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Abstract
The concepts of collective management of housing and urban spaces are being revisited within the contemporary discus‐
sions about community‐driven approaches and practices and, in particular, related to the revitalization of residential neigh‐
bourhoods. This research identifies the concepts of self‐management and social ownership of housing in the post‐World
War II period in Yugoslavia as an important legacy of Yugoslav urban planning and housing policies. Although they were
subsequently neglected, these concepts can contribute to contemporary global discussions about housing affordability
and the role of community in ensuring spatial and social equality. New Belgrade mass housing blocks—the main site
for testing the new dwelling concepts, in terms of both policies and modernist design—are the object of this research.
The article is mainly a theoretical analysis of the issues of common interest and engagement, common good, and common
spaces which played a decisive role in its design. The study applies interpretative and correlational research methods in
re‐theorizing these concepts and their underlying narratives. It traces how the perspectives on the collective practices and
spaces evolved over time, revealing a correlation between changed social practices and the spatial deterioration of the
New Belgrade mass housing blocks. The study highlights the importance of both collective practices and common spaces
for addressing housing issues, emphasizing their instrumentality, and potentiality for rearticulating the dialogue between
public and private, engaging citizens in interactive and inclusive decision‐making and co‐creation of the urban reality.
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1. Introduction

The article’s subject matter is twofold: First, it revisits
and re‐theorizes Yugoslav concepts of self‐management
and social ownership of housing, presenting the main
ideas, their implementation, and contradictions in prac‐
tice. It focuses on New Belgrade, a modernist neighbour‐
hood developed in the second half of the 20th century,
which was the main site for testing these concepts of
collectivity. The article analyses the narratives behind it,
focusing on housing policies or types of governance and

ownership, but also urbanization, or modernist design
and construction processes (Section 3). Second, it corre‐
lates the changing perspectives on these concepts and
practices with the phenomenon of urban decay and
housing deterioration in order to understand the causal‐
ities and problematics of housing deterioration, and in
particular of the common spaces that played a decisive
role in the design of these neighbourhoods (Section 4).
The article argues that there is a correlation between
the changed social practices—in particular, the disap‐
pearance of self‐management and social ownership—
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and the spatial deterioration of the New Belgrade blocks.
Moreover, it aims to establish a bridge between the his‐
torical forms of decentralized governance and recent dis‐
cussion of the commons. The study is positioned in a spe‐
cific contextual framework but also interrelated with a
broader socio‐cultural and theoretical discourse. As such,
it contributes to contemporary global discussions about
housing issues, housing deterioration, and community‐
driven approaches and practices for creating and man‐
aging change in the built environment, especially for the
revitalization of residential neighbourhoods.

2. Theoretical Framework

Urban decay and devaluation are common attributes of
post‐war (World War II) mass housing areas. Yet the lev‐
els and types of decay or devaluation differ significantly
and are usually differentiated by ownership and gover‐
nance models (public, social, rental, non‐profit, social‐
ist, collective, etc.), and how those changed over time.
Although the question of context was suppressed in
modernist planning of new neighbourhoods in terms
of being its “prosthetic extension” (Wigley, 1991), mod‐
ernist principleswere adapted to the specific social, polit‐
ical, and economic conditions of a region, country, or city
(Komez‐Daglioglu, 2016). The magnitude of mass hous‐
ing problems depends mostly on these conditions and is
interlinked with contextual specificities.

The correlation between the social practices in
housing—the ownership and governance models in
particular—and the spatial qualities is addressed in
this article. It discusses both the emergence and early
decades and the more recent period characterized
by transformed social agreements—privatization of the
housing units—and its spatial implications. Privatization,
or rather the commodification of housing, alters the
notion of dwelling from a human right into a commodity.
However, housing unaffordability is not the only reper‐
cussion, but also socio‐spatial inequalities and deterio‐
ration in existing residential neighbourhoods. This issue
is especially relevant for post‐war mass housing areas
and the case of New Belgrade, which is the object of
this research.

The article argues that the issue of territoriality
of the mass housing areas, the behavioral patterns of
inhabitants—in particular in relation to the undifferen‐
tiated common spaces within the New Belgrade blocks—
is not related exclusively to proprietary rights, but also
the right to appropriate and use the common space.
Although the use and governance rights derive from
what a proprietary scheme allows, the proprietary rights
are not sufficient to trigger responsibility over space.
Accordingly, both ownership and governance models
that would allow and encourage collective use, manage‐
ment, and control of the common spaces, need to be
(re)considered. The problem of the privatization process
in the case of New Belgrade is addressed by Mojovic
(2006, p. 6):

The privatization comprised purchase of apartments
only and common spaces in fact remained public prop‐
erty with the common right of use. It means that
there is no condominium type of ownership and that
ambiguity creates conditions for constant decay of all
multi‐apartment buildings.

Mojovic correlates the ownership situation with respon‐
sibility for the space, which is in line with Newman’s
(1972) defensible space theory that focused on the ques‐
tion of semi‐public spaces, especially on the aspects of
community, territoriality, and collective and individual
responsibility for the common spaces. Newman stresses
that inhabitants should become key agents in ensuring
safety in a neighbourhood, yet the physical layout of a
neighbourhood would need to be restructured for that.
He argues that the more people who share a territory,
the less each individual feels a right to it. He, therefore,
suggests segmenting undifferentiated spaces in a neigh‐
bourhood into private, semi‐private, semi‐public, and
public spaces. More recent scholarship on Newman, in
particular Knoblauch (2018) and Cupers (2020), argues
that the concept of territoriality is key to understand‐
ing the shift in housing policy. As Knoblauch (2018,
para. 4) explains:

According to Newman and his collaborator, psycholo‐
gist George Rand, territoriality especially was sorely
missing in modern housing projects. Large undiffer‐
entiated grounds had created community but now
discouraged the necessary “decision to act,” because
“proprietary rights” to the area had not been honored.

The critical point of Newman’s territoriality conception is
that it contests the notions of inclusive, democratic use
of open space, as the open spaces should remain open.
This is also a point onwhich Jacobs’ and Newman’s views
differ. According to Jacobs (1961), a special value of the
open space is its dynamic characterized by the social
interaction of strangers in which, as noted by Crestani
and Pontes (2018, p. 49), “individuals share a common
experience of the world.” The idea of both residents and
strangers having a right to appropriate the public space
is reflected in Lefebvre’s right to the city, as the right
of a citizen‐citadin to participate actively in the control
of the territory and in its management (Lefebvre et al.,
1986, and Renaudie et al., 2009, as cited in Blagojevic,
2014, p. 302).

Tijerino (1998, p. 324), referring to Elias’ (1939/1994)
civility, proposes a semantic transition from defensible
space to civil space: “Physical incivilities such as aban‐
doned properties manifest a decaying and unsafe neigh‐
borhood, while built environment elements such as
well‐kept front yards construct the perception that a pub‐
lic space is cared for, hence, it is protected.” Based on
this, we can argue that underused spaces evolve into
decayed and unsafe spaces, and spaces that are used and
cared for, protected, well‐maintained, and safe.
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In his study of post‐war housing, Priemus (1986)
describes themanagement factor as an explanatory and
decisive one for the operational problems of post‐war
housing estates. He also stresses the importance of
involving residents in housing management. He refers
to the concept of co‐management, claiming that resi‐
dents should be not only housing consumers but also
“co‐managers of a dwelling” (Priemus, 1986, p. 175). Yet,
as he notes, the link between residents and housing
management is often non‐existent. However, it should
be noted that Priemus focuses on the West European
non‐profit rental sector, whereas co‐management strate‐
gies were already very much present in Yugoslavia, but,
in this case, as part of the socially‐owned housing (see
Section 3.2). How housing was produced and owned had
amajor impact and should be understood as a factor com‐
plementary to the management or governance factors.

While co‐management ideas were being promoted
in the Netherlands (Priemus, 1986), they were starting
to be suppressed in Yugoslavia due to a paradigm shift
in ideology, both political and architectural. Referring
to Lefebvre’s reflections on autogestion and fascination
with the Yugoslav self‐management, Smith (2016, p. 230)
argues: “For him [Lefebvre] the kind of autogestion advo‐
cated by Proudhon or the actual self‐management forms
that emerged in Tito’s Yugoslavia had either failed eco‐
nomically or been assimilated by capitalism.”

As Hirt (2008, p. 787) argues, the East European
post‐socialist changes fit well into the framework
of a global “modern‐to‐postmodern urban change.”
Outlining the process of transforming socialist into cap‐
italist cities, Hirt (2008) connects post‐socialist urban‐

ism with postmodern urbanism, highlighting several fac‐
tors behind this urban transition, including privatization
(commercialization and change of ownershipmodel) and
reversal of roles between the public and the private sec‐
tor (directly influencing governance models).

Although neglected within the post‐modernist dis‐
course and post‐socialist context, these ownership and
governance strategies are re‐emerging nowadays in dif‐
ferent studies on participation, community engagement,
and integrated, just, and inclusive planning and urban
development, especially in relation to housing ques‐
tions. Furthermore, the questions of commons, com‐
mon interest, and processes of commoning are inte‐
gral to these studies. Therefore, Yugoslav concepts of
self‐management and social ownership of housing, and
their implementation, or contradictions in practice, need
to be further investigated, emphasizing their instrumen‐
tality and potentiality as tools for citizen empowerment.

3. New Belgrade Dwelling Concepts and Emergence of
the Self‐Management and Social Ownership of Housing

New Belgrade (Serbia, or, at the time of construction,
Yugoslavia), one of the largest modernist post‐war mass
housing areas, mainly built in the 1960s and 1970s, is
today Belgrade’s biggest municipality, covering an area
of around 4,000 ha with around 250,000 inhabitants
(see Figure 1).

Since the beginning, its urban development strate‐
gies were strongly related to the socio‐political con‐
text. This context was constantly changing during the
20th century (see Figure 2), leading to discontinuity in

Figure 1.Mapof Belgrade andNewBelgrade. Source: AnicaDragutinovic, adapted fromBingMaps (https://www.bing.com/
maps).
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planning and constructing the modern city, as well as
in its further urban development strategies and policies
(Dragutinovic et al., 2018).

The underlying narratives have been studied, focus‐
ing on participation and governance in planning, build‐
ing, and living in New Belgrade. The initial concepts,
and how the “planned” was realized have been studied,
revealing dichotomies between (a) top‐down planning
and self‐made urbanity (Section 3.1) and (b) formal par‐
ticipation and informal hierarchy (Section 3.2). Special
attention was paid to the specific concepts of Yugoslav
self‐management and social ownership, discussing their
emergence and the contradictions in these concepts
in practice. The timeline of key historical events and
Yugoslav policies related to the development of these
concepts is presented in Figure 2.

3.1. Dichotomies in Planning and Constructing New
Belgrade: Top‐Down Planning vs. Self‐Made Urbanity

In the first post‐war years, from 1945 to 1948, as plans
were made for rebuilding the devastated country, the
issue of Belgrade’s “extra‐territory”—themarshy land on
the left bank of the Sava River—resurfaced. As Blagojevic
argues, it was a perfect site for “establishing a supra‐
historical reality and construction of the capital city of
‘people’s democracy,’ later, socialism” (Blagojevic, 2007,
as cited in Dragutinovic et al., 2018, p. 188).

Similar to Chandigarh (India) and Brasilia (Brazil), in
this post‐war period New Belgrade was conceived as
a city to symbolize a new beginning, a “tabula rasa”
city with a nation‐building agenda. It was conceived as
an administrative, cultural, and economic centre of the
newly founded Socialist Yugoslavia (Dragutinovic et al.,
2018). The planning and construction of a new city
were initiated by the communist regime and its leader
Marshall Josip Broz Tito. At that time the country was
poorly equipped for construction; it lacked specialized
workers and experience. Therefore, the top‐down plan‐
ning came in parallel with the hand‐made urbaniza‐
tion: The first construction workers were Yugoslav youth
brigades (see Figure 3).

As Stefanovic (1969) notes, from 1948 to 1951, this
volunteer workforce laboured on covering the marshy
terrain and building infrastructure for the new, emerg‐
ing city. The most important construction sites were the
highway through New Belgrade, the railway line, river‐
banks and quay landscaping, parks, as well as Hotel
Yugoslavia and many other major buildings. “The strik‐
ing thing to the foreign visitors is that a great number of
people do actually take part in this reconstruction work
gladly and with great pride in its results,” as underlined
in The World Today (P. A., 1948, p. 334).

A few years after work began, significant political and
ideological changes (the split with the Soviet Union in
1948) disrupted the Yugoslav economy and with it the
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Figure 2. Timeline of historical events and policies related to the emergence of key ownership and management concepts.
Source: Anica Dragutinovic.
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Figure 3. Planning New Belgrade (left) and constructing New Belgrade: The first construction workers in 1948—Yugoslav
youth (right). Source: Stefanovic (1969, pp. 47–48).

construction of New Belgrade. During the next 15 years,
the plans for New Belgrade went through several iter‐
ations. Due to decentralization, New Belgrade lost its
role as the administrative center of Yugoslavia.Moreover,
the housing shortage came to the forefront, and New
Belgrade was largely constructed in 1960s and 1970s as
a city of housing.

Urban and architectural practice during this period
was diverse, and, as Hirt (2009, p. 296) argues, the design
of New Belgrade blocks was of “superior architectural
quality”with an “imaginative design language.” Themod‐
ernist housing landscape was composed of blocks as
the main urban units, comprising large‐scale residen‐
tial buildings of diverse typology (see Figure 4), exten‐
sive common green areas, and complementary facilities,
such as kindergartens, schools, local community cen‐
tres, etc. (Petricic, 1975). In terms of size, for exam‐
ple, Central Zone blocks were 600 × 400 m, each hous‐
ing approximately 10,000 inhabitants. Blocks 1 and 2,
the so‐called experimental residential neighbourhoods,
were the first local communities realized as a whole in
the period between 1960 and 1963 (Stojanovic, 1975).

Construction of the Central Zone blocks followed—e.g.,
Block 23 was realized in the period between 1973 and
1976 with approximately 2,100 flats and 7,560 residents
(Stjepanovic & Jovanovic, 1976).

In this period of intensive construction of New
Belgrade, the 1960s and 1970s, the approach and tech‐
nology changed. The construction of the New Belgrade
blocks was directly related to innovations in prefabrica‐
tion, and it was, therefore, more supported by experts
and industry. Accordingly, the role of youth workers in
further urbanization of New Belgrade changed as well,
or rather the model of their participation was different.
The main office for the construction of New Belgrade
required a significant number of unskilled workers, so
the youth brigade idea was still relevant. However, it was
now implemented in a form of paid work under con‐
tract with the investor. New Belgrade‐68 was the first
remunerated work action and functioned as a business.
This was a major change and resulted in an increased
interest among young people. More than 20,000 people
applied for the 5,000 places in that first work campaign.
Nevertheless, the incomewas rather symbolic, so, in fact,

Figure 4. New Belgrade blocks (from left to right): (a) Residential buildings and local community centre in Block 1 (1963),
(b) residential building in Block 21 (1965), (c) residential building in Block 28 (1974), and (d) residential buildings in Block 23
(1974). Source: Stojanovic and Martinovic (1978, pp. 150 [c], 209 [a], 230 [b, d]).
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the collective spirit and socialization were still the main
drivers of the Yugoslav youth brigades (Stefanovic, 1969).
The work actions were a perfect platform for testing the
governance principles of the socialist society and acted
as a school of self‐management (see Figure 5).

3.2. Self‐Management and Social Ownership: Between
Formal Participation and Informal Hierarchy

New Belgrade was the main site for testing new
dwelling concepts and the housing policies behind them.
As Blagojevic (2007) explains, the housing policy dur‐
ing New Belgrade construction was completely subordi‐
nated to the conditions of social ownership under social‐
ism. New Belgrade was the biggest construction site
in Yugoslavia, providing socially‐owned flats for tens of
thousands of inhabitants. Minimum dwelling for the low‐
income and vulnerable groups (known as public or social
housing) was further developed and translated intomini‐
mum for maximum, minimum for equality (and is known
as socially‐owned housing; Dragutinovic et al., 2019).

It is important to stress that socially‐owned hous‐
ing in Yugoslavia differed from what is known as social
housing. The term denotes a form of ownership (not pri‐
vately owned but owned by society) and is not related to
the demographic profile of the residents. Socially‐owned
housing addressed a much wider social circle than social
housing. Themain aimwas to enable better conditions of
living for everyone. In the conclusion of the First Yugoslav
Forum on Housing and Construction, in 1956, the “right
to residence” was defined as a basic legal institution pro‐
viding to working men one of the most important means
of life (Blagojevic, 2007, p. 134; see Figure 6).

The main organizational unit in housing construc‐
tion was a housing community. It was conceptualized
as an association of citizens inhabiting a housing block
(Blagojevic, 2007). The housing communities were iden‐
tified with the so‐called local communities and acted

as territorial units for the organization and implemen‐
tation of the self‐management concept. Nevertheless,
the housing communities were usually communities
of co‐workers as well, which often blurred the line
between the governance setting within the neighbour‐
hoods and enterprises.

New Belgrade’s housing was financed by a social
housing fund, which was decentralized in the 1950s:
It was devolved to the state and city authorities
and socially‐owned enterprises, which became the for‐
mal investors. Thus, the social ownership of housing
in Yugoslavia was based on a cooperative ownership
model—related to the enterprises owned and managed
by the workers. As the socially‐owned enterprises were
organized according to the workers’ self‐management
system, after the construction of a building or a neigh‐
bourhood, the enterprise (workers themselves) was
responsible for the distribution of flats to the workers
according to the ideal of social justice (Petrovic, 2001).
As Jakovljevic (2016, p. 11) argues, “from its inception in
the early 1950s, self‐management was the main mech‐
anism of Yugoslavia’s transition from a ‘totalitarian’ to
a ‘liberal’ society.” Yet there were a lot of inconsisten‐
cies in practice, which became increasingly pronounced
as time went by. As Krstic (2018, p. 18) explains, “man‐
agerial staff members found it easier to get flats than
workers, for those with higher education it was eas‐
ier to get flats than for those with lower education.”
The concepts of equality, fairness, and social justice in
the self‐managed process of construction and distribu‐
tion of flats were destabilized due to the informal hier‐
archy. Furthermore, differences in power among differ‐
ent enterprises were present as well. This affected the
housing standards. For example, the Yugoslav People’s
Army had its own apartment standards manual, as well
as being usually entitled to the most prominent loca‐
tions. Moreover, the concept of self‐management was
not coherent, but rather an experiment that changed

Figure 5. Constructing New Belgrade two decades on (1968, left) and New Belgrade‐69 self‐management (planning the
work actions, 1969, right). Source: Stefanovic (1969, pp. 57 [left], 64 [right]).
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Figure 6. Ilija Arnautovic’s linear building in Block 28, New Belgrade, 1974. Source: Stare slike Novog Beograda (2013;
© Photograph by Olivera Sumanac, 1975).

over time. Yet, as Jakovljevic (2016, p. 14) states, “not a
single alteration to this ongoing experimentwas initiated
from ‘below,’ by organized workers.” In 1968, French stu‐
dents and workers demanded autogestion as a viable
alternative to capitalism; in Yugoslavia, students called
for the consistent implementation of self‐management
in the form of an integral self‐management, in which
“a collective effort is facilitated through solidarity and
inspiration instead of through hierarchy and command”
(Jakovljevic, 2016, p. 13). Lefebvre’s fascination with
self‐management, as direct democracy in the city, over‐
coming both the state and themarket,was restored in his
proposal for the improvement of the urban structure of
NewBelgrade (see Section 4.2), albeit as a utopian under‐
standing of self‐management (Stanek, 2011).

By the 1980s, the housing issues had increased and,
as Krstic (2018, p. 19) points out:

Became one of the main sources of discontent
in Yugoslav society, first of all among the young,
whose working career unfolded in an economy which
was already undermined to a large degree by the
neoliberal reforms, which no longer promised ‘flats
for everyone.’

4. Urban Decay and Devaluation of New Belgrade
Blocks

This section considers the physical decay and deval‐
uation of New Belgrade blocks in relationship to
(a) changed ownership, maintenance relations, and sup‐
pressed importance of the community (Section 4.1) and
(b) modernist planning, or rather the performance of the

plans, and further post‐modern and contemporary urban
practices eliminating common spaces (Section 4.2).

4.1. Urban Decay and Devaluation vs. Ownership,
Maintenance, and the Role of Community

The Yugoslav system of workers’ self‐management and
social self‐government was crucial to the planning pro‐
cess. As such, the funding model for New Belgrade’s
construction (see Section 3.2) consequently governed
the ownership situation, policies, and management of
the housing.

Social ownership of New Belgrade blocks was “based
on the ideological premise of the right to a residence as a
universal right for the common public good” (Blagojevic,
2014, p. 302). The social ownership status blurred the
line between public and private spaces within the blocks.
The flats were indeed the most private zones, but even
the flats were not privately owned. The fine gradient
towards the public was further supported by common
spaces within the blocks, for example local community
centres and urban common spaces. The collective own‐
ership, and therefore the design of the blocks as a
whole (from private to public spaces, or individual to
collective spaces), was supposed to enable communal
and participatory use of the facilities (Dragutinovic &
Pottgiesser, 2021).

Stanek (2011), while drawing attention to Lefebvre’s
fascination with self‐management, points out that it
was a utopian understanding of self‐management rather
than a historical reality, thereby highlighting the contra‐
dictions in the Yugoslav system, including “the ambigu‐
ous status of social ownership, which led to a conflict
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between holders of ownership rights and holders of
management rights, and the dichotomy between formal
participative decision‐making processes and the infor‐
mal hierarchical domination of the Communist Party”
(Stanek, 2011, p. 243).

The contradictions inherent to the socialist policies
and institutions, as well as the values of social justice,
equality, and common good, contributed to the destabi‐
lization of these very principles. As Petovar and Vujosevic
(2008) argue, the concept of common interest as the
basis for planning was undermined, and increased con‐
flict between the individual (partial) interest and com‐
mon interest became the main issue in urban planning
and practice. Furthermore, a radical transformation of
ownership followed: “Substitution of state ownership for
the former social ownership replaces the right to a resi‐
dence by that of occupancy right and, following privatiza‐
tion, by private property right” (Blagojevic, 2014, p. 304).

However, the change in ownership status that fol‐
lowed, in the 1990s, did not resolve the conflict between
ownership and management rights (and responsibili‐
ties), but only deepened them. During the so‐called
post‐socialist transformation, New Belgrade housing was
privatized. The privatization of housing was restricted to
the sale of socially‐owned flats to sitting tenants and the
political elite at extremely low prices (Petrovic, 2001).
As Petrovic (2001, p. 215) points out, this created “new
subventions out of the budget and reproduced privi‐

leges in housing.” By the end of 1993, 95% of socially‐
owned housing in Belgrade had been privatized. New
Belgrade housing was practically shared among the peo‐
ple, and it served as a “shock absorber” during the
post‐socialist transition (Petrovic, 2001). The privatiza‐
tion of the flats was followed by the transformation of
the open spaces. As Blagojevic (2014) notes, the open
common spaces were subdivided, privatized, and pro‐
grammed for functions that had been lacking during the
socialist period (business, retail, banking, gambling, and
religion; see Figure 7).

As a result of the privatization process, each flat
within the huge residential buildings became privately
owned and usually owner‐occupied, with a diverse social
structure. The privatization meant a transfer of responsi‐
bility for the huge structures to the residents. However,
the ownership change was not followed by clear reg‐
ulations about management and maintenance, leading
to disrepair and urban decay. Moreover, the economic
problems that emerged as a result of the socio‐political
changes the country was facing created affordability
issues and precluded any investment in maintenance.
Even the spatial resources that were available were not
being used. The residents took care of their private
space, their own apartments, but the common spaces
and elements suddenly became nobody’s. Besides the
lack of regulations and thus of any clearly defined
formal responsibilities, willingness decreased as well.

Figure 7. Block 28, New Belgrade: “Old and new spaces.” Source: OginoKnauss (n.d.).
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The stifled sense of community and interest in the com‐
mon activities and spaces made these spaces obsolete
(see Figure 8).

Underutilization and problems with maintenance of
the common spaces in the blocks were the main argu‐
ments put forward by the city authorities to justify the
sale of urban development land and the promotion of
intensive construction in New Belgrade (Milojevic et al.,
2019). Usurpation of the common spaces, their priva‐
tization, and commercialization have continued up to
the present day. These processes contested both the
modernist landscape and the socialist policies. The ques‐
tions about opportunities for the collective and coop‐
erative appropriation of space remain largely unre‐
solved (Blagojevic, 2014). The elimination of the com‐
mon spaces and lack of citizen participation are intensi‐
fying socio‐spatial polarization and contesting one of the
main roles of planning,which is to safeguard against over‐
exploitation of common goods.

4.2. Urban Decay and Devaluation vs. Modernist Design,
Post‐Modern Critique, and Contemporary Urban
Practices

Discontinuity in the planning and construction of New
Belgrade reflected changes in the socio‐political context,
but also the activities of CIAM and shifting perspectives
on modernist planning. New Belgrade was planned and

mainly built according to the principles of the Athens
Charter (Blagojevic, 2007), despite these principles hav‐
ing already been questioned during the CIAM congresses
of 1951 and 1953 (Perovic, 1985).

As Perovic (1985, p. 221) points out, the insistence
on “functionalism” and “ultimate” form led to “the ‘solu‐
tion’ of reserving disproportionally large areas for future
individual activities which lie unused for decades, result‐
ing in a monotonous, vague area, which looks more like
a sketch on the ground than space where people live”
(see Figure 9, center). This critique, which dates from
1985, is part of the post‐modernist discourse and already
post‐socialist thinking. The issues of the New Belgrade
urban fabric identified by Perovic are traced overtime
here in order to understand how they contributed to the
contemporary problems of the blocks.

The unfinished modernist project (1985) found itself
in the midst of a paradigm shift that entailed abandon‐
ing the original ideology, both politically and architec‐
turally. The disruptedmodernization opened up a critical
framework and reflections on the past. Studying lessons
of the past, Perovic (1985) compared the New Belgrade
urban fabric with a number of historical cores and impor‐
tant public squares around the world. As this study
shows, “the exaggerated open areas and size of build‐
ings” signified the loss of human dimensions (Perovic,
1985, p. 221). Referring to Jacobs (1961), he pointed out
the importance of urban compactness for the liveability

Figure 8. Block 23, New Belgrade. Source: Anica Dragutinovic (photograph taken by Zorana Jovic for the student workshop
“Reuse of Common Spaces of New Belgrade Blocks: Co‐designing the Urban Commons,” Belgrade, September 2020).
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Figure 9. New Belgrade’s urban fabric: The 1960 plan for New Belgrade’s central zone by the Urban Planning Institute’s
working group (L. Lenarcic, M. Glavicki, M. Mitic, D. Milenkovic, and U. Martinovic; left); New Belgrade’s urban fabric in
1985 (center); andNewBelgrade’s urban fabric in 2018 (right). Sources: Blagojevic (2007, p. 182; left); Perovic (1985, p. 227;
center); Anica Dragutinovic, adapted from Bing Maps (right).

of the neighbourhood. The lack of human dimensions is
a very important aspect and contributing factor to the
devaluation of New Belgrade. This has been addressed
many times in critical theory and (re)design proposals;
however, it has not been addressed in urban practice
and later development of New Belgrade. Perovic (1985,
p. 221) also claimed that a huge, vague area is “unattrac‐
tive for other functions,” such as banks, department
stores, and design offices. Although there was indeed
a lack of other functions besides residential and mainly
public services at that time, Perovic’s correlation is ques‐
tionable. It could be argued that the mono‐functionality
was not due to a lack of attractiveness but was a product
of the post‐war planning and socio‐political discourse:
The other functions were simply not foreseen until then,
as market‐oriented urbanism had yet to appear in the
next period.

What is also evident from Perovic’s comparative
figures—although not explicitly discussed in his study—
is the undoubted low‐density issue of New Belgrade’s
urban fabric. Nevertheless, densification was one of
the main characteristics of his proposal for the recon‐
struction of New Belgrade’s central zone. In his pro‐
posal, Perovic (1985) identified the focal points and
pedestrian routes as the main elements. The concep‐
tion was probably influenced by the emerging theory
of urban phenomenology and Lynch’s (1960) elements
of a city. However, their approaches differ significantly:
Lynch’s approach is participatory and human‐centred,
while Perovic’s is rather formalist.

Nevertheless, a year later, the question of human
dimensions was addressed in another proposal for the
reconstruction of New Belgrade. This proposal, which
was also a critique of the functionalist city, addressed
similar spatial issues to those raised by Perovic, but in
direct correlation with the social issues. It was the entry
of Pierre Guilbaud, Henri Lefebvre, and Serge Renaudie
in the International Competition for the New Belgrade
Urban Structure Improvement entitled “The Future of

New Belgrade.” The team’s interdisciplinary approach
presented the idea of the “right to the city” as the right to
appropriate the urban space. The main principles of the
design were diversity (not only of the spatial elements
but also of social relations), overlap of multiple urban
experiences, and respect for specificities and identity.
As Stanek (2011) notes, a very important aspect of their
proposal entailed reinforcing existing centralities in each
neighbourhood rather than creating a new city centre for
NewBelgrade. The political connotations of the project—
a call for the right to the city and urban citizenship and
a return to self‐management—was not in line with the
apolitical tone of the competition, which was based on
the premise that “only the modern urban structure of
New Belgrade needed improvement, and not the soci‐
ety” (Blagojevic, 2009, as cited in Stanek, 2011, p. 240).

Both the urban structure and society have changed
since then, although not in line with Lefebvre’s thoughts.
Post‐modernist discourse continued to influence new
constructions for some time, and recent urban practices
have transformed it further (see Figure 10). The urban
landscape of modernity began its metamorphosis into
a business centre at the beginning of the 21st century.
The process was driven by international capital with com‐
panies investing in the construction of large retail, leisure,
and business facilities (Waley, 2011). However, the main
problem is that none of the investments was related to
the improvement of the modernist blocks, nor did they
address social relations. Instead, these practices are only
intensifying socio‐spatial polarization, usurping the com‐
mon spaces, and devaluing the existing blocks.

5. Concluding Remarks: Self‐Management and Urban
Commons Today

This article re‐theorizes the aspects of community
engagement, territoriality, and collective and individual
responsibility in relation to the common spaces of resi‐
dential neighbourhoods. The study is interrelated with a
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Figure 10. New Belgrade in 2020. Source: Anica Dragutinovic (photograph taken by Zorana Jovic for the student workshop
“Reuse of Common Spaces of New Belgrade Blocks: Co‐designing the Urban Commons,” Belgrade, September 2020).

broader socio‐cultural discourse but positioned in a spe‐
cific contextual framework. Focusing on the case of New
Belgrade, it examines the ownership and governance
models specific to this project: the self‐management
and social ownership of housing, which constitute an
important legacy of Yugoslav planning and policies from
the post‐war period. The article analyses the narratives
behind it, highlighting the possibilities of housing pro‐
duction, ownership, and management beyond both the
state and the market. However, it also shows how the
“planned” turned out in reality and discusses its spa‐
tial implications.

The urban common spaces that are the most
neglected, underused, and dilapidated components of
post‐war mass housing areas—in particular the New
Belgrade blocks—are at the same time crucial to the
quality and vitality of these neighbourhoods. They are
understood as spatial platforms that allow interaction,
active participation, and, therefore, (re)articulation of
the processes of commoning and collectivemanagement
of the neighbourhoods. Moreover, they have the poten‐
tial for (re)articulation of the dialogue between various
sectors, unlocking the potential of institutions and indi‐
viduals and engaging citizens in interactive and inclu‐
sive decision‐making and co‐creation of the urban reality.
Therefore, an alternative is needed to the privatization
of common areas, that would act in the interests of the
local community by remaining accessible to and used by
the community. The common spaces with specific own‐
ership status—distinguished from public space, as noted
by Stavrides (2018)—need to be preserved as such, as
they provide spatial porosity and transgress the “conven‐
tional notion of private and public space, reflecting the
broad array of social configurations and living constella‐
tions in which we live today” (Gruber, 2018a, p. 140).

Therefore, both ownership and governance models
that would allow and encourage collective use, man‐
agement, and control of the common spaces need to
be (re)considered and (re)conceptualized in order to
address underutilization and the problem of mainte‐
nance andmanagement of the blocks and their common
spaces. As this article argues, the problem of territori‐
ality of common spaces and behavioral patterns is not
exclusively related to proprietary rights, but also to the
right to appropriate and use common space. Moreover,
not only the right to use but also the collective and indi‐
vidual responsibility for the common spaces of residen‐
tial neighbourhoods, and the neighbourhood as a whole,
needs to be considered.

The study reveals a set of socio‐spatial factors that
should be foreseen when addressing the problem of the
urban decay and devaluation of New Belgrade blocks.
The questions of (a) the vitality, multi‐functionality,
and human dimension of the blocks—in terms of spa‐
tial attributes—and the questions of (b) urban citizen‐
ship, self‐management, and appropriation of the urban
space—in terms of social factors—have been addressed.
Moreover, reinforcing the existing centralities in each
neighbourhood rather than creating a new city centre,
a specific design strategy suggested by Lefebvre’s team,
should also be considered. To support this strategy, the
existing infrastructure of common spaces, both indoor,
such as community centres, and outdoor, such as open
common areas, needs to be reaffirmed and positioned as
crucial to the revitalization of the New Belgrade blocks.

The unfinished character of these spaces allows
for option spaces. Nevertheless, they need to be pro‐
grammed, or multi‐coded, in order not to be under‐
used or misused (anymore). Social relations are “inte‐
gral to the production of space that will ultimately make
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commons sustainable and resilient” (Gruber, 2018b,
p. 169). As Stavrides (2018) argues, the commons are
shaped by people who believe themselves to be equally
responsible, both in maintaining and repeatedly ques‐
tioning them. Furthermore, common spaces question
the notion of community as well, focusing on the user,
not only as a resident, but also as a citadin. As Stavrides
(2018, p. 18) notes, common spaces should “spill beyond
the boundaries of any existing community; outsiders, for‐
eigners, and newcomers should be invited into them,
constantly.” Therefore, they are crucial for the question
of urban citizenship andoffer a framework for bottom‐up
governance as a form of direct democracy in cities.

The case of New Belgrade and the governance
and ownership models related to it can improve
the understanding of contemporary discussions about
the commons, linking historical forms of decentralized
governance—such as Yugoslav self‐management in local
communities—and contemporary discourses on urban
commons. Both concepts are addressing the questions
of common interest, social commitment, and commu‐
nity engagement, and bringing them into the urban
discourse and urban development. The article empha‐
sizes the instrumentality of such governance mod‐
els as tools for citizen empowerment and commu‐
nity engagement towards effective collaborative urban
governance—a model applicable to other mass housing
projects and beyond.
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