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Abstract: This paper proposes that it is necessary to consider the public policies developed
by the Soviet Union in order to make a complete analysis of what is a welfare state and its relation
with the keynesian policies. Furthermore, it tries to show that it is possible to consider the soviet
state as a particular type of welfare state that in any case can be understood through the combination
of the ideal typology developed by Sping Andersen. It takes the soviet public housing system as a
concrete example that can illustrate the theoretical claim. Thus, it begins with a brief theoretical
revision of Marx's political economy which can be used to discuss whether or not Soviet Union had
a capitalist economy. Then, soviet public housing system is described and analyzed, and we briefly
discuss the process of privatization and its consequences. Finally, we will try to explain the reason
why the system collapsed.
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Abstract: Este texto propone que, para poder realizar un análisis completo de qué es el
estado de bienestar y su relación con las políticas keynesianas, es necesario considerar las políticas
públicas desarrolladas por la Unión Soviética. Es más, intenta mostrar que es posible considerar que
el estado soviético puede ser comprendido como un tipo particular de estado de bienestar que en
cualquier caso podría ser analizado a través de la tipología ideal desarrollada por Sping Andersen.
Toma el sistema soviético de vivienda pública como un ejemplo concreto que puede ilustrar esta
postura teórica. Así, el texto comienza con una breve revisión teórica de la economía politica de
Marx,  que  puede  ser  utilizada  para  discutir  si  la  Unión  Soviética  tenía  o  no  una  economía
capitalista.  A continuación  el  sistema  soviético  de  vivienda  pública  es  descrito  y  analizado,  y
también  se  discute  brevemente  el  proceso  de  privatización  y  sus  consecuencias.  Finalmente,
tratamos de explicar la razón por la cual el sistema se derrumbó.
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Introduction

During the 20th century, and specially after the WWII and until the 1970's, capitalist mode

of production was regulated according to certain principles of public management of economy that

had as result what we normally call “keynesian capitalism”. The economical development of the

period was (if we compare with now) more regulated and defined by state frontiers. “Keynesian”

public policies were oriented towards the protection of the working and middle classes, basic source

of consume, in order to dynamize consumption, and through it, the whole economical system.

Is in this context where we can find the most developed attempts of creating a non-residual

system of public housing, and these attempts can be classified thanks to a typology that arises from

♣ This text was originally written for the course Political Economy of Low-Income Housing,  which I followed as
Erasmus Student in the University of Bosphorus between October and December 2010. Thanks to the instructor of
that course, Tuna Kuyucu, for his useful observations. 



the usual classification of the welfare states (liberal, social democratic and conservative). Following

this classification, it is frequent to take the social-democratic case as the exceptional example, just

found in northern Europe, of an almost-universal and right-based system of public housing.

What I  would like to  problematize in this text  is  the fact  that  this classification never

considers the soviet experience as a case that should be analyzed and included in the typology. But

why do we have to do such a thing, if the soviet case is a non-capitalist case and therefore has

nothing to do with welfare  states?  Though we will  deal  extensively with the capitalist  or  non-

capitalist nature of the Soviet Union, let's assume by now that it was not a capitalist society and try

to argue from that perspective the necessity of relating the analysis  of the welfare states to the

analysis of the soviet experience.

The historical  perspective  of  the development of  the welfare  state  can give us a  good

argument: in 1917, just after the devastating effects of the WWI, the Russian Revolution meant the

legal recognition of an incredible repertoire of social rights that before had been just a dream in the

minds  of  the  working  classes  throughout  Europe.  What  we  normally  forget  is  the  fact  that

Bolsheviks' objective was not, at least in this first moment, the revolution in just one country; they

were expecting a similar revolutionary success in Germany, that will need to import russian crops in

order to survive. The Spartacus League was, however, not able to achieve that objective and the

political repression was high.

However, the first soviet successes were a dynamic force that made the labour movements

in Europe more active and self-confident. The left-wing parties (social-democrats and socialists)

gained  strength  after  the  war  because  of  their  pacifist  position  during  the  conflict  and  their

opposition to join the combats. The strength of the labour movements and the lack of legitimacy

that had the traditional conservatives made possible the development of the first attempts of social

policy in the 1920's and 1930's, but the influence of the USSR has to be considered as far as it were

the main model (positively or negatively taken) for all european countries. Also fascist experiences

in  Germany  (1933-1945),  Italy  (1922-1945)  or  Spain  (1923-1930),  though  having  a  different

ideological background, developed some social rights that have to be understood as a conservative

and antiliberal reaction that was equally opposed to liberal capitalism and the “dangers” of real

socialism1.

After the WWII,  the public policies designed in Europe (and even in the United States)

during the 1930's to face the economical crisis were developed as a general form of regulating the

capitalist development. But again the “menace” of the Soviet Union had to be considered, because

1 The spanish case is specially interesting because just after this first pseudo-fascist experience (the dictatorship under
the rule of Miguel Primo de Rivera) came the II Spanish Republic, that has probably been the most progresists
period of our contemporary history. The king went to exile, the political repression finished, but the social rights
acquired during the previous years were mantained because, though given by a philofascist government, were in any
case a triumph for the spanish working classes and spanish sindicalism.  



the working classes of the period were well-aware of the fact that the war in Europe had not been

won by France or Great  Britain,  but by popular resistance and by the Red Army,  that defeated

Germany in the East front and advanced until Berlin. The countries of eastern Europe were also a

constant example and reference for western Europe, concerning both its defects and successes.

What I am trying to point out is that european welfare states were the necessary political

reaction to the demands of the labour movements, and that both, governments and movements, were

without any doubt inspired by the example of the Soviet Russia. 

If we are not dealing, and we will try to show that we are, with an special case of welfare

state, we are at least, and in any case, talking about the major model that inspired the social policies

of the other half of the world.  An analysis of the soviet system of public housing can help us to get

a better  understanding of the public housing systems developed in the rest  of Europe and their

relation to the dynamics of the capitalist mode of production.

This analysis will be done in three steps. First of all, we will deal in a more theoretical and

general level with the definition of capitalism and with the problematic issue of dealing with the

soviet case. We will broadly describe the general working of the soviet system of production and

distribution and at the same time to discuss whether it is capitalist or not.

Then, we will focus on the public housing system and policies developed by the Soviet

Union, trying to show it as part of the soviet general system of production and distribution. We will

use at the same time a thematic and chronological approach, trying to cover both the evolution of

the system and diverse elements that we can compare with other cases of public housing and urban

development.

Finally, we will pay attention to the process of privatization after the collapse of the USSR

and the emergence  of  contemporary Russian Federation.  Again  the  thematic  and chronological

approaches will be combined. 

I. Revisiting political economy

I.1. How do we define capitalism?

When  we  are  analyzing  the  public  policies  developed  by  the  welfare  states  we  have

necessarily to deal with the problem of defining the economical system in which those policies are

developed and that, in fact, those policies want to regulate. If we want to deal with the soviet case,

and therefore if we have to discuss why and how do we include it in a context where capitalist

societies are supposed to be analyzed, then the problem of dealing with a definition of the capitalist

mode of production is unavoidable.

Karl Marx had to write Capital in order to make that kind of detailed definition and he was



not able even to totally finish the work, from which he only was able to publish the first volume.

Saying  this  I  want  to  remark  the  fact  that  there  is  no  pretension  of  solving  forever  all  the

problematic issues that have to be treated in order to give a proper definition of capitalism; we are

going to deal rather with certain interpretations of marxist political economy, that could lead us to

think  that  the  Soviet  Union  was  not  capitalist,  proposing  a  different  interpretation  of  Marx's

theoretical production and from it a different understanding of the soviet political economy.

Following the terminology used by Moishe Postone [cf.  1993],  we will  call  traditional

marxism to an specific reading of Marx that appears as a critique of capitalism from the point of

view of labour. According to this vision, capitalism is basically a form of an unfair distribution of

the social wealth whose origin should be found in the private property of the means of production.

Those  who have  the  property  of  the  means  of  production,  capitalists,  exploit  the  big mass  of

workers  in order  to obtain the surplus value, which is  the source of capitalist profit.  From this

original inequality, an unfair market arises, and therefore the correct distribution of the produced

social wealth (to each one according to his labour) is not possible. What working class has to do,

therefore,  is just to take under its control the means of production, abolish private property and

transform all the population in workers; this will mean the end of capitalism. According to this

position, socialism would be a social system where finally the fair distribution of wealth (to each

one according to his labor) will be finally done. This is, broadly presented, the position of those

who (independently of their political position) can affirm that the soviet society was not capitalist.

But this analysis of capitalism is rather proudhonian than marxist, though it is normally

based on Marx's  texts. How can this be? As we have already said, traditional  marxism made a

critique of capitalism from the point of view of labour, though, as Moishe Postone remarks, what

Marx was proposing was rather a critique of labour within capitalism.

Marx began his analysis of capitalism by the commodity form, and not, as for example

Althusser would have liked to [cf. 1970], by the production of surplus value.  What Marx tells us, in

fact,  in  the  first  paragraph  of  Capital,  is  that,  in  those  societies  where  the  capitalist  mode  of

production is the dominant one, the wealth is presented under the form of commodities, and that

because of that reason, this form has to be analyzed in the first place.

This commodity form has for Marx two interdependent dimensions: use value and value.

And the problem of defining value is one of the main issues treated by Marx throughout all the first

chapter  of  Capital.  Value  is  that  what  we  “know”  that  things  have  and  that  makes  them

exchangeable;  its  substance,  what  makes  any  commodity  similar  to  another,  quantitatively

comparable despite of their qualitative differences (related to their use values), is that all of them

are products of abstract human labour and therefore contain a determined quantity of labour time

socially necessary.



From this point,  Marx enunciates  what we can call the  law of  value (that  was already

developed by previous classic political economists, though Marx gave its ultimate formulation): in

capitalism, commodities are exchanged according to the proportional relation that exists between

the quantities of labour time socially necessary that they contain [cf. Marx, 1984: 43-103].

From this theoretical starting point, and as the law of value is the key element that allows

the articulation between production and circulation spheres, Marx is able to define labour power as

an special commodity, different from labour itself, and therefore to explain how is it possible the

production of  surplus value. From this perspective, the speculative phenomena produced by that

kind of “unfair distribution” denounced by the traditional marxism, are exceptions (frequent, but

exceptions) derived from the difference between value and price but that in any case are based on

the coercive capacity of the law of value, which is in fact the dynamic force that moves competence

(this is, the attempt of reducing the labour time socially necessary for the production of a certain

commodity) between economical actors.

From  this  perspective,  the  overcoming  of  capitalism  is  not  (or  at  least  not  only)  the

abolition of the private property of the means of production but rather the creation, on the one hand,

of a different  principle of organization of labour and, on the other,  of a different  principle that

would determine the exchangeability of the products and its proportion.

I.2. The soviet political economy

Soviet economical organization (both production and distribution) was developed in order

to  manage  a  whole  productive  system  where,  on  the  one  hand  the  property  of  the  means  of

production was “public”  (state-owned),  but  where,  on the  other,  the regulative principle of  the

whole system was still the law of value. Let's make a brief description of it:

The actors, generally considered, were the soviet state (central government, ministries and

federal  authorities),  the  municipalities  and  the  firms.  The  soviet  state  prepared,  as  result  of  a

previous  discussion  held  in  different  levels  by  those  who  were  involved  (workers,  directors,

bureaucrats...), a plan where the productive needs of the whole country for a certain period were

defined.  This  productive  needs had  to  be  satisfied  thanks to  the  articulation of  production and

distribution activities, both developed by the regional governments, the municipalities and the firms

(organized by sectors). The general criteria was the determination of the exchangeability of certain

quantities of products according to the labour contained by them.

Once the plan was established, the different  economical  actors (basically municipalities

and firms) competed in order  to fulfill  the requirements within the time defined by the central

government.  The  surplus  production  (or  surplus  value),  instead  of  being  appropriated  by  the

capitalist, was socially redistributed according to the level of accomplishment of the plan that each

actor had been able to achieve (and involved not only salaries, but also the possibility of building



schools, hospitals, or houses). This plan was emulated in the lower levels, inside each productive

unit. Besides, on each level (region, municipality and sector -firm-) we have to consider not only

the productive principles but also the “interference” of the party structure and the corruption that

finally derived from it [cf. García and Riesco, 2009: 14-15].

Saying it briefly:

The  soviet  planning  constituted  an  authentic  mechanism  oriented  towards  the
determination of the labour time socially necessary to produce these or those commodities.
[…] All the workers would try, from their labour groups and within their firms, to make a
plan favorable to them against the rest of firms and workers. In this way they will get for
themselves a bigger part of the common surplus value [ibid: loc. cit.].

The public housing system appears, therefore, totally attached to this general organization

of the productive system, being part of the indirect salaries and profits obtained by the firms and the

municipalities according to their fulfillment of the plan. We will  explain the system with more

details in the next pages.

But there is one question that we have to answer: if the law of value was the principle that

regulated the spheres of production and circulation in the Soviet Union, and therefore we can say

that there is a market, what is the relation between market and planning? Pièrre Rolle, a french

sociologist  of labour,  had to solve the same problem in order  to deal  with the structure of the

“labour  market”  in  the  USSR;  this  was  his  answer:  market  and  plan  “are  both  effective,  but

successively  and  neutralizing  and  de-naturalizing  each  other”  [Rolle,  2009:  175].  The  Plan

establishes  an  optimum distribution  that  then  is  discussed  by  the  economical  agents.  How to

establish then the distinction between the “western” capitalism and the “planned” one?

Both in the East and in the West capital's formation takes place within the
exchange activity. In the so-called liberal economies, this capital is distributed according to
prices and to the productivity of the firms. In the soviet regime, capital is redistributed,
fundamentally, through the state plan, creating a direct rivalry between the firms that also
involves, in certain form, their workers [ibid: 180].  

II. Soviet public housing2

II.1. Historical evolution

1917  Russia  was  not  an  industrial  country  and  Bolsheviks'  objective  was  not,  in  the

beginning, to force a fast industrialization process but, as we have already said, to be the agrarian

2 It must be considered that the description of the soviet public housing system can't be totally accurate here due to
various reasons, being the main one that we have used as sources just articles written in english on the topic, and
therefore we have not consulted directly the original documents. But also we have to remark two limits that we can
find in the authors we have worked with: The first of them, is the lack of information concerning the most part of
soviet history; soviet authorities knew that the information published by them would be used to delegitimize their
policies, so it was a frequent decision to hide statistical data. The other one is that the texts are normally clearly
positioned against the soviet experience and are published before the end of the Cold War, so it is hard to know
whether or not the authors are hiding information or being “objective” (in the case of north-american authors, for
example, their interiorization of the “right-to-buy” mentality makes them unable to see the “good side” of certain
soviet policies). 



support  for  the  german  revolutionaries.  When  the  German  Revolution  of  1918  didn't  success,

Bolshevik strategy had to change and turn its objective towards the rapid industrialization of the

country; both the revolution and the russian state depended, for surviving, on that process. As Pièrre

Rolle points out, 

Unlike what happened in other places, the transference of people and capitals from
the countryside towards the factories was not done thanks to the simple inequality of the
exchanges but rather through the administrative imposition or even through direct violence.
All the history of the communist regime has been the story of an State that has normed and
organized the rural exodus. This story stopped when the professional composition of the
russian population became the same than the one that could be found in other developed
nations [ibid: 36].

The new acceleration of soviet industrialization that took place under Stalin's rule, was the

main  origin  of  a  housing  crisis  that  could  never  be  solved  from  that  moment  and  onwards.

According to H.W. Morton,

In 1950 the estimated living space per person was less than five square
metres (some 7 by 7 feet). Shortly after Stalin's death, Soviet leaders decided to eliminate
the housing shortage. Since 1957 the USSR has been building 2.2 million units yearly-a
remarkable  achievement,  even  if  the  size  and  quality  of  units  are  below  Western
standards3. The results of this effort are visible in almost every city and town. In most cities
new housing districts by far outnumber the old. By the mid-1970s the per capita living
space in urban areas had increased to 8 square metres (some 9 by 9 feet) for the USSR and
10 for Moscow [Morton, 1980: 235]4.

1957 is  the most important  date because on 31 July a decree “On the development of

domestic building” was published, giving the legal conditions that would define the public housing

system of the USSR from that moment and until its collapse in 1992 [cf. Beermann, 1959]. Previous

laws had appeared before, of course, in order to protect the constitutional right to housing, which is

considered by all the soviet constitutions.

The first steps towards the creation of a public housing system were done on 20 August

1918:

The law of  20 August  I918  became the  cornerstone  for  all  subsequent  Soviet
policy in the solution of the housing problem. Having abolished private ownership of land

3 This was mostly due to the system of building prefabricated houses (popularly called Khrushchyovska because its
use  began  during  the  government  of  Nikita  Khruschev),  developed  by  the  engineer  Vitaly  Lagutenko.  It  is
interesting to consider that this happened more or less at the same time that William Levitt was creating his own
system of massive production of houses.

4 Though Morton doesn't explain it, the soviet method of calculation of space inside houses is not the same than in
western Europe. Alexander Block gives the most complete explanation that I have been able to find:
“Soviet concept of 'housing space' differs from that of 'floor' or 'superficial area' applied in English housing and
architectural literature. Soviet 'housing space' excludes all auxiliary space, such as kitchens, bathrooms, lavatories,
corridors or landings. An English house of 1000 sq. feet floor space, which is the standard size of a modern (I949-
52) English three bedroom council house is taken throughout this study as being the equivalent of about 70 sq.
metres of Soviet housing space […] We can express the relationship between Soviet and British 'space' by saying
that the Soviet is the net space, whereas the British is the gross space, and the Soviet housing space approximates to
70 per cent of the British floor or superficial area.” [Block, 1954: 247] 



and  having  nationalized  all  rental  housing,  the  state  entered  the  field  of  housing
relationships as the monopoly owner of all means and tools of production and as the owner
of all the land in the nation and most of the housing. A planned economy and compulsory
regulation of housing relationships by the Soviet state were to solve the housing problem in
the interests of the broad masses of people [Sosnovy, 1959: 1].

The historical gap between 1917 and 1959 is going to be more or less omitted here because

it is rather part of the origin of the housing problem than of its solving measures through public

housing policies. Besides, it is more complicated to calculate to what extent the public authorities

were responsible of the housing conditions, once we know the devastating effects that the Civil War

first, and the WWII later, had in Russia. In the next pages, therefore, we will explain how did the

public housing system work from 1959 onwards, and then give a few details about the privatization

process.

II.2. How did the system work?

Soviet public housing system can be described as a combination of two conditions that

enabled citizens to get a house following a double procedure. This two conditions are the residence

permit (propiska) that allowed soviet citizens to move from one part of the territory to another and

the proof of having a job (if the job was permanent, you got a permanent propiska; if the job was

temporal,  then  you  got  a  temporal  one).  The  bureaucratic  difficulties  of  getting  both  were

enormous, because normally it was necessary to prove that you had a job to get a propiska, and to

get a job you maybe should prove that you had the chance of getting a propiska. Besides, when you

asked for a propiska, you had to prove that you had a potential house there, because the document

had  to  include  you  specific  address  [cf.  Morton,  1980:  237].  Those  first  problems were  faced

normally by people that wanted to emigrate from rural to urban areas.

Then there is a double procedure of getting a house (both for those who change their region

and those who just want to change their house whithin the same region): you could use the public

housing distribution system or you could use the “private exchange” system5.

The public distribution was done through the municipalities and the firms. In both cases

you joined a waiting list, though those who depended on firms were normally faster and because of

this preferred by soviet citizens [cf.  ibid: 239]. In any case they were slow, and were not a good

solution  for  people  who  didn't  want  to  change  the  region  but  just  to  improve  their  housing

conditions:

The attempt to improve one's housing situation can be a full-time occupation. If
one's sanitary norm of nine square metres of living space (approximately a 10 by 10 foot

5 The adjective “private” doesn't mean that the houses were privately owned (what could be also the case), but that
was the result of the “private initiative” of the tenants. Around the 1970's, and in 1992 the proportion was similar,
the soviet state (through firms, municipalities and other institutions) owned a 70-80% of the existent houses. This
percentage is not the same in eastern Europe, where the rate of state-owned houses was around 30% [cf. Kosareva
and Struyk, 1993: 82] 



room) has been satisfied, getting on the waiting list is virtually impossible except through
connections. [...]  It  is usually necessary to have less than five square metres to warrant
consideration [ibid: loc. cit.].

The system of “private exchanges” was result of the combination of different options; let's

describe broadly each one of them:

Housing exchange. To do it, your house had to be registered in your name; it could be

state-owned or part of a cooperative. Then you published a notice announcing that you wanted to

exchange your flat; there were official bulletins of housing exchange in the biggest  cities. Also

those cities had an office that gave assistance to those who wanted to exchange their houses, though

they were not totally efficient nor helpful in their task; this produced a black market of fraudulent

exchange of flats  and rooms where illegal  but more efficient  intermediaries were paid for their

services. As the exchange had to be approved by the public authorities, who were well aware of

these illegal practices, some of them were not accepted in an attempt to prevent the proliferation of

intermediaries.  The result of this attitude, however,  was not that good, because it gave place to

black-markets where people whose exchange was denied could try to find a new house [cf.  ibid:

245-246]. 

In the case of cooperatives, a group of families built or occupied together a state-owned

building. Prices were fixed by the state and respected, unlike, as we will see, in the case of private

rentals or private houses. This was probably the result of encouraging the workers to build their

houses by themselves with the asistance of a public institution. “Most cooperatives  are built in

newly created districts far from the centre, where shopping is virtually impossible because shops

will not be completed for several years” [cf. ibid: 242-243]. 

Private rentals and private housings are result of the abussive practice of those who had a

“privileged” position and made profits from it. Morton explains it as follows:

With adult children away at  school or work or married and living elsewhere a
couple may have an extra room to let.  Those located  in the centre of town are  in the
greatest demand and fetch the highest rent of 40 rubles per month or more. Sub-leased flats
are, of course, more expensive. A certain number of Soviet citizens-diplomats, journalists,
members of the armed forces, bureaucrats, academics, engineers, etc.-will be sent on work
assignments out of the city or out of the country for a year or two and take their family
with them. They can make a lot of money by sub-leasing their flat during their absence.
Those letting rooms and flats,  benefiting from a  highly favourable  sellers'  market,  can
specify who their applicants should be and do so in the advertisements: students, post-
graduate students,  army personnel,  or  couples.  Once the parties  agree on the price the
prospective sub-tenant files an application with the local housing office. If he or she has a
residence permit, permission is usually granted even though the authorities know that the
real rent charged will be many times higher than the legally permitted fee of a few rubles.
They overlook this practice, fully realizing that the black market in letting is a necessary
safety-valve which takes care of a portion of the overflow desperately in need of lodgings.
To try to suppress such deals would place housing officials under even greater pressure to



distribute rooms and flats which they do not have [ibid: 247].

The bureaucratic difficulties of the process, combined with the big demand of housing that

was never totally solved because of the unstoppable flow from rural areas towards cities, gave place

to a multiplicity of  corrupt  practices:  housing bureaucrats  and officials  were  the focal  point  of

bribes. “Therefore, just as the subsidiary housing market in the USSR has led to a score of extra-

legal practices, so have the propiska system, the housing allocation process and restrictions placed

on private-home ownership” [ibid: 250]. Besides, 

local party and government officials, factory managers, state bank directors and
others use their connections to build well-equipped, over- sized homes (far in excess of the
permitted  60  square  metres  of  living  space),  on  illegally  assigned  plots,  using  stolen
building materials and illegally loaned construction machinery. They own several private
homes, although only one is ostensibly allowed to each household, while still maintaining a
state-owned flat in the city. Such practices are reported throughout the USSR [ibid: 252].

Also marriages  and divorces  of conveniance  were  arranged  (even  paid)  in order  to  be

favourished by the system [cf. ibid: 249-250].

This was the situation when the USSR collapsed in 1992 and the privatization process, that

we will explain broadly in a few pages, was identified as the only solution. 

II.3. Some elements that should be remarked

a) A developed economy?

All the sources that we have consulted tend to criticize the soviet public housing system

pointing out that, for a developed and industrialized country as the USSR is taken to be, its quality

and efficiency was not as it should be expected. However, if we consider not only the quantitative

achievements of the soviet industrialization, but also the qualitative dimension (this is, how did the

russians industrialize their country), we have that, in fact, the housing problems of the USSR are the

normal ones in all the industrializing countries.

Therefore, to this respect we should not only compare the soviet public housing system

with its contemporary fellows in Europe (in those cases we can compare, for example, the rates of

homelessness, than in the USSR were near to zero), but also with the european housing conditions

during the 19th century or with the housing conditions that we can find nowadays in developing

countries  as  India  or  even  Turkey.  In  both cases  we are  probably dealing with phenomena  of

informal  housing  that  are  the  consequence  of  the  industrialization  process  and  its  consequent

migration effects from the countryside towards the cities.

According to that perspective, we could ask, though here we can't give a proper answer,

whether or not the soviet informal housing, openly supported by public institutions, was a better

solution than the informal housing that we can find in those mentioned developing countries, where



the construction sector is totally liberalized and subjected not only to corruption but also to higher

levels of speculation.

b) Spatial inequality in cities?

The bureaucratic  control over people's  movements and settling is just the opposite to a

liberalized housing market  that  gives  place  to gentrification phenomena and spatial  segregation

between social classes. Though there were growing social inequalities in the Soviet Union due to

the  spreading  corruption  and  the  privileges  obtained  by  certain  members  of  party  and  state

bureaucracy,  in  the case  that  we are  studying  it  is  really  hard  to  find  gentrification  processes.

Following again H.W. Morton, 

Differentiated  housing  in  Soviet  cities  is  frequently  not  recognizable  by
neighbourhood or  by building as  housing the  middle  class,  workers  or  the poor,  as  is
possible in other societies, because much differentiation takes place within a block which
has communal and individual family-  occupied units. […] And, even within communal
units, there is further differentiation between those which have more space or rooms than
others [ibid: 254].

Following Morton [cf.  ibid:  255-256] and the article  written by Fuchs and Demko [cf.

1979], we can broadly describe the major USSR cities with this graphical representation:    

An important element that we have to consider is that the discourse concerning labour was



the opposite than in “western capitalist” societies. In western Europe the urban planning derived

either  on the proliferation  of  suburbia  where  the upper  and middle  classes  moved,  leaving the

centertown to the working classes, or on the radical urban reform of the centertown (preserved by

the bourgeoisy)  and the expulsion of the working classes towards the peripherical  areas.  In  the

USSR, labour was a source of proud and dignity, and it was not a shame to live next to a working

class family or to a factory; even certain kind of industrial workers could have a higher status than

certain white-collar ones6.

Both the structural conditions and these kind of, let's say, “ideological” considerations have

to be combined if we want to explain the urban organization that we could find in the soviet cities.

c) What to do with the typology?

Let's recover now the welfare state typology and the kind of public housing policies that

they  normally  have  attached.  At  first  sight,  the  soviet  system should  be  taken  as  a  particular

example  of  the  universal  and  right-based  system,  and  that  wouldn't  be  a  mistake;  the  right  to

housing was granted and protected by soviet constitutions and laws, though not perfectly at all.

However,  the  description  that  we  have  made  through  this  pages  provides  us  prooves

enough to affirm that it had a strong corporatist component that is normally considered as part of

the  conservative  welfare  state  type.  Municipalities  and  firms  had  an  important  role  and

responsibility concerning the construction and distribution of buildings for the workers,  and the

quantity and the quality of  them, as we have seen,  depended on the previous negotiations  and

competitions that were a necessary part of the planning system. 

 

III. A few notes on the privatization process

III.1. Historical context

The privatization process in the Soviet Union began in 1991, though it was not seriously

implemented due to the political inestability after the coup made by Boris Yeltsin on August. From

1992 onwards, however, a fast privatization and liberalization process took place.

In  other countries where [this kind of] shock therapy was introduced there had
been some awareness of the need to ensure that strategic groups would not sabotage the
programme.  [...]  In  Russia,  by  contrast,  the  [government  team]  adopted  a  'kamikaze'
philosophy,  and gambled that  they would stay  in office just long enough to implement
decisive reforms which would set Russia on the course to a market economy. They saw the
issue as primarily a technical problem (choosing the right policy instruments) rather than a
question of building political alliances. They later argued that there would have been no
chance  to  build  a  political  consensus  for  reform:  the  elite  groups  ranged  against
change would have blocked the necessary measures [Rutland, 1994: 1111].

6 This can be seen, for example, through the case of Kiev, that in 1934 became the new capital of Ukraine due to the
political circumstances of the moment. The previous capital, Kharkiv, was an industrial city, but Kiev, despite the
fact that was the historical capital of the country, had no industrial development. One of the main aims of the soviet
government during those years was to industrialize Kiev, increment the number of workers that lived in the city and
reorganize the urban space [cf. Yekelchyk, 1998].



There were several options of privatization (we will se some of them with more details in

the following epigraph, concretely concerning public housing), but this was the final decission:

Direct sale to new outside owners was not a feasible alternative: it would take too
long, and would not generate mass privatisation. There were anyway few Russians with the
required capital,  and those who had it  had acquired their wealth in dubious ways.  The
selling of firms to foreigners would be highly unpopular-and there was no guarantee that
the foreign investors would come. The voucher programme, if successful, would kill two
birds with one stone. By distributing vouchers to all citizens at nominal cost it would give
everyone a stake (albeit a small one) in the economic reform. By encouraging investment
funds to  buy up  shares  it  would  facilitate  the  concentration  of  shares  in  new outsider
owners.  Critics  of  the  programme  pointed  out  that  these  two  aims  were  somewhat
contradictory.  In Russia as elsewhere the international organisations (IMF, World Bank)
argued against voucher privatisation, preferring direct sale to outside investors [ibid:  loc.
cit.].

The general results of this process, however, could not be easily seen (and the example of

houses would make everything clear) because the previous organizative structure was not totally

destroyed, but rather in a process of slow decomposition that probably lasted until the first years of

this new century. When, in 1998, Pièrre Rolle visited Russia as part of his research on soviet and

russian labour conditions, he could yet write something like this:

Many observers ask themselves whether Russia is as far as always from joining
the market  economy.  A member of the municipality said to me that  Russia was not  a
country organized by economy, but a “social” country. In which other part of the world
could  we  find  a  banker  that,  after  a  simple  call  from  the  cityhall,  accepts  to  give
economical support to a local school that has no money for providing the children's meals?
[…] But, on the other hand, in which other part of the world are there so many banks and
firms that depend, in the last instance, from the municipality? [cf. Rolle, 2009: 72]

This is something that maybe we could still say about Russia, though it is also clear that,

during the last ten years, a lot of changes have taken place.   

III.2. How did it happen?

In what concerns the privatization of the public housing, the first discussions on the issue

were held, in fact, before the coup of August 1991. In 1987, “a special resolution was passed […]

granting the right to private ownership to members of housing cooperatives who had completely

paid off any loans for their units”; in 1988, a similar resolution gave the right to buy to the tenants

of state-owned housing. The idea was that, through this mechanism, lower quality houses would

become privately owned due to the low prices; but what actually happened is that, by the beginning

of 1991, “only 53500 units had been sold throughout Russia, and these were predominantly of high

quality”  [cf. Kosareva and Struyk, 1993: 83-84]. 

This failure open up again the question of how to privatize the public housing system. Four



main options  were proposed: [1]  free transfer  to the tenants (those families  with “extra” space

would pay a small amount for it); [2] the tenants would buy their units according to market prices;

[3] free transfer to the tenants but the extra space would have a prohibitive price; [4] every family

would get a voucher for a set of square metres of space, those vouchers could be used to purchase

an unit or could be bought and sold in markets [cf. ibid: 84-85].

As we saw in the previous epigraph for the general process of privatization, the last option

was chosen. The final content of the law established the following system: 

[a] Only tenants officially registered as occupants of the flat can purchase the unit.
[b]  The tenant is given a voucher free of charge; its value is the price of a square

metre of average-quality housing in the city in which the tenant lives times the number of
square metres to which he is entitled (the entitlement is computed as 18m2 of usable living
area per person and 9m2 extra for the household). 

[c] The tenant pays the difference between the assessed value of the unit and the 
value of the voucher. Families living in a unit whose value is less than the voucher receive 
no additional compensation.

[d]  Those living in cooperative buildings and in individual houses don't receive a 
voucher.

[e] The general method for determining the cost of the privatized housing was to 
be determined by the Council of Ministers.

[f] During the transition period, the old system of allocation remains in effect.  
Those allocated would also have the right to buy in the same conditions.

[g] Each family can purchase only one unit.
[h] Some buildings can't be privatized: those dangerous to inhabit, hostels, flats  

with shared kitchen and toilet, and buildings of historical or cultural significance [ibid: 85-
86]. 

As  we  said  before,  the  further  implementation  of  this  measures  depended  on  local

governments, that had in fact a high degree of autonomy concerning the amount of housing given

free of charge,  the estimation of the average  value per  square metre,  and the different  form of

defining and considering the housing quality grades [cf. ibid: 87]. The immediate results of these

policies were, among others, that the rentals were still considerably low, that tenants had strong

rights (being almost like homeowners), and difficulties for certain tenants to buy their properties

(this is, to pay the difference of value that could exist between the estimated value of the unit and

the standard value of the voucher).

Further  developments,  from  2000  and  until  today,  resulting  from  the  new  policies

developed by the russian government, have given place to new and deeper transformations, at least

in the major cities. We will see broadly some of them in the next epigraph.

III.3. Some elements that should be remarked

Recovering  now  the  few  observations  made  in  the  epigraph  II.3.,  the  result  of  the

privatizing policies in Russia in the 1990's can be seen as the confirmation of what we said about

how to classify the soviet case according to the classic typology: the right-based dimension of the



system totally disappeared due to the introduction of certain policies inspired by the “right-to-buy”

model that was being developed in western Europe; however, and despite that attempt to shorten the

social rights granted by the state, during a certain time the system conserved its previous nature

with just a few small changes. It is the strong corporatist component of the system what doubtlessly

made possible this long survival.

Considering, on the other hand, the spatial segregation, what we can find is that, mainly

from 2000 and onwards, as a result of the combination of various elements (the economical collapse

of  the  Russian  Federation  during  the  second  half  of  the  1990's,  the  destructive  effects  of  the

corruption  and  the  misleading  governments  and  the  negative  consequences  of  the  privatization

policies), two different phenomena arose: on the one hand, clear cases of fast gentrification in the

biggest  cities  (for  example Moscow) [cf.  Badyina  and Golubchikov, 2005];  on the other  a  fast

increase of homelessness rates [cf. Höjdestrand, 2003].

Conclusions

Through this pages  we have broadly described and analyzed the soviet  public  housing

system, trying to take it as a particular form of welfare state policy made in the particular (even

unique) context of a planned economy. In this conclusion, as a form of revising from a different

perspective what we have said, I would like to briefly discuss a question that is implicitly answered

by the authors I have worked with as something inherent to their description of the system: why did

the soviet public housing system collapse?

The reasons given by the authors, as are not stated as such, but implicitly given with the

description, are tautological and unsatisfactory: “the soviet public housing system collapsed because

it was collapsing”. Further arguments could point towards the bureaucratic mess that they meant, or

the corruption of the soviet system, but, from what we have been saying, that's a symptom and not

the problem itself.

What produced the bureaucratical mess that led to the corruption of the system was, in the

first place, the fast industrialization of the country that didn't consider the urban consequences of

the rural exodus. But then, when in 1959 the soviet government became aware of the housing crisis

and gave impulse to the housing production, new explanatory elements have to be added: one of

them can be the lack of a well developed financiary market, which is closely related to the problem

of how to define the value of land and the main economical source of housing improvement; other,

the increasing difficulties that the USSR had to follow the increasing of productivity levels acquired

by wester Europe and the United States.

Let's analyze this issue a little bit more. The financial dimension of the housing system in

western Europe and the United States grew gradually between the 1950's  and the 1970's under



keynesian  regulative  policies,  though  it  was  always  well  controlled  by  the  states  and  in  an

economical background were it was not possible too much financial speculation due, among other

legal international regulations, to the gold standard and the consequent fixed exchange rates. During

this time, the construction sector in the Soviet Union is also strongly developed and the housing

crisis seems to be solvable in the next future.

But in 1970's the “capitalist” world faces a strong economical crisis, due to the collapse of

the keynesian agreement.  The consequence for public housing policies is that they are no more

rentable and privatizing policies, some of them based on a right-to-buy principle, are developed and

implemented. The result is what we have called neo-liberal  capitalism, that implies not only an

almost hypertrophical development of the financial markets but also an enormous transformation

within the production processes (thanks, in part, to the microelectronic revolution).

The main thesis that Pièrre Rolle defends in the work that we have been quoting through

this pages is that the Soviet Union had been trying to intensify the implementation of what we could

call “radical keynesian” policies at the same time that capitalism as a world-system was becoming

something different. In the case of his research, it is a plausible explanation for the strange fact that,

as soon as in 1998, the russian labour market and productive system was facing the same kind of

problems that were being treated in western Europe and the solutions proposed were also similar.

Public housing in the Soviet Union was therefore facing two problems: one of them, the

same structural deficit that had similar public policies in other parts of the world, but in a bigger and

more intense way, due to the almost total absence of a financial market; the other, the lack of public

investment in housing because the priorities of the soviet government had necessarily to be others if

the USSR wanted to survive in front of the USA in the context of the Cold War. As in the case of

the labour market,  the  kind of  policies  developed  in  the 1990's  and  until  today are  also those

developed  by  the  “western  capitalist”  countries  when  they  faced  the  structural  crisis  of  the

keynesian system: privatization, right-to-buy policies and liberalization of financial markets.

The  slow  rhythm  that  those  changes  have,  concerning  again  both  the  labour  and  the

housing market, are due to the corporatist base of the soviet system, that can't be easily transformed.

This comparative analysis of the crisis of the welfare states in western Europe and of the

soviet system provides further reasons for the necessity of including the Soviet Union as a case that

has to be analyzed as part of the same economical phase within the capitalist era, even though it

could constitute, due to its specificity, a new category of welfare state.     

Bibliography



·ALTHUSSER,  Louis  (1970).  “Preface  to  Capital  Volume One”,  in  L.  Althusser,  “Lenin  and
philosophy” and other essays (marxists.org).

·BADYINA,  Anna  and  GOLUBCHIKOV,  Oleg  (2005).  “Gentrification  in  central  Moscow:  a
market process or a deliberate policy?”, Geographical Annals, 87 (B) 2, pp. 113-129.

·BEERMANN, R. (1959). “Legal implications of the 1957 housing decree”,  Soviet Studies, vol. 11
nº 1, pp. 109-116.

·BLOCK, Alexander (1954). “Soviet housing, the historical aspect”, Soviet Studies, vol. 5 nº 3, pp.
246-277.

·FUCHS,  Roland  J.  and  DEMKO,  George  J.  (1979).  “Geographic  inequality  under  socialism”,
Annals of the Association of American Geographers, vol. 69 nº 2, pp. 304-318.

·GARCÍA, Jorge and RIESCO, Alberto (2009). “¿Perdidos? Prólogo de los editores” [Lost? Editors'
prologue],  in  P.  Rolle,  De  la  revolución  del  trabajo  al  trabajo  revolucionado,  Traficantes  de
Sueños, Madrid, pp. 11-21.

·GOODRICH, Susan and RUBLE, Blair A. (1997). “From 'soviet' to 'european' Yaroslavl: changing
neighbourhood structure in post-soviet russian cities”, Urban Studies nº 34, pp.

·HÖDJDESTRAND,  Tova  (2003).  “The  soviet-russian  production  of  homlessness”,  in
www.anthrobase.com.

·KOSAREVA, Nadezhda and STRUYK, Raymond (1993). “Housing privatization in the Russian
Federation”, Housing Policy Debate, vol. 4 issue 1, pp. 81-100.

·MARX, Karl (1984). El Capital, Siglo XXI, México D.F.

·MORTON, Henry W. (1980).  “Who gets what and how? Housing in the soviet  union”,  Soviet
Studies, vol. 32 nº 2, pp. 235-259.

·NECHEMIAS, Carol (1981). “The impact of soviet housing policy in housing conditions in soviet
cities”, Urban Studies nº 18, pp. 1-8.

·POSTONE, Moishe (1993). Time, labour and social domination, Cambridge University Press.

·ROLLE, Piérre (2009). De la revolución del trabajo al trabajo revolucionado [From the revolution
of labour to the revolutionized labour] , Traficantes de Sueños, Madrid.

·RUTLAND, Peter (1994). “Privatisation in Russia: one step forward, two steps back?”,  Europe-
Asia Studies, vol. 46 nº 7, pp. 1109-1131.

·SOSNOVY, Timothy (1959). “The soviet housing situation today”, Soviet studies, vol. 11 nº 1, pp.
1-21.

·YEKELCHYK, Serhy (1998). “The making of a 'Proletarian Capital': Patterns of Stalinist policy in
Kiev in the mid-1930's”, Europe-Asia Studies, vol. 50 nº7, pp. 1229-1244.


