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Conference “Work Hard, Pay Hard” discusses the current social, economic, and political crises as they are embedded in concrete places. It considers the historical evolutions and transformations these places have undergone, specifically in relation to the post-socialist transition of the 1990s. 
The event takes place in two cities in the Trenčín region of Slovakia: Nová Dubnica and Trenčianske Teplice. Being an example of an ideal SORELA city, Nová Dubnica was built on a green field in the 1950s to accommodate workers of a nearby arms factory. This it inspires a reflection on what happens with the ideal socialist city and its urbanism once the socialism is over. Trenčianske Teplice, is a neighboring spa city that provided infrastructure for regeneration and care for hard-working bodies. However, after 1989, it was wildly privatized, leading to the gems of its Functionalist architecture and infrastructures of care becoming victims of real estate speculation. 


When asked “Who owns the state enterprises?” by Milton Friedman in the early 1990s during his road-trip around Central Europe, one of elite Hungary’s current present economists answered: “Okay, the Society as a whole.” – “Not the society, the people!” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  FREE TO CHOOSE NETWORK. Free to Choose (1990 series), Volume 3: Freedom & Prosperity,  1990, 47 min. Accessible online: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pt2uGkuD_uU>.] 

Friedman’s remark is rooted in the primacy of individual ownership, individual freedom and of the free market. This perspective, however, needs to be grounded in the European context, where traditions of public ownership, social welfare, and collective responsibility have long shaped economic and political life. Friedman’s answer can nevertheless be seen as emblematic of the broader political, economic, and cultural transformations that, in the name of freedom to compete, contributed to weakening pre-existing mechanisms of solidarity. As Boris Buden[footnoteRef:2], Ivan Kalmar[footnoteRef:3] and others point out, these changes also legitimized themselves by portraying Central and Eastern Europe as “ever-backwarded”, having lost four decades of history to the failed communist experiment.  [2:  BUDEN, Boris. “After the Fall: Democracy and Its Discontents”. In: Art and Theory of Central and Eastern Europe, New York: MoMA, 2018, 178.]  [3:  KALMAR, Ivan. White but Not Quite: Central Europe's Illiberal Revolt. Bristol: Bristol University Press, 2022.] 

Yet, this narrative of backwardness enabled rather the opposite processes through which the post-socialist countries became laboratories of drastic neoliberal economic experiments, such as flat tax or privatization of pension funds. These measures carried profound and at times painful social consequences. As documented and analyzed by Kristen Ghodsee and Mitchell Orestein[footnoteRef:4] among others the effects of the economic “shock therapy” were disastrous for a large number of populations, throwing them into poverty, social insecurity, fertility drop, and life-expectancy drop, high rates of emigration as well as the imminent violence surrounding the wild privatization.  [4:  GHODSEE, Kristen, ORESTEIN, Mitchell A., Taking stock of shock. Social consequences of the 1989 Revolutions. New York: Oxford University Press, 2021.] 

The voice of this newly formed “class of those who missed their chance” has been discredited for long as the voice of those unable to catch up with the new times. Other voices were also rising to underline that democratization need not necessarily be tied to the wholesale privatization of public assets and reduction of social welfare. The dominance of the TINA (There Is No Alternative) doctrine[footnoteRef:5] left little room for plural approaches. Yet, as we witness today, TINA perspective represents a counterproductive dead ends. [5:  RAMEŠ, Václav, Spory o podobu vlastnické transformace v Československu v 90. letech. Dizertačná práca, Ústav českých dejín FF UK, 2020.] 

At the same time, it is important to recognize that the corruption, political populism, and the weakening of democratic institutions are phenomena present both in Eastern and Western contexts. The separation of political and economic democracy is therefore not a regional problem but a global one.  Thus it creates an opportunity for new forms of mutual international  and intrasectional learning, exchange of experiences and experimenting with the solidarity networks. What new possibilities arise when we insist on "there is such a thing as society" and "there are alternatives," and explore their potential re-actualizations together?
The conference will facilitate an exchange on these topics across interconnected panels:
1) Economic and social consequences of post-1989 transformations: Analyses of the economic and social aspects of post-socialist transitions.   

2) Industrial production and the legacy of modernism revisited: Exploring the legacy of modernist urban planning architecture, space production and their intersections with contemporary art and gender theories. Reflections on the  military industry in the region of Nová Dubnica as a form of “invisible archive,” with attention to its ethical and environmental implications.
3) Economic democracy: Examining the principles of economic democracy, its crucial role for the functioning of political democracy, and various ways it can be embodied in concrete practices.
4) Revitalisation of utopia: Discussing artistic and cultural practices inspired by what Hannah Proctor terms “mournful militancy”[footnoteRef:6], focusing on social imagination, economic self-governance, new forms of care and solidarity infrastructures. [6:  PROCTOR, Hannah, “The Mournful Militancy”. In e-flux Architecture: Superhumanity. Marec 2018. Dostupné online: <https://www.e-flux.com/architecture/superhumanity/179226/mournful-militancy/>.] 


The event will not be restricted to strictly academic formats. It will bring together lectures, commented urbanistic walks, artist talks and interventions, bathing-experiences in thermal spa, cinema screenings. The aim is to combine the bodily and collective experiences with the academing knowledge-sharing.
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