His opinion on gaining influence in science
is that it comes through publications with more cita-
tions. Furthermore, the book highlights the critical
role of journal editors in publications, supervising
the whole process, where they can decide whether
the paper should be accepted or not. The book made
a graph about the publications in finance, and out of
195 authors of the 100 most cited publications, 172 of
them worked in the US. Another graphic shows that
85 percent of editors-in-chief in the top ten journals
were US-affiliated researchers. All 19 Nobel Prize
winners in the economic sciences are or were white
males who got their PhD in the US and worked there
at the time of the award. The author argues that the
power and influence they wield might lead to biased
research against developing countries and public
policy. However, the book outlines the recent trend
in the dynamic of publications, where China’s out-
put tripled between 2012 and 2019. Nevertheless,
over half of all publications in 2019 came from North
America and Western Europe combined.

The book positions financial instruments as tools
for creating social and physical space, in addition to
distributing wealth. It claims that using finance might
even enable you to exchange people and abilities, as

well as to sell items you don’t own. By presenting
investment as both a weapon of geopolitical strat-
egy and a force for wealth accumulation, the author
demonstrates how the globalisation of capital has
intensified inequality.

The book excels in combining visual storytelling
with scientific data. Candlestick charts of stock indi-
ces in advanced, emerging, and frontier markets, for
instance, show the unequal recovery from the 2008
global financial crisis in “Markets at a Glance.” In this
section, the summary of how financial markets have
performed over the years since the global financial
crisis is illustrated. The authors observe that whereas
advanced countries, driven by American tech com-
panies, moved forward, frontier markets “never dug
out of the hole.”

In the chapter Infrastructure Monopoly, the au-
thors illustrated the global privatisation of infrastruc-
ture assets, including power networks in the UK and
Chile and airports in Auckland and Frankfurt, using
a Monopoly-style board. The way public goods have
become speculative assets in the global financial game
is criticised in this humorous yet alarming graphic.

The book expands the analysis to non-traditional
financial areas, framing the football transfer market
as a system for managing and organizing players as
financial assets to maximize profit. While wealthy
teams like Manchester City and PSG use debt and
financial engineering to win competitions, clubs like
Ajax, Benfica, and Porto employ “buy low, sell high”
tactics. Their financial strategies are visualized us-
ing graphics to facilitate the comparison between the
football clubs.

Wojcik offers a stinging critique of offshore finance,
illustrating how London has evolved into a “sunny
archipelago” of riches with properties in prestigious
areas like Mayfair kept under the cover of shell com-
panies registered in tax havens. To minimize the tax,
rich people use an envelope through a company in an
offshore tax haven. About 40 percent of these relate
to the British Virgin Islands, Guernsey, and Jersey.
These companies do not just offer tax benefits, but also
anonymity on the ultimate owner through “closed
registers” that prevent further scrutiny.

Emphasising its spread into space, sustainabil-
ity, and monitoring, the book closes with a forceful
analysis of the future path of finance. The last part
claims that money now controls orbits, satellites, and
even alien economic frontiers, therefore transcend-
ing Earth. The book provides data on some satellites
that are being used for researching the outer galaxies,
while others are mainly focused on Earth. Combining
satellite imagery and artificial intelligence enables
companies to monitor and foresee environmental
risks, which assists in their investment decision. The
larger path of financial power is fitly represented by
this spatial leap: dispersed, data-driven, and further
distanced from conventional economic centres. The il-
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lustration shows the number of satellites and geogra-
phy of ownership over the years, as the US and China
account for more than 80 percent of all satellites.

The writers underline that in more recent fields,
including space-based surveillance, carbon markets,
and the digital economy, the same factors that have
historically influenced finance — global inequity, tech-
nical innovation, and state power — are now at work.
Significantly, they challenge who gains from these
changes and warn of the dangers of strengthening
monopolistic power and economic hierarchies be-
coming more entrenched.

The conclusion challenges academics, people, and
legislators to question the paths of financial globalisa-
tion and to examine financial power through the prism
of geography, justice, and government, thereby pro-
moting critical engagement rather than a utopic vision.
This emphasises the book’s key message as financial
power is unevenly divided and remains to be redis-
tributed among territories, cities, and people in the
same way. The book visualizes this process through
the maps and graphics provided in the atlas, which
makes the reader understand finance as something not
only abstract and technical, but also as a geographi-
cally patterned social and environmental process.

Methodologically, Atlas of Finance combines in-
novative cartography and network analysis with
secondary data taken from international financial
institutions (IMF, BIS, World Bank). The writers are
open about their sources and methods of analysis,
frequently pointing out data gaps, especially with
relation to offshore funds and unofficial economies.
Although it does not specifically provide fresh sta-
tistical datasets, the book offers methodological
synthesis and interpretation, transforming scattered
financial data into coherent visual narratives.

Still, the book has certain limits. Though the writ-
ers try to address this in parts on development and
inequality, the focus on Global North-centric institu-
tions sometimes hides viewpoints from the Global
South. Furthermore, even if the visuals are striking,
without supporting scholarly explanation, they can
occasionally overpower the central points or lack
interpretive depth. Additionally, they often make
complex financial situations seem simpler, which
can obscure important details or methodological
uncertainties. In some cases, the aesthetic clarity of
the visuals may overshadow more in-depth analyti-
cal questions that the data would otherwise raise.
Readers seeking in-depth case studies or anthropo-
logical complexity may find the broad brushstrokes
limited to be challenging. Finally, certain economic
data precedes significant recent changes — such as
geopolitical realignments post-COVID and the evolv-
ing financial consequences of the war in Ukraine —
even if it was published in 2024.

The intended audience includes graduate students
and policy experts, as well as academics in finance,

geography, international development, and politi-
cal science. Though it relies on basic knowledge of
economic and financial principles, the accessible lan-
guage and visual aids make it comprehensible even
to non-specialists.

Still, Atlas of Finance is an unusual and worthwhile
addition to modern research despite these negatives.
It pushes limits by asking that money be understood
as a lived, uneven geography rather than as a neutral
system.

Avaz Mammapov!

! University of Sopron, Alexandre Lamfalussy Faculty
of Economics, Istvan Széchenyi Economics and
Management Doctoral School, Sopron, Hungary.
E-mail: avaz.mammadov@yahoo.com
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