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they experience or observe. For Humphrey,
culture is not primarily theoretically impor-
tant as a constraint that prevents the
achievement of desirable goals (e.g. general-
ising the market or establishing democracy);
instead, it is important as the capacity to en-
able — it is culture that allows actors to think,
speak, and act. As a primary point of focus,
meaning makes space “available to individu-
als to take particular decision among a range
of conceivable actions” (p. xix). Humphrey
has thus has heard Verdery’s call to fill in the
gap in post-socialist studies - and to theorise
on the production of meaning [Verdery 1991.
“Theorizing Socialism.” American Ethnologist
18: 419-439.]. Her theoretical interest pre-
vents us from falling under the influence of
the ‘new orientalism’ in our approach to
Russian social reality (e.g. the complex um-
brella-concept of ‘bribe’ that is often misun-
derstood by outsiders). Moreover, The Un-
making of Soviet Life develops the reader’s un-
derstanding of the very meaning of such ba-
sic terms as money, profit, and (economic)
motive, which have a peculiar sense in the
post-Soviet context.

When explaining the structure of mean-
ing, Humphrey employs a third method of in-
spection, the discernment of historical roots
and wider structural contexts of practices.
Humphrey’s theoretical emphasis on path-
dependency, which her work establishes
with convincing empirical evidence, makes a
strong case against the popular teleologi-
cal notion of the post-communist transition.
Despite this temporal analytical primacy,
Humphrey does not fall into the intellectual
trap of persistent historical overdetermina-
tion, an extreme expression of which is the
notion of (post-)socialism as a form of Orien-
tal (read also as non-Western) despotism.
On the contrary, she is well aware of the
causal power of structural factors and the
theoretical importance of recent policies.
Thus, for instance, she describes how the ac-
tions of the state have created niches, which
racketeers are able to exploit. Similarly, her
manifest focus on images and meanings is
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actually much broader, given the importance
she assigns to the structural factors in her
analysis.

The intentional avoidance of ‘big’ ab-
stract concepts that, apart from ideological
utility, have not proved to have much analyt-
ical or theoretical strength (e.g. civil society)
is one of Humphrey’s virtues. Yet, her analy-
sis is not at all a-theoretical; on the contrary,
it is a dialogue and critique of many theories
of post-socialist transformation. Neverthe-
less — and this is my main objection - this
critical dialogue is too often only implicit; it
lacks a more explicit connection to the dis-
course of social theory. This is certainly a
pity, as Humphrey has a strong case to
make. My explanation is that this limitation
represents the main divide between anthro-
pology and sociology: a stylistic difference.
Despite the stylistic affiliation to anthropolo-
gy, Humphrey’s work demonstrates the
poverty of the sociology-anthropology dis-
tinction - it is neither sociology nor anthro-
pology but a social analysis at its best.

Jan Drahokoupil

Martin Myant: The Rise and Fall of Czech
Capitalism

Cheltenham - Northampton 2003: Edward
Elgar, xv, 288 pp.

The road from a “backward and inefficient
centrally-planned economy into weak, unsta-
ble and inefficient market economy” (p. 262)
is how Martin Myant describes the Czech
transformation. Readers of the book will
find a good deal of well collated information
and essentially a comprehensive summary of
everything that went on in Czech politics
and in the economic policy of the Czech gov-
ernment in the years 1990-2002. The publi-
cation can serve not only as a handbook but
also as a challenge to a deeper understand-
ing of the past development and the current
situation.
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In a sense, the introduction to the book
is better than the conclusion. It makes a va-
riety of promises, the best of which is that
the author intends to reveal the ‘unspoken’
programme that has remained hidden with-
in the domestic transformation. According to
the author it is this programme that every-
one follows, even if they may be saying oth-
erwise. Anyone living in the Czech Republic
in recent years will suspect this must be true,
as politicians say one thing and do another.
While various projects collapse, there is no
downfall of the country. There must be some
deeper truth that lies behind this.

Myant offers an impressive summary of
the ‘mistakes’ and ‘successes’” of the Czech
transformation, which in his opinion fea-
tured six serious errors. The first was the fed-
eral government’s ‘shock therapy’ at the be-
ginning of 1991, which liberalised the eco-
nomic environment, introduced a freely con-
vertible Czech currency, and tried to sustain
inflation. According to the author, this shock
jolted the confidence out of Czech managers
and also led to long-term damage in some
branches, such as science and housing con-
struction.

A lesser fault was the attempt by the
central bank to maintain the currency re-
striction even in the ensuing years and not
allowing businesses to catch their breath.
The third mistake was the privatisation strat-
egy, which did not bring any new resources
to businesses but instead led to the banks
being stripped of their assets from within.
The fourth mistake was made by the govern-
ment when it tried to maintain a state influ-
ence in the large banks. The fifth was that
the transformation was not accompanied by
a good legal framework, which prevented
bankruptcies and also led to major fraud.
The sixth reproach is directed at the evident
effort made by the Czech government to di-
vide up industry exclusively among Czech
owners.

On the other hand, the transformation
was aided by its good geographical location,
which facilitated rapid co-operation with

Western countries. The influx of investors
was automatic and exports did not have to
send their goods far. Traditional institutions
also helped the Czech Republic. While there
was a good deal of disorder and corruption,
at least the central bank and the courts man-
aged to respond adequately to the situation.
The ability to learn from the ongoing crisis
saved the Czechs from falling into chaos
when the economy went into recession in
1997. In the end even the growing willing-
ness to admit foreign investors helped the
transformation.

Myant summarises elegantly, but he
mostly refers to matters which are already
known and have been described - that
coupon privatisation, the sustaining of semi-
state banks and the Czech path in industry
were mistakes is something that surely no
one today doubts, except perhaps the au-
thors behind these strategies. The author
adds a couple of thoroughly documented ex-
amples. He may be thanked for putting to-
gether case studies recalling all the biggest
failures in the Czech privatisation process -
the story of Chemapol, Skoda Plzeri, CKD
Prague, individual banks and the metal in-
dustry. He acknowledges the success of the
automobile industry, but energy, coal min-
ing, the insurance sector, and the electronics
industry are missing.

Published in 2003, the book may be re-
proached for the fact that it does not include
any detailed information beyond the end of
2000. The author provides a very praisewor-
thy description of the careers of a number of
dubious figures in business, like Soudek of
Skoda Plzer, Junek at Chemapol, or Stehlik
at Poldi Kladno. However, he mentions Babis,
who in 2001 was trying to purchase Uni-
petrol, as an honest business person and
workaholic, despite the fact that he was in-
volved in some less transparent privatisa-
tions. The author considers the American
company Appian, which bought Skoda
Plzen, as a normal foreign investor, although
it is in fact a Czech company that is only for-
mally registered in the United States.
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Of course, Myant cannot know all the
details, but he should not substitute his lack
of knowledge with fabrication. When, in the
end, he describes the case of the privatisa-
tion of Unipetrol as the inability of the state
to hand the purchased property over to
Babis, he has strayed seriously away from re-
ality. The author does, for example, correctly
point out that the Czechs were not aware of
the bad reputation of Nomura when they
welcomed the entry of this Japanese invest-
ment bank into the Czech semi-state IPB
Bank. But then he does not mention that the
managers at IPB were responsible for the ma-
jority of bad deals long before Nomura
bought the bank.

Alongside such missing details the au-
thor also overlooks some substantial factors
that influenced the way the economy evolved.
For instance, he ignores the indirect influ-
ence of foreign capital and institutions. A
more detailed analysis would show how sig-
nificant the influence of foreign banks was
on some of the cases he describes. The in-
dustrial empire of Soudek, one prominent
business figure, came to an end when he
ceased paying credit instalments to German
banks. The death knell for IPB came with the
publication of an evaluation of the bank in
Handelsblatt several months before the Czech
government again nationalised the bank as it
fell into bankruptcy.

Myant describes how the Zeman govern-
ment supported the entry of foreign in-
vestors. But he does not refer to the ambi-
tious projects of government investment that
led to massive corruption and facilitated the
rise of the new Czech business elites, who are
partly replicating the route taken by Soudek,
Junek and Stehlik, albeit in different circum-
stances. The unsuccessful model of the
Czech path has thus been modified and it is
only possible to speculate about whether the
new attempt will or will not be a success. At
the general level the author is aware of the
limitations in his analyses and repeats com-
mon evaluations of the Czech transformation
- too strict currency restrictions, negative
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role of privatisation funds, unsubstantiated
confidence given to Czech managers.

The ‘unspoken’ programme in the Czech
transformation is hard to understand for for-
eign analysts. It is not possible to evaluate
the socialist economy as though it were an
economy just lacking some elements proper
to the capitalist economic system. The so-
cialist economy emerged out of a complete
reversal of the former capitalist system,
while employing at the same time a number
of elements proper to the wartime economy,
which survived up until the end of the 1940s.
The socialist economy was made up of its
own substance and this did not simply van-
ish at the end of the 1980s.

Robert Putnam’s studies should be re-
called here. The American sociologist point-
ed out that in addition to the best possible
social order there is also the ‘second best’ -
when civic and market principles are re-
placed by clientelism as in southern Italy.
Such a system allows the inhabitants of
southern Italy to earn and survive, albeit un-
der less favourable conditions than in north-
ern Italy. It is however illusory to assume
that Sicilians would give up their traditional
strategies, even if all of the Italian south
would agree that clientelism and the mafia
are bad. Sure, the Czech Republic is not
southern Italy, but networks and rooted
habits are very resilient too.

The Czech transformation, like the other
post-communist reforms, rejected the socialist
economic system, but people did not abandon
their habits. They bravely threw themselves
into new experiments, which they thought
would introduce capitalism, and understand-
ably these paths were ones of trial and error.
At the same time, however, the new elites es-
tablished their positions by means they were
accustomed to from an earlier period. Investi-
gating the dynamics of this kind of develop-
ment requires above all thorough case studies,
some of which are provided in Myant’s book;
many others were provided - but are still to be
expected ~ from local observers.

The book by Martin Myant is in any case
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an honest and valuable effort, and therefore
it provokes many important questions. What
helped most to increase the equality of
Czech production during the transition? Un-
der what circumstances can a ‘socialist man-
ager’ achieve success in reborn capitalism?
Why were only some industrial branches suc-
cessfully transformed, particularly automo-
bile production and electronics? How does

corruption and political clientelism decrease
the performance of the Czech economy?
How do government investments and the
state administration of some enterprises
benefit the economy? It is only a pity that
there are few - if any - contributions to the
debate on the part of Czech economists com-
parable to Myant’s study.

Petr Holub
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The Library N
of Sociology

Is open and offering its services
to the public as of 20 April 2004

ociologicky ustav

The Library of Sociology first emerged as a department within the Library that was part of the Institute
of Philosophy and Sociology of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic. That Library was de-
stroyed by the floods that occurred in the summer of 2002. After a long period of reconstruction de-
voted to trying to replace the huge losses to the collection caused by the floods and rebuilding the Ii
brary spaces on the ground floor of the building occupied by the Institute of Sociology AS CR on Jilska
ul., it has finally become possible to construct and open an independent Library of Sociology, thanks
especially to the numerous gifts and donations from domestic and foreign institutions and private cit-
izens. The Library of Sociology has been conceived as a modern specialised library and is intended to
serve the needs of researchers, students and the academic community on the whole. Gifts and dona-
tions to the continued rebuilding of the library are welcome. A publication has been issued describing
the construction process behind the development of the independent Library of Sociology, from the
time of the floods up until its celebrated re-opening on 19 April 2004.

Whel'e tO f'nd US? VStaroméﬁské

In the centre of Prague, close to the station gy S—  Staroméstské
Narodni tiida on Metro line B, i B Malé  nam.
in the building of the

Institute of Sociology of the Academy
of Sciences of the Czech Republic,

Jilska 1, 110 00 Prague 1
tel.: +420 222 221 753,
221 183 111 (extensions)
fax: +420 222 220 143
e-mail: socmail@soc.cas.cz
URL: http://www.soc.cas.cz

+ 2 ¥ sociologicky
ustav AVCR

Opening hours:
Monday-Thursday  9-18
Friday 9-14 W Narodni trida

Contacts:

Magr. Nela Hesova: tel. 221 183 568, Nela.Hesova@soc.cas.cz

Ing. Eva MikolaSova: tel. 221 183 568, Eva.Mikolasova@soc.cas.cz
Mgr. Radka Taucova: tel. 221 183 567, Radka.Taucova@soc.cas.cz

Reading room: tel. 221 183 569, knihovna@soc.cas.cz
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