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Post-socialist bazaars:

Markets and Diversities in ex-COMECON countries


International Conference, 23-24 February 2012



in Göttingen
Organized by 
Gertrud Hüwelmeier, Humboldt-University Berlin

 Steven Vertovec, Max-Planck Institute for the Study of Religious & Ethnic Diversity, Göttingen 

Prior to the collapse of Communism, hundreds of thousands of migrants arrived in various localities throughout COMECON countries by way of programmes of mutual cooperation and ‘socialist solidarity’. Since then, many have not returned to their countries of origin, but have become entrepreneurs mostly engaged in wholesaling and retailing. Women and men from various, previously Communist countries now commonly work as street vendors and sellers in open air markets and bazaars across other former Communist territories. Further, after the fall of the Berlin Wall a new wave of people with various ethnic, linguistic, religious and class backgrounds have engaged in petty trading, suitcase and market trading within ex-COMECON countries. Local markets, increasingly comprised of diverse peoples, play key roles in post-socialist economic development while they transnationally link a variety of geographical and socio-cultural spaces around the world.  

Key themes and questions in the conference include:

1. processes of diversification and social transformation

Market places are arenas in which people from various backgrounds develop relationships of civility, conviviality and sociability. How do they negotiate social and economic relations in the market? In which language do they talk to and bargain with each other? Which kind of tensions or conflicts arise between ethnic and national groups, and how are they solved?  What are possible frictions between (migrant) stall-owners and (non-migrant) locals, and what are their effects? 

2. mobility and transnational social and economic practices 

Already prior to 1989, the global flow of people, goods, money and ideas generated new forms of mobility in socialist countries. Are longstanding transnational ties – as one of the many results of the former agreements between socialist “brotherlands” – still relevant today? What impact do contemporary routes of migration have on the kinds of trade and business and on the flows of money and goods, and how are they manifested in the dynamics of market-places and bazaars? 

3.  bazaars as public places and sites of cultural exchange

Bazaars or open market spaces are simultaneously places of recreation, information-gathering, family festivities, cultural performance and religious activity. What is the history of marketplaces in particular post-socialist cities? When and how were these localities, such as former industrial areas or football stadiums, transformed into bazaars and how do they fit into the post-socialist urban landscape? What kinds of relationships exist (a) among stall holders, (b) between wholesalers and retailers, (c) between vendors and customers, and (d) between market management and local governments? 
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