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PREFACE TO ENGLISH EDITION
 

Translating a book that analyses a specific historical era into a for-
eign language shaped by entirely different sociopolitical and cultural 
circumstances always presents significant challenges. Many terms 
in contemporary Czech and English exist within distinct semantic 
fields and are used in different contexts despite often being con-
sidered interchangeable. Unlike German, English lacks established 
definitions for certain key ideological terms of late socialism, as no 
English-speaking socialist country existed where such nomenclature 
could naturally develop. While translation into English is essential 
for comprehension, directly substituting a Czech term with its Eng-
lish counterpart does not always convey the contextual nuances nec-
essary for a deeper understanding of the text. To preserve these sub-
tleties—such as the distinction between the more Western-sounding 
“managers” (manažeři) and the more traditionally socialist “leading 
economic staff” (vedoucí hospodářští pracovníci)—the original Czech 
terms have occasionally been included in brackets within the Eng-
lish translation, with their contextual differences explained either in 
the main text or in the endnotes. 

In some cases, an arbitrary decision on how a  term should be 
translated into English had to be made. The Czech word podnik 
can refer to a private enterprise, but it was mostly used in reference 
to the socialist, i.e. state-owned ones. On the other hand, the word 
firma had not been employed in the socialist context at all and start-
ed to be used only after the 1989 revolution in reference to private 
businesses. English lacks an equivalent pair of terms distinguishing 
similar entities operating in two fundamentally different socio-eco-
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nomic systems. To maintain clarity, podnik is consistently translated 
as “enterprise” or “state-owned enterprise”, while the English word 
“firm” is reserved for private firms only. For stylistic variation, the 
English word “company” is sometimes used for both types. 

Other terminological difficulties have a deeper historical back-
ground. For instance, the term Rechtsstaat is a more precise transla-
tion of the Czech právní stát than “rule of law”, as it better reflects the 
continental European legal tradition from which the concept origi-
nates. The idea of Rechtsstaat emerged in German legal thought and 
refers to a state bound by law, where governance is structured through 
legal principles and institutions. In contrast, the rule of law is pri-
marily an Anglo-American concept, which, while emphasizing legal 
constraints on power, emphasises individual rights and legal prece-
dent rather than a systematic, state-centred legal order. Despite these 
conceptual differences, the term “socialist rule of law” has become 
increasingly common in legal and historical scholarship when discuss-
ing the legal system of late communist Eastern Europe. It is also lin-
guistically more accessible in English. For these reasons, while “so-
cialist Rechtsstaat” may be the more accurate term, “socialist rule of 
law” is also used in the book, with distinctions made where necessary.

Furthermore, one key term ought to be explained at the very be-
ginning. The term “normalization” is commonly used by all the au-
thors, together with the “normalization period”, “consolidation pe-
riod”, “post-1968-invasion era” etc., with equal meaning. Originally 
referring to the first phase of the late socialist period (app. 1969–
1971), which was marked with purges and political offensive of the 
communist hard-liners against the real or alleged “revisionists”, the 
term “normalization” gradually became a general label for the whole 
of the 1970s and 1980s. The authors of all chapters employ the term 
extensively when referring to the last two decades of communist 
rule, respecting the common usage of the term in the contemporary 
Czech and Slovak public and expert discourses. 
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We decided to keep the original abbreviations derived from Czech 
words even in the English translation (e.g. KSČ for Komunistická 
strana Československa or PAS for Pokroková architektonická sku-
pina, “progressive architecture group”), in order not to create un-
natural acronyms that did not exist in the era. An exhaustive list 
of abbreviations is given in the Appendix, and all abbreviations are 
explained upon their first occurrence in the text. This approach also 
applies to references to archives and their fonds, where we retain 
the original Czech names and document titles. This ensures that 
readers can independently locate these sources using the references 
provided in the endnotes without the need to translate them back 
into Czech when communicating with the archives.

This book is an English translation of a  monograph originally 
published in Czech in 2019. Since its initial release, the body of 
scholarly literature on late socialist governance, expert communities 
and their roles in both late socialism and post-socialism, the plau-
sibility of the neoliberal hegemony thesis, and various other related 
topics have expanded significantly. This growing body of research 
has introduced novel perspectives and incorporated a wide range of 
newly analysed sources. Despite these developments, the authors are 
convinced that the present volume remains a meaningful contribu-
tion to our understanding of the rapid transition from late social-
ism to post-socialism. The core arguments and analytical positions 
put forward in the book require no major revision. Each chapter is 
grounded in extensive archival research, and most of the documents 
and collections utilised by the authors have not been subjected to 
scholarly analysis since 2019. Although this lack of further in-depth 
research is far from ideal, it underscores the continued relevance of 
the book’s findings and offers an opportunity to present them to an 
international audience. 
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INTRODUCTION
Michal Kopeček 

One of the most widely discussed topics in contemporary history 
and the social sciences is the nature of the systemic changes in 
East-Central Europe since 1989. Was it a “democratic”, “liberal”, 
“neoliberal” or “capitalist” revolution? What permitted the rapid 
transformation in the 1989–1990 period from a universally-shared 
and supported “democratic revolution” to a  reputedly elitist “lib-
eral hegemony” based on representative democracy, privatisation 
and a capitalist “market without adjectives”? How did “neoliberal 
governance” achieve such notable success in the 1990s in countries 
whose elites were partly recruited from among the democratic activ-
ists of the anti-Communist opposition that emphasised the autono-
my of civil society and social self-organisation?

It has been clear for some time now that there is a need to revise 
the prevailing scope of research both into the end of the Cold War 
and the communist dictatorship in 1989, and into the beginnings of 
democracy and capitalism after 1989. Although there is a consensus 
that western civilisation and democracy are in the process of funda-
mental change, the contradictory nature of the political order and 
the changes that are felt as acutely by people in Czechia as in most 
of the Western world and the former Eastern Bloc, require differ-
ent perspectives for our thinking about contemporary recent his-
tory, and what immediately preceded the situation we are in today. 
Moreover, the fairly liberal access to archival sources in the Czech 
Republic creates exceptionally suitable conditions for this.

The need to historicise and redraw the basic contours is increas-
ingly evident in both major narratives: the unsustainable teleolog-
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ical vision of “democratic transformation”, and the self-affirming 
identity narrative of the inevitable collapse of the communist dic-
tatorship in Czechoslovakia and Eastern Europe. Were we to rid 
recent history of at least some of its legitimizing responsibility it 
could be possible or even necessary to view the developments of 
the last third of the 20th century in the much broader context 
of the “modernising dictatorships” in East-Central Europe, and 
maybe broader still  – that of the West and its transition from 
organised modernity to post-modernity: “the age of fracture”.1 
From that perspective, the history of our region will not look un-
equivocally like a deviation from some imaginary “natural” histor-
ical development, but rather as a variant or parallel evolutionary 
branch of comparable modernising, transnational and globalising 
processes.2

The present collective monograph seeks to contribute to such 
a  change of perspective. It analyses the “expert forms” of late 
socialist governance and their legitimation before 1989, as well 
as the transmission of expert knowledge and political and social 
management practices during the rebuilding of the democratic or-
der. It seeks to historicise the current social-science and political 
debate about the alleged neoliberal hegemony that replaced the 
Communist dictatorships after their collapse. It is based on the 
premise that what is sometimes termed “neoliberal governance” 
was not simply the product of imported western political and 
cultural models but also of numerous intellectual, mental, social, 
and cultural continuities from the period of late socialism. These 
assumptions and hypothetical continuities during the period of 
“long-term systemic change”, dating roughly from the early 1970s 
to the end of the 1990s, are the central focus of the individual 
studies.
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Neoliberal hegemony as a hypothesis 

One of the most influential research hypotheses conceptualising the 
question of continuity or discontinuity between late socialism and 
post-socialism can be termed the theory of neoliberal hegemony. 
It differs in several respects from earlier analyses of post-commu-
nist transition. First, unlike other studies of post-Communism and 
transformation, its subject matter is not so much the emergence 
of capitalist society on the ruins of state socialism, but rather the 
incursion of neoliberal ideology into Eastern Europe after 1989.3 
According to this hypothesis, the various institutions and politicians 
associated with the names of Ronald Reagan or Margaret Thatcher, 
or the ideas of Friedrich von Hayek or Milton Friedman can in no 
way be equated with the market economy. From this perspective, 
neoliberalism is viewed more as a somewhat experimental (in terms 
of the restructuralisation of the post-war welfare state), socially un-
just (compared to the so-called Scandinavian model, for instance), 
and probably inefficient (particularly in respect of social capital) 
means of transition from “Marx to the market”, as a virulent muta-
tion of western capitalism, which was nevertheless adopted in the 
post-communist countries as a matter of course, as the natural or-
der of things, to which “there was no alternative” as British prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher liked to say.4 At the same time neolib-
eral globalisation considerably undermines the resources of states 
to tackle rapidly growing social and economic inequality. As Nobel 
laureate Joseph Stiglitz famously maintained in his critique of the 
International Monetary Fund, the current process of globalisation, 
as directed by transnational financial institutions and capital, consti-
tutes “global governance without global government.”5 

The critique of the “neoliberal revolution” offered a  new per-
spective on the position of Eastern and Central Europe within the 
global order. In revealing the logic of the global power relations 
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implicit in the concept of “post-communist transition”, these ap-
proaches perceive the capitalist restructuralisation of the region as 
a unique “laboratory of the future”, in which the most important 
global players test their policies on the periphery of modernity be-
fore introducing them at home.6 Such interpretations that oppose 
established cold-war polarities and the division of the world into 
the rich North and poor South, conflate the fiscal crisis of late 
socialism, the strict deficit regimes introduced in the countries of 
the third and former second world, and the recent crisis of late 
capitalism in its western heartland.7 Attention is also focused on 
certain features common to the opposition to neoliberalism in var-
ious parts of the peripheral world, such as instances of populism 
in the region on the one hand, and new social movements, on the 
other, which are construed as expressions of global protest against 
the neoliberal consensus.8

This perspective on the global system of power and the experimen-
tal testing was also combined with a critical exposition of how post-
socialism operates at the micro level. Whereas previous consider-
ations of transformation viewed the process of extrication from the 
state socialist morass as a more or less successful effort to minimise 
the detrimental effects of previous sovietisation and create the con-
ditions for a return to “normality”, this new approach saw nothing 
“normal” in the post-socialist restructuring process. Inspired by the 
ideas about social order and subjectivation of a number of thinkers 
from Karl Polanyi to Michel Foucault, the critics of neoliberalism 
took to heart the idea that capitalist society and its actors had first to 
be created (and would not emerge organically as traditional histori-
cal narratives would have us believe) if capital economics is to func-
tion. These authors then observe how seemingly specialised, expert 
or managerial discourse is transformed into disciplinary institutions 
and educational/training programmes aimed at the production of 
post-socialist or neoliberal subjects.9
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The interpretation of post-socialism as the triumph of neoliber-
alism was extremely influential in a  section of the international 
academic community. It was nevertheless the object of criticism 
from various quarters, on the grounds that what was needed was 
a  more consistent historicization of the question. Research into 
“political capitalism”, for instance, whose analysis is based on 
economic and political indicators rather than on high-flown ideas 
and political rhetoric, sums up the results of the post-1989 period 
of transformation in East-Central Europe by use of the eloquent 
term “varieties of capitalism”.10 The main argument of its support-
ers is that there are many types of capitalism in this part of the 
world, from a more continental European social-corporatist model 
to hybrid and uncoordinated (unbridled) forms of capitalism. It is 
therefore scarcely possible to speak of the victory of one particular 
liberal or neoliberal model. Another type of critique of the neolib-
eral hegemony thesis is based on ideological analysis. According to 
this approach there is only very little empirical evidence of radical 
and ideologically-motivated neoliberal transformation, let alone of 
local enthusiastic acceptance or endorsement of allegedly neolib-
eral recipes coming chiefly from economic institutions of the so-
called Washington consensus, such as the World Bank or the In-
ternational Monetary Fund.11 In other words, it is necessary first 
of all to prove the existence of a  coherent neoliberal ideology in 
the region after 1989 and reveal its main protagonists in politics, 
the economy and culture before it is possible to defend the thesis 
of “neoliberal hegemony”.

There is now a  broad interdisciplinary field of research into 
the emergence and development of neoliberalism with many off-
shoots that are sometimes poles apart and often even in contra-
diction with each other. A fairly developed and conceptually com-
pact component is the intellectual history of neoliberal thinking 
that focuses on the once marginal neoliberal movement centred 
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on the so-called Mont Pèlerin Society and the Chicago School of 
Economics; in the 1970s it became one of the main challengers 
to the post-war Keynesian consensus before establishing itself as 
the economic mainstream in certain countries and internation-
al organisations, particularly in the field of economic policy.12 
A  number of other authors associated with various branches of 
post-Marxism and critical theory have tried to identify the links 
between economic thought and practice from the end of the 1970s 
that led to changes in the practices of governance in contempo-
rary advanced western societies.13 Although these studies are less 
conceptually coherent, they have had a  considerable impact be-
cause of their critical attitude to the current excesses of global 
capitalism. Equally compelling are approaches that perceive the 
neoliberal order as lived experience within the power structures 
and discursive practices of everyday, consumer, “late-capitalist” so-
ciety, which contributes in no small measure to the creation of 
the present-day “neoliberal subject”.14 Irrespective of their differ-
ences, most of these approaches draw on Michel Foucault and his 
analysis of “biopolitics”, or his concept of governmentality as their 
original inspiration.15 As is evident from this purely typological 
overview, the very concept of “neoliberalism” is problematic, since 
it encompasses a whole series of phenomena, from the history of 
economic doctrines, where it signifies anti-Keynesianism within 
the broad liberal ideological current, to political philosophy with 
a  strongly rationalist, moral and legal significance (symbolised by 
such figures as Friedrich von Hayek or Robert Nozick), and every-
day social and cultural practices and disciplinary institutions, both 
formal and informal, constituting a web of meaning and subjecti-
vation techniques typical of the contemporary “neoliberal order”.16

Likewise from a broader historical perspective that doesn’t focus 
solely on the last forty years but considers the evolution and histori-
cal transformations of capitalism within a  longer time frame, the 
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theory of the current neoliberal hegemony appears one-sided at the 
very least.

In sociologist Peter Wagner’s well-known interpretation and long-
term vision of the growth and transformations of western modernity 
since the 18th century, the 1970s and 1980s are viewed as the “second 
crisis of modernity,” or a crisis of so-called organised modernity.17 
Other similar approaches see neoliberalism as part of broader social 
and cultural trends of “late modernity”, such as post-modernism and 
the associated crisis of historicity, the fragmentation of society and 
its major metanarratives, and the de-industrialisation of the West, 
but also as the beginning of Marxism’s decline as an alternative vi-
sion of the world, as well as the crumbling of Western patriarchy, 
which was previously unassailable, and the onset of a new phase of 
globalisation.18

Similarly, historians’ and historical sociologists’ renewed inter-
est in the history of capitalism as a global historical phenomenon 
fairly naturally views neoliberalism as one of many trends that have 
shaped capitalism into what it is today.19 At the same time, from 
a long-term historical perspective, “real capitalism” is too complex, 
multi-faceted, malleable and variable a  historical formation to be 
characterised with a  single epithet. There can be no historical re-
search into capitalism without Marx as analyst. But a  thoroughly 
neo-Marxist perspective also retains from him the vision of doing 
away with capitalism, a vision that is sometimes not over-optimistic, 
as witnessed by the approach that regards contemporary “manage-
rial capitalism” as a hybrid transition between classical capitalism 
and a new socializing form of society.20

From another neo-Marxist perspective, rejecting the term “real 
socialism” for the socialist organisation of society, there was only 
a  slight difference between state socialism and capitalism, which 
also helps explain the relatively easy transformation after the fall of 
the one-party dictatorships in Eastern Europe.21
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In our view, a  fairly major deficiency of the approaches dealt 
with here so far is that most of them focus on Western societies, 
or their ex-colonies, and from there they project the impact and 
implantation of neoliberalism onto a  semi-peripheral area, which 
includes Eastern Europe, without substantively studying this part 
of the world. The handful of persuasive studies of our geographic 
zone that have so far appeared show that the thesis of neoliberal 
hegemony is helpful for historical research of our circumstances. At 
the same time, it has its limits, too. I’ll try to illustrate this by refer-
ence to a book by the German historian Philipp Ther, which, thanks 
to its fairly rapid appearance in translation, has had a similar recep-
tion in Czechia as it did in Germany.22 Drawing on the tradition of 
comparative social history, Ther has tried to paint a broad picture 
of the emergence of the “new order” in Europe, particularly East-
Central Europe, since 1989. One of the many merits of his approach 
is that it transcends the disciplinary boundaries of Eastern Europe 
specialists and encompasses Germany (not just its eastern part) and 
Austria in order to emphasise the common economic, social and cul-
tural processes taking place in the “West” and “East” of Europe 
since the 1970s. But the strength of this approach, namely reflecting 
common social processes in a relatively wide geographical area, en-
compassing several distinctive societies with quite dissimilar politi-
cal cultures, is also its weakness from another perspective. In short, 
it is unable to permit the simple operation that is at the heart of the 
historian’s craft, namely allowing individual or collective historical 
actors to speak in their own language. It cannot afford to focus on 
the political negotiations behind the transformation in individual 
countries that are highly politically diverse, otherwise his exposi-
tion would be unclear and unmanageable. And yet it is precisely the 
“history of the meaning of 1989” and what followed that year, that 
is, in my view, one of the central tasks of historians specialising in 
contemporary history.23
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In this sense, in spite of his efforts to “historicise” the history of 
transformation, Ther remains to a  certain extent trapped within 
the expert social-science language of “transitology”, which, figura-
tively speaking, regards the “transition countries” with appropri-
ate detachment and measures their “performance” on the basis 
of pre-set or occasionally set “Western standards” (as in the case 
of the so-called Copenhagen criteria for joining the EU). Thus, 
he provides us with one of the best accounts to date on how the 
former communist countries became part of the “neoliberal order 
on the old continent”, without, however, showing us the political 
and sociocultural languages in which those fundamental changes 
were articulated, and experienced. Attempts at such an analysis 
have started to appear, focusing understandably on economic ex-
perts, particularly political economists, but also heads of financial 
institutions, or leading figures of the economic reform. Several 
very good studies explain in a detailed way the dynamics of local 
politics and the international environment of financial and regula-
tory institutions, as well as more or less successful endeavours to 
“root” capitalist transformation culturally in local environments.24 
They realise that the ideological transfer greatly depends on the 
extent to which certain assumptions are rooted in domestic social 
networks and depend on the existence of a  large enough group 
of “translators” capable of processing the current ideological “im-
port” and adapting it to local circumstances. By definition the re-
sults are always hybrid forms of “neoliberal capitalism”, since de-
tailed comparison reveals that de facto no typical neoliberal model 
exists, since each of them is dependent on the pre-existing condi-
tions in specific cultural and social environments.25 At the same 
time, however, these studies continue to be the fruit of the default 
setting of social-science research, which, while aware of the im-
portance of the past (in the form of prevailing discourses, existing 
social norms, or the robustness of transnational social networks), 
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fail to research that past but merely establish it in the form of so-
called path-dependency analyses, i.e. dependence on paths already 
entered upon (in the past).26

What our research team found more inspirational were studies 
that deal substantively with the pre-capitalist – i.e. chiefly late-so-
cialist – past, and the role of experts. For these studies 1989 is nei-
ther the starting point nor end point of their analysis.27 Without 
this perspective, as I try to show below, it is impossible to explain 
the historical roots of the “neoliberal shift”. In the aforementioned 
literature, “neoliberal governance” is generally defined in terms of 
several main elements: the dominance of the market at the expense 
of employment (trade unions, tripartism, etc.); long-term cuts and 
deregulation of public expenditure; privatisation as the main instru-
ment for creating or strengthening the main social stratum of re-
sponsible owners; replacing the concept of “public wellbeing” as the 
fundamental principle of socio-cultural cohesion with the principle 
of “individual responsibility” and “individual initiative”.28 The lat-
ter principles were in line with or even the inspiration for the main 
thrust of the transformation policies of the new liberal-conservative 
political elites (particularly the ODS and ODA) in Czechoslovakia 
and Czechia at the beginning of the 1990s. They presented their 
policies as a clean break with the communist past and a rejection 
of any potential “third way”. At the same time, however, it was 
not – and could not be – an abrupt introduction of neoliberal ideas 
into the virgin soil of socialist society. The essential elements of the 
mindset and practice of neoliberal governance emerged from the 
political and economic thinking, mental patterns, and cultural and 
social practices of late socialism. The rise of technocratic and spe-
cialist strata of “technocratic” or “managerial socialism”, the grow-
ing importance of a  socialist corporate sector as a  counterweight 
to state – and particularly party –structures, the individualisation 
and atomisation of social life during the period of normalisation, 
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and the concomitant increase in the value of private and non-formal 
relations and principles of trust (“familiarity”) at the expense of 
public commitment – all these aspects may be considered as the con-
ditions for the emergence and effect of the ways and means whereby 
societies and states in East-Central Europe were managed and con-
trolled after 1989.29 

The now very extensive research into neoliberalism and supposed 
neoliberal hegemony in post-communist Eastern Europe was a stim-
ulus for us. Moreover, as will be evident, it was inspirational in vari-
ous ways for the individual studies. At the same time, our book does 
not seek to contribute to the theory of neoliberal hegemony. Our 
sole focus is on one stratum of actors of a specific historical period, 
one that has tended to be neglected for a long time by historiogra-
phy in spite of its importance, namely, experts and managers. And 
in view of the above-mentioned reservations, our research sought 
to be an analysis of “the expert roots of post-socialism” and not of 
“the expert roots of neoliberalism.” We wanted to base ourselves on 
a more neutral hypothesis, one that was possibly less attractive, but 
more open to interpretation.

Experts in existing social-science and historical research

The experts and managers of the late socialist period and early 1990s 
have so far seldom been the subject of historical research. Nonetheless 
we are not starting entirely from scratch. The crucial role of experts 
and managers in the transition from a centralised state-controlled 
economy to a market economy, or from party dictatorship to liberal 
democracy, was noted by contemporary actors and later by social-
science literature. At the beginning of the post-communist period it 
was precisely the expert, managerial or bureaucratic elites, unlike 
the former dissidents of Charter 77 and other opposition groups, 
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who knew how to “run the state”. Even before the democratic revo-
lution, their comparative advantage in terms of the knowledge and 
practice of management was discussed by the dissident sociologist 
Jiřina Šiklová in her famous essay on “the grey zone”.30 She pre-
sciently foresaw how quickly the dissidents, as heroes of the revo-
lutionary moment, would be displaced by experts and technocrats 
when it came to building a new order. The concept of the “grey zone” 
for which Šiklová did not claim authorship, went on to make a ca-
reer of its own in social-science and historical research, just like an-
other concept from that period – “political capitalism”, with which 
another sociologist and former dissident Jadwiga Staniszkis tried 
to encapsulate the “nomenklatura privatisation” of state property 
that had been proceeding for some time in Poland.31 To a certain 
extent, managers, along with experts, featured from this perspective 
in transitological literature. I do not intend to summarise the litera-
ture on this topic here, since each of the authors of the subsequent 
studies drew inspiration from diverse sources depending on their 
particular focus. Instead, I would like to indicate here a number of 
more general research trends of interest to us. One of them, repre-
sented mostly by sociologists and economists, has tried to analyse 
the process of “building capitalism without capitalists” or the emer-
gence of “capitalism with a Comrade’s face”.32 Sociological analysis 
of the foundations of the post-socialist, capitalist economy based on 
the model of managerial (state) capitalism with many features in-
herited or adapted from state socialism and others imported from 
the West, or the globalising financial world, chimed in well with the 
political debate occurring at the same time about “nomenklatura 
privatisation”, or the pros and cons of shock therapy. That research 
also showed that in socially relevant numbers it was not actually the 
party nomenklatura but middle-ranking technocratic managers who 
benefited most from extensive privatisation and capitalist construc-
tion in the former communist states of East-Central Europe.33
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Also close to our topic are the various approaches to the changing 
social role of the intelligentsia, which have often been viewed from 
a politically and socially committed position that critically discusses 
the alleged sell-out of intellectuals to the new capitalist order, but 
which also examines their rapidly declining social prestige34 The 
less socially committed background to these reflections was provided 
by numerous contemporary sociological and historical works depict-
ing the broader socio-cultural and socio-economic preconditions for 
the transformation of the intelligentsia and the formation of post-
communist elites in general.35

This and other literature, influenced chiefly by the sociology of 
knowledge, or the sociology of intellectuals defines expert groups 
or specialist communities from differing perspectives.36 As a rule, 
experts are defined on the basis of a specific specialised discipline 
or group of expertise, be they neuro-biologists, political economists, 
urban planners, or security analysts. Crucial for expert identity is 
specific communication within the discipline and a corresponding 
language, as well as distinctive methodology and assignments within 
the academic community governed by the management structure or 
society in general. Expert communities (but not necessarily their 
individual members) typically adopt an apolitical stance towards 
the status quo, or an apolitical stance across the discipline. In other 
words, in spite of the various political persuasions of the individual 
members of the same milieu, they are linked by shared knowledge 
and expert discourse, and mostly also by objectives and underlying 
methodological assumptions. Inspirational for us in our own research 
was a shift in recent years within a certain part of contemporary so-
ciological research from intellectuals and their prosopography, to 
the study of “social interventions” of specific groups characterised 
by expert knowledge.37 Such authors distinguish between specific 
intellectuals or experts whose legitimacy derives from their exper-
tise in a given field, and “public intellectuals”, whose status derives, 
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by contrast, from a position of “lay” intervention in many spheres of 
human activity, which are also part of public or political discourse. 
Hence some argue for a specific “sociology of expertise” that will fo-
cus on the efficacy of specific knowledge, or expert interventions in 
society at particular historical moments, rather than on the expert 
group, its development, coherence, and identity.38

Another useful concept has emerged from a different research mi-
lieu, that of “epistemic communities”, which partly overlaps with the 
concept of expert cultures and also with the concept of ideological 
traditions or trends. It first appeared in the early 1990s in the field 
of international relations research. In that context the epistemic 
communities were characterised as transnational groups of experts 
that transcended expert disciplines and were defined in terms of 
shared epistemological approaches, as well as partly in terms of val-
ue hierarchies and shared social and political goals. Hence it is not 
a matter of belonging to a single professional community, such as 
sociologists, but rather communities that are formally or informally 
defined in terms of ideology or issue, such as neoliberals, globalists, 
or the international anarchists’ federations.39

In sum there is a fairly extensive supply of analytical approach-
es to “expert groups” that also partly draw on resources from the 
post-socialist Eastern Europe. They are mostly the work of soci-
ologists, who have analysed the transformations of the intelligen-
tsia, the formation of new or re-established elites and their status 
in a changing social structure, as well as changes of mentality and 
local socio-cultural practices. Much less developed, on the other 
hand, are analyses of the historical roots of these expert elites, 
and the evolution of individual expert groups and their discourses 
about the organisation, management and socio-cultural legitima-
cy of government. A  partial exception is the history of economic 
thought, which, in view of the central role of economic restructur-
ing in the transformation of the social order, has triggered a need 
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for self-reflection in different fields and also attracted some inter-
est from professional circles, particularly in international compar-
ative research. These studies greatly contributed to our knowledge, 
however, their authors are fairly understandably mostly economists 
connected to one side or another of the controversies about eco-
nomic transformation in the past decades. For that reason, they 
reflect arguments closely linked to the disputes of the time about 
the character of transformational economic policies.40

From the other end of the imaginary timeline, we drew heav-
ily from historical studies on the late communist dictatorship in 
Czechoslovakia and Central and Eastern Europe. As part of that 
literature shows, various professional milieus often played a not in-
considerable role at the time of perestroika as a period of fundamen-
tal reconstruction and in defining the new social contract in the 
wake of the democratic revolution. Naturally the attention paid to 
those actors of change is more developed in countries with “negoti-
ated” regime change, such as Poland or Hungary, where the institu-
tion of “round tables” rendered those groups much more visible in 
public life.41 Yet some works in our domestic context also highlight 
their role such as Milan Otáhal’s reconstruction of the emergence 
and impact of the so-called Circle of the Independent Intelligentsia, 
which successfully demonstrates the ambiguous situation of the ex-
perts on the borderline between the official culture and criticism of 
the regime; it also outlines the shifts within professional communi-
ties that were spurred by the final phase of perestroika.42 Likewise 
Michal Pullmann’s theses on the dissolution of the existing “ideo-
logical consensus” as a condition for its “revolutionary” replacement 
by an alternative political narrative have an important expert com-
ponent, particularly in the field of economic policies, but also law, 
for instance. He also highlights the ambiguous position of experts 
operating in a particular ideological “authoritative discourse”, who 
contributed by the use of seemingly non-ideological language to the 
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“quiet pluralisation of subject matter” that created the potential for 
system change.43

Relevant to our interest in experts is the dynamically evolving 
field of research into the history of technocracy and of the closely-
related theme of expert knowledge. Internationally it stems from 
interest in transnational history and the beginnings of the new 
phase of globalisation, or the beginnings of the “knowledge so-
ciety” associated with the second half of the 19th and first half 
of the 20th century, which obviously has a  significant European 
dimension.44 Questions about the transnational dimension and 
dialogue that transcended the borders of opposing camps during 
the Cold War are also a central motif in current international re-
search on “socialist experts”. Throughout the Cold War experts 
were the main actors of (non-Soviet) internationalisation at vari-
ous levels of international organisations of the UN and many oth-
er supranational bodies, regulatory institutions, expert commis-
sions, research projects, etc., and they played an important role as 
mediators between national, regional and international environ-
ments.45

International research has its local counterpart in the study of 
technocracy in our country, particularly in the 20th century. Atten-
tion has focused on the beginnings of technocracy in the first half 
of the century and also on various aspects of technocratic manage-
ment and expert disciplines in connection with the emergence and 
formation of the welfare state in Czechoslovakia.46 Another area of 
technocracy and expert governance is dealt with by research on the 
planning of scientific development, or large-scale projects for regu-
lating the economy and nature.47 Considerable attention has also 
been paid in the recent period to technocratic tendencies in reform 
communism in Czechoslovakia in the 1960s, including in connec-
tion with the activity of the well-known multidisciplinary teams at 
the time of the Prague Spring.48
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Technocratic governance trends were the subject of a  study by 
Vítězslav Sommer dealing with planning, forecasting and futures 
research, and a  study by a  member of our team, Matěj Spurný, 
describing the scope and limits of technocratic modernity in the 
period of state socialism as demonstrated by the relocation of 
the North-Bohemian town of Most.49 This research has given rise 
to a hypothesis about the so-called “technocratic socialism” as an 
important but still neglected component of communist governance 
throughout the post-Stalin period.50 A collection of studies of this 
type has been published almost in parallel with our own collection 
and in a way both books can be regarded as mutually complemen-
tary parts of a mosaic.51

While the majority of these studies point to the complex and mul-
tifaceted relationship between political power and expert communi-
ties during the communist dictatorship, they less often attempt to 
address the question of the nature of “expert governance”. This is 
dealt with aptly in relation to “expert paternalism” by Hana Havel-
ková in her case study on the role of the State Population Commis-
sion.52 The relationship between communist power and the expert 
community went through a number of phases, from the suppression 
of several social-science disciplines at the turn of the 1950s to their 
re-integration into policy-making in the second half of that decade. 
In Havelková’s view this was centralisation and decentralisation at 
the same time. The influence of specialists on policy-making was 
undeniable; at that time experts were without doubt a distinct actor 
in social processes with a certain degree of autonomy and scope to 
influence central political decision-making. And yet, throughout the 
period their professional activity was centrally directed and moni-
tored, and it was subordinated to ideological dictates. As Havelková 
demonstrates in the case of the “expropriated voice” of the feminist 
movement, the expert communities found themselves in a position 
in which, apart from their main research and knowledge-related 
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functions, they could also represent the voice of non-existent or 
pacified social movements (in this case the women’s movement), by 
articulating some of the presumed needs, and thus fulfil an impor-
tant “substitution” role. Although professional communities natu-
rally did not cause the suppression of the voices of civil society, at 
the same time they acquired much greater importance in the system 
of ideological dictatorship. “The civic concept of interest was thus 
negated twice over: on the one hand by its suppression, and on the 
other by a deliberate creation of a hetoronomous substitute. If it is 
appropriate to refer to communist rule as state paternalism then 
one can with good reason speak also of expert paternalism.”53

Expert communities also play an important role in some of the 
above-mentioned studies in relation to the theory of neoliberal hege-
mony. From our point of view this is important, because in contrast 
to all the previously mentioned literature these authors note the role 
of experts both in late-socialism and in the period of building parlia-
mentary democracy and capitalism. Quite naturally then, they con-
ceptualise the question of the continuities and adaptability of those 
groups at a time of fundamental social change. In her intellectual 
history of neo-classical economics and its longstanding intensive 
dialogue with Marxist political economy with particular reference 
to Hungary and Yugoslavia, the historian Johanna Bockman has 
attempted to deconstruct the mental dichotomy of the Cold War 
(the market versus the centrally planned economy) and demonstrate 
not only the continuous connection of neoclassical economic theory 
with centrally planned economies, but also the ever present interest 
of East-Central European economists in market mechanisms, not 
only at the time of reform communism in the 1960s, but also later.54 
The author shows that the practically continuous transnational dia-
logue in neoclassical (not neoliberal) economic theory and entirely 
within its conceptual framework – which was also acceptable for 
most of the time for economic theorists from the communist coun-
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tries – slowly but surely created within this expert community a pro-
market (again not neoliberal) consensus, which, however, paved the 
way for the future powerful impact of the so-called Washington con-
sensus and a readiness to embark on radical economic reforms of 
the “shock therapy” variety.

This approach to conceptualizing the evolution of expert groups 
is inspirational for Hungary, for instance, where several authors 
are drawing on Bockman’s study in effort to show the link between 
changes in the expert milieu of political economists, particularly 
those associated with the Financial Research Institute of the Hun-
garian Ministry of Finance in the 1980s, and the efforts of the com-
munist government of the time to achieve political and economic 
integration into the emerging system of global capitalism, in order 
to tackle the domestic economic crisis and growing indebtedness.55

Another approach to expert communities is demonstrated by 
sociologist Gil Eyal, who uses the example of how post-socialist 
elites came into being. He has attempted to show a  different ge-
nealogy and thus a different mindset and behaviour of Czech and 
Slovak post-communist elites.56 In the Czech case, he also analysed 
the composition of this elite, which was recruited from former dis-
sidents and technocrats from the “grey zone”, favourable to the 
neoliberal paradigm. His thesis on the synergy between neoliberal 
technocrats and the moralising anti-communism of former dissi-
dents, which gave the former vital moral and historical legitimacy, 
is somewhat schematic and unconvincing, due to the limited range 
of sources and the cultural and political context. Nevertheless, the 
need to re-evaluate the political animosities within the Czech liberal 
camp in the 1990s in terms of their common vision of marketisation, 
pro-western orientation, and overall decommunization, which was 
indicated already years ago by Eyal, is a topical issue. His emphasis 
on the late-socialist social and cultural roots of the post-communist 
elites remains inspirational for our current historical enquiries.
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Likewise, research on so-called “global socialism”, or the relation-
ship between East-Central European socialism and the so-called 
Third World during the Cold War period which was conducted for 
several years by an international research group headed by James 
Mark at the University of Exeter, devoted considerable attention to 
experts as distinctive actors in international affairs. After all, it was 
they who were often important if not the main actors of those levels 
of international relations and cooperation between the so-called sec-
ond and third worlds, which the researchers at Exeter are not alone 
in labelling with the heuristic term of “alternative globalisation”.57 
Follow-up research has shown that it was often a number of influen-
tial reform-minded communists and the expert advisory circles who 
played a  fundamental role in the early stages of realigning forces 
not only within individual political regimes, but also in the longer 
term reformulation of positions vis-a-vis the rising norms of global 
capitalism and liberal internationalism. The pace of those develop-
ments sharply accelerated and became more evident after 1989. But 
in many countries, including the Soviet Union, it had been antici-
pated for several decades already, if not longer.58

In this connection, the Exeter Group also employs the term “long 
transition” referring to the “domestic” Eastern European roots of 
global restructuring of the world after 1989. They point to the fact 
that in contrast to most previous historical narratives about the “de-
feat” of communism by the globalising West, there is a  need, in 
light of the “smooth” acceptance of the new global order in Eastern 
Europe after 1989, to reappraise the state-socialist East not only 
as a recipient but also an active promoter of global change and as 
the creator of its own “long revolution from within”. For the same 
period, albeit with a somewhat different meaning, the term lange 
Geschichte der “Wende” / long history of the “turn-around” is em-
ployed by German historians researching the social and cultural his-
tory of everyday life. They use it to describe changes not at the level 
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of expert knowledge and the dynamic of specialist discourse, but at 
the level of everyday life and broadly shared social practices leading 
in the long term to fundamental change in the socio-cultural and 
socio-economic constitution of society.59

Our research is based on a dialogue with these international re-
searches that were often pursued in parallel. We are convinced that 
if we wish to understand the “expert consensus” that emerged in 
Czechoslovakia and East-Central Europe at the end of the 1980s 
about the need for not just partial gradual reforms but fundamental 
changes and even “shock” remedies, then it is necessary to develop 
the analysis using the indicated “long change” approach. Drawing 
on the research of Bockman and others, we based ourselves on the 
premise that we needed more analyses along similar lines, but in 
relation not only to macroeconomists and experts in financial insti-
tutions, but also various other expert groups and to managerial and 
technocratic milieus. These analyses should provide further pieces 
of the mosaic of the historic change at the end of the 1980s, for in-
stance – as we ourselves have tried to do – the emerging consensus 
of the “rule of law” in legal circles, the consensus about the primacy 
of economic rationality and the need for privatisation (in terms of 
the principle, not the scale) among enterprise managers, the shared 
paradigm of “self-optimization” among experts in psycho-disci-
plines, the vision of “flexible specialisation” and “gentrification” in 
urban planning, etc.

We believe that such research could help solve the fundamental 
question about 1989 common to all historians: how was it that the 
democratic revolutions of 1989, imbued with ideals of humanism, 
non-violence, democracy, freedom, and self-government, which, 
apart from Poland, did not comprise any liberal movement with 
a clearly defined programme, were transformed within a matter of 
a few months from broadly “democratic” revolutions into “liberal” 
revolutions? If we do not want to repeat the one-sided and no longer 
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very productive theory of the “global neoliberal captivity” of East-
ern Europe by the colonising and predatory West, it is necessary 
conduct a  fundamental re-examination of the concept of “liberal 
consensus” of the 1990s, which has tended to be used simply as 
a metaphor, a concept that gave rise to a kind of mirror image here 
of the Washington Consensus at the international level. The study 
of the expert communities in late socialism and early democratic 
capitalism is only one aspect of the problem, though by no means an 
insignificant one.

What the reader will find in the book

By focusing on the hypothetical continuity between two very differ-
ent political and socio-economic systems before and after 1989 and 
trying to re-evaluate the significance of late-socialist experts and the 
technocratic roots for the post-1989 “neoliberal governance”, we 
seek to historicise our present understanding of early post-socialism. 
In doing so we aim to contribute to the historicization of the ongo-
ing academic and public debate about the alleged neoliberal hege-
mony in post-socialism advanced heretofore chiefly by sociologists, 
anthropologists and political economists.

Obviously, such historical analysis cannot immediately be imple-
mented as systematic research. In our three-year research project, 
we therefore focused our work on several investigations of various 
expert environments, which all had differing levels of both “politi-
cal clout” and the potential for public or non-public political inter-
vention both before and after 1989. This is evident in the chapters 
that follow, for example, in the distinction between law and juris-
prudence as one of the most prominent and influential spheres of 
governance throughout the period under study, and psychotherapy, 
which for a  long time languished on the margins not only of the 
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political centre, but also largely of the expert circles of the psycho-
disciplines. However, differences can likewise manifest in time. 
As another chapter demonstrates, management theory, which fell 
within the central sphere of socialist economic management, was 
itself, despite relatively generous funding, a  rather marginal phe-
nomenon in the centrally planned economy. After 1989, however, 
management theory fundamentally changed and, in line with global 
trends, became one of the dominant discourses of renewed Czech 
and Slovak capitalism.

There are other differences between the expert communities we 
examined. Some of these expert milieus are more or less academic 
in character – such as sociology – while others are far more practi-
cal – such as ecology or urban planning. In the case of managers of 
socialist or later privatised enterprises, the practical aspect clearly 
prevails over that of expertise. In this respect, too, the selection of 
individual probes was deliberately intended to show the wide range 
and practical scope of different expert environments. By contrast, 
what unifies the chapters are three common elements. Firstly, we 
made an effort to examine the given period from the perspective of 
the actors in these expert milieus. As such, we favoured an “insider” 
perspective – and not just from within the expert disciplines them-
selves, but also in terms of their local social networking. Secondly, 
with due respect to the current trend of researching the transna-
tional aspects of expert communities, our perspective is primarily 
rooted in the domestic context. The transnational dimension, such 
as in the form of contact and knowledge brokering between expert 
communities in each of these milieus, is undoubtedly important, 
but we treated it as part of a wider context and not per se. Finally, 
we are naturally linked by a temporal vantage point, or rather the 
question of how each expert milieu adjusted to the pressures, neces-
sities and expectations of the “normalization regime” after 1969; 
how they reacted to the changes of at the time of perestroika and 
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the democratic revolution of 1989; and how these same actors coped 
with not only the fundamental changes in their social environment, 
but also their own understanding of their role as experts during the 
period of democratic renewal and transition to a capitalist market 
economy.

From our point of view, these are two distinct periods, in re-
gard to both social-political systems and historical sources. For 
the period prior to 1989, sources from central state and party in-
stitutions and the security services are accessible  – though often 
with extensive unprocessed material. For the period after 1989, 
the situation is quite the opposite; to date, only very few archival 
sources have been made available. The vast majority of research 
must therefore be carried out using publicly accessible documents 
and non-archival materials.

The central focus of our research is expert environments, not 
politics. At the same time, some of our chapters are concerned 
with the central spheres of governance and state administration, 
i.e. law and jurisprudence, or economic management. The first 
chapter deals with one of the central features of governance in 
the late socialist dictatorship, namely the legal system, including 
its authoritarian practice and how experts reflected on it. It en-
deavours to historicize our existing view of the period of “commu-
nist lawlessness” and point to the gradual processes of legalization 
within the dictatorship, which led in the late 1980s to the cautious 
yet perceptible inching towards a  perestroika-style authoritarian 
“socialist rule of law” which evolved from the overall international 
situation in the Eastern Bloc under Mikhail Gorbachev, and at the 
same time from the regime’s  own “socialist legalism” confronted 
by “dissident legalism” of the human rights opposition. This devel-
opment was a  crucial prerequisite for the nonviolent, negotiated 
democratic revolution in late 1989 and early 1990, as well as for 
the complex problem of legal continuity during the re-establish-
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ment of liberal democracy in Czechoslovakia. The chapter seeks to 
provide an overall outline of continuities and discontinuities of the 
period. However, given the vast expert environment of jurispru-
dence, it illustrates the field’s development and its interconnection 
with forms of governance with specific reference to the prominent 
Czech legal expert and academic, Viktor Knapp.

Tomáš Vilímek’s  study considers the stratum of managers in 
large industrial enterprises, many of which belonged to privileged 
sectors of the national economy. Principally, the chapter analyses 
the professional and political behaviour of managers as representa-
tives of an expert profession that was not only uniquely significant 
for stabilization and maintenance of the Czechoslovak communist 
regime, but also substantially contributed to its collapse and the 
subsequent transformation process. Because of their economic, so-
cial and socio-political role, these managers were constantly under 
surveillance from the political police and higher economic and po-
litical authorities. With the aid of the Communist Party and state 
security archival material, as well as samizdat publications, expert 
literature and interviews with key actors, the chapter analyses 
the status and function of corporate management in the “non-
parametric environment” prior to 1989, the main features of its 
“game plan” strategy, the creation of the “trustworthy comrade” 
illusion, and nurturing the loyalty of the internal coalition with-
in the enterprise. The chapter concludes by analysing how these 
managers reacted to the fundamental society-wide changes of the 
early 1990s, and to what extent they utilized their existing knowl-
edge, experience, and acquired reflexes in the period of economic 
transformation, most importantly in relation to the privatization 
of state enterprises.

The next study focuses on the theoretical background of social-
ist enterprise management, or management theory, which had long 
been present in Czechoslovakia and institutionalised from the end 
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of the 1950s. Socialist management theory was an applied discipline, 
similar to the Western liberal theory of management. However, in 
communist Czechoslovakia, as in other Eastern European sovietised 
countries, management theory was specific in that it was adapted 
to centrally-planned, state-directed economies. Emblematic of this 
socialist-corporate managerialism was the primacy of political ra-
tionality, the requirement to fulfil the central plan, state-owned 
enterprises, equality of employees, and management efficiency un-
derstood primarily in terms of state administration rather than en-
trepreneurship. However, with time, deviations began to manifest 
within these core aspects of socialist management theory. These de-
viations concerned the strengthening of decision-making based on 
economic deliberation and the push for company independence and 
strategic planning autonomy – in other words, an emphasis on “so-
cialist entrepreneurship.”

The regime change in 1989 brought a  fundamental change in 
the parameters of enterprise management. Political control van-
ished overnight and economic considerations became paramount: 
the profit motive, competitiveness in the marketplace, individual re-
sponsibility of directors, and managerial entrepreneurship. Domes-
tic management theory, which was firmly embedded in Keynesian 
ideas of corporate managerialism, sought to make up for its con-
ceptual and analytic “lag” in the first years following the revolu-
tion, was “steamrolled” after 1992 by the import of current Western 
managerialism.

As Adéla Gjuričová demonstrates in the following chapter, psy-
chotherapy was also a  field that experienced a  huge professional 
and commercial boom after 1989. Yet until well into the 1980s, 
psychotherapy was an ambiguously defined discipline, somewhere 
between a  complement to psychiatric treatment and marriage 
counselling, on the one hand, and the only existing, semi-official 
psychotherapeutic training, on the other. The author asks to what 



41

extent can we observe a  “therapeutization of society,” character-
ized by the permeation of psychotherapy principles beyond the 
therapeutic sphere and to what extent did this expert environment 
contribute towards the paradigmatic change towards market capi-
talism and liberal individualism? Her study concludes that psycho-
therapists were not direct stakeholders of power in state social-
ism but were able, nevertheless, to take ample advantage of state 
resources. For the founders of the first therapeutic training in the 
country, the principle of therapeutic individualism represented 
a way, however momentary, to breach the rules of state socialism, 
and in doing so, they forged a strong collective identity. Thus, the 
shift to ubiquitous “self-management” was very inconsistent, even 
after the advent of capitalism in 1990.

Sociologists, too, were not directly involved in wielding power 
during the communist dictatorship, a point I explore in the chap-
ter that follows. Yet, the regime vitally needed their expertise and 
social engineering techniques. The study examines the overall sta-
tus of social research and sociology in Czechoslovakia under the 
post-1968 consolidation regime, with specific reference to the cen-
tral legitimizing doctrine of that era, i.e. the theory of the Scien-
tific and Technological Revolution and its offshoots of social plan-
ning and social forecasting. The direct application of sociological 
expertise in the dictatorship’s  authoritarian practice is tracked 
through selected examples of applied sociological research, such as 
the sociology of the socialist enterprise, and public opinion polls. 
The chapter takes another example  – the sociology of the social-
ist way of life  – to analyse how, at the very epicentre of official 
Marxist-Leninist sociology, the heterodox paradigm of participa-
tory prognostics came into being, and anticipated democratization 
and an active civil society well before 1989. The chapter’s final sec-
tion examines the development of “liberated” sociology after the 
democratic revolution in Czechoslovakia, its boom as an academ-
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ic discipline and its complicated relationship with the emerging 
democratic politics.

Matěj Spurný’s study focuses on the role of ecological expertise 
and criticism in the closing years of state socialism and the early 
years of liberal capitalism in Czechoslovakia. He highlights the 
problematic character of the proclaimed dichotomy between “small 
scale” and “large scale” ecology in late socialism and stresses the 
interconnectedness of a variety of approaches to the environment, 
from tramping clubs and dissidents to specialists fully incorporated 
into the structures of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. Given 
the described synergy of these activities and their significant role 
in the process of delegitimizing state socialism, the question aris-
es whether and in what way environmental experts subsequently 
helped pave the way for post-socialist governance. Spurný points 
not only to the disintegration of the ecological movement in post-
communist Czechoslovakia, but also to the truly divergent and often 
mutually incompatible paths taken by experts in this sphere, as well 
as the uncertainty and frequent failure of attempts to recast eco-
logical critique and expertise in the language and practice of liberal 
democratic politics.

In his chapter, Petr Roubal examines to what extent changes in the 
discourse of Prague town planners in the decade before November 
1989 contributed to the neoliberalization of the capital’s city policies 
in the early 1990s. Urban governance after 1989 was characterized 
by “urbanist anticommunism,” which manifested itself in profound 
scepticism, eventually leading to the rejection of urban planning as 
a domain of expert decision-making (abolition of Prague’s Chief Ar-
chitect’s Department in 1994). Although the neoliberal shift had not 
been part of urbanist discourse prior to 1989, by their systematic 
criticism of urbanist modernism – explored here with reference to 
what happened in Žižkov and Stromovka – critical urbanists cre-
ated the intellectual conditions for this reversal and thereby also the 
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practical conditions for the destruction of their own field of exper-
tise. Roubal studies how this post-1989 position contrasts with the 
urbanists’ relationship with the regime during state socialism, when 
planning the future of cities was unrestrained by market forces, 
which in fact is what made socialist cities socialist. The author con-
cludes that the example of the urban planners demonstrates that the 
concept of experts under socialism as a “grey zone” underestimates 
their role in the system of governance.

Our monograph is an assemblage of research studies, not a syn-
thesizing account. We do not attempt to describe the “grey zone” 
or the expert environment in its entirety. We are aware that while 
our inquiries share some common elements and perspectives, we 
are often telling quite different stories, as we each work with ma-
terials and histories of very different expert communities – and at 
this phase of research we do not want to force these into a single 
common denominator. Nevertheless, our research displays certain 
general parallels and common developmental trends that I would 
like to highlight in conclusion.

Without anticipating it at the outset of our research, we found 
that all our cases revealed a striking continuity between the 1960s 
and the 1970s, which somewhat undermines the entrenched political 
narrative about the reformist and “normalization” periods. From 
the perspective of development in our expert disciplines, there is 
an evident continuity in the techniques and innovation methods be-
tween both decades. The 1960s were the main decade of socialist 
modernization, a new phase of technocratic governance, as well as 
innovative thinking and methodology in much of scientific research, 
both basic and applied. In spite of the purges and conspicuous po-
liticization and ideologization of the early 1970s, a significant por-
tion of this innovative potential was absorbed into the framework of 
the nascent “normalization regime,” i.e. into its social-engineering 
techniques of governance and social control. This sheds rather un-
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conventional light on “Husák’s consolidation,” that contrasts with 
the contemporary interpretation of normalisation as “neo-Stalini-
sation.” In the case of the expert disciplines in our monograph, it 
appeared more like modernized, technocratic authoritarianism with 
some totalitarian features. In other words, a party dictatorship and 
a return of ideological orthodoxy – a return to Leninist rather than 
Stalinist rhetoric – associated with further development of techno-
cratic rule and “soft” social engineering.60

This became apparent during the research itself. Although our 
original intention was to begin with a concise characterization of the 
normalization period and then quickly move on to the perestroika 
period, in almost all cases we felt the need to devote some space to 
the “founding” period of the given expert milieus’ transformation in 
the 1960s, without which further exposition would be incomprehen-
sible. Our findings shed interesting light on the thesis, frequently 
discussed in current research, regarding the endurance of so-called 
late socialism as post-Stalinism with various phases, either reform-
based or consolidation-based, which cyclically alternated.61

All the expert fields that we investigated were under strict 
state  and party supervision and received state support, which 
prescribed and  conserved certain practices and behaviour, while 
at the same time providing space for experimentation, and some-
times “quiet” innovations – and sometimes, as shown in several of 
our studies, “louder” ones. Even so, changes in many of the ob-
served fields were quite radical; but it was important that they did 
not disturb the impression of stability and continuity, or the pres-
ervation of the basic pillars of communist governance. In some 
fields, the trend towards “louder” innovation was stronger, such 
as in ecology, sociology and urban planning. In other fields inno-
vation came about “quietly” under the protection of other insti-
tutions and wider projects, as seen in the case of psychotherapy. 
In yet other cases the innovation potential of the expert environ-
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ment was relatively negligible, and visible only in close study; such 
is the case with jurisprudence, in a  large part undoubtedly due 
to the fact that law was and remains central to the execution of 
state power and governance. Innovation in this field, for example 
by promoting the concept of the “rule of law”  – in the ideologi-
cal, not scientific or expert, sense  – arose instead from the dis-
sident sphere, not official jurisprudence. This relates to another 
issue, namely the often fine line between experts and civic activ-
ists, as evidenced in several of our chapters, including those on 
ecology, urban studies, sociology and psychotherapy. Incidentally, 
the dissident community and its manifold connections to expert 
groups, often those we cover in our monograph, is a topic worthy 
of separate research. In much the same way, the international and 
transnational networks and contacts of individual expert commu-
nities should be a subject of special study. Although not our chief 
topic of interest, international contacts (primarily with the West) 
nevertheless endured, albeit substantially limited in the period of 
early normalization, and played an important role in transferring 
ideas as well as being a benchmark for comparing the situation in 
specific expert fields and in society in general, both at home and 
abroad.

Practically all our chapters present a highly dynamic picture of 
the perestroika period, despite the ostensible official stagnation in 
Czechoslovakia. The expert and management environment clearly 
anticipated and reflected the tectonic changes in society and in the 
international environment of the Eastern Bloc much more sensi-
tively, and so in the second half of the 1980s, in terms of dynamism, 
it was in places quite different from the environment of superficial 
and feigned perestroika reforms in the uppermost echelons of the 
communist leadership.

Equally dynamic and active was the experience of the democratic 
revolution in expert circles. Experts (though by no means all) wel-
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comed and supported these changes, and often even stood at the 
centre of the democratization movement and early transformation, 
where one can trace their partially successful efforts to apply their 
knowledge, visions, plans and innovations. At the same time, howev-
er, between 1991 and 1993, a fundamental paradigm shift occurred 
in most disciplines in connection with the progress of Europeaniza-
tion, commercialisation, the establishment of a private sector, etc. 
The process of adopting contemporary Western models and coping 
with their often problematic implementation only truly took place 
in those years. This demonstrates that “our” experts were not pre-
paring for a  “neoliberal transformation,” at least not consciously. 
Nonetheless, they comprised a key social stratum that was mediat-
ing a fundamental “liberal” change, one that was historically excep-
tionally rapid, but on closer inspection, not immediate after 1989. In 
other words, although we are accustomed to see 1989 as a symbolic 
milestone, if we wish to understand the fundamental changes taking 
place in Czech and Slovak societies during this period, it is impera-
tive to pay close attention to the dynamic temporality of the years 
immediately following the democratic revolution, when the distance 
“travelled” from the initial conditions at the end of 1989 to the state 
reached by mid 1993 would correspond in “normal” historical time 
to at least one, if not several, decades.
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During the late-communist dictatorship in Czechoslovakia, an au-
thoritarian concept of law and its strict observance represented 
a fundamental instrument of relatively non-violent governance and 
“normalisation of rule”, i.e. establishing certain specific forms of 
management and control of society, which were regarded as standard 
and routine, albeit by no means unproblematic.1 In this respect the 
local communists were no different from their counterparts in other 
countries of communist Eastern Europe. After 1989, “the rule of law” 
became the central concept in the political transformation of commu-
nist dictatorship into a pluralist liberal democracy. Understanding 
the multifaceted role of law and legal practice is crucial to historical 
understanding of late state socialism and the post–1989 democrat-
ic regime, and hence also the transition between the two systems. 
From the outset, however, there was an awareness of the contradic-
tion between legality and legitimacy, or the paradox of the fictitious 
“legalist revolution” of 1989, expressed in constitutional and legal 
forms, as against the need for the nascent democracy to have robust 
legitimacy based on rejection of the “old order” of the communist 
ideocratic dictatorship and its “socialist legality”. It was not simply 
a question of exchanging one type of legitimation practice for anoth-
er, but transition to a system in which the fundamental purpose of 
legality is not to underpin the construction of a social consensus, but 
to preserve political pluralism and hence also the heterogeneity or 
even contrariety of legitimation strategies. As the sociologist of law, 
Jiří Přibáň, once pointed out, in liberal democracy “legality must be 
‘leaky’ not sovereign, if it is to maintain its legitimizing capacity.”2

Much has been written about law and legal practice in this period 
in Czechoslovakia and Czechia, as well as in other countries of East-
Central Europe. Legal scholars as qualified experts in the field have 
yet to be the subject of thorough historical analysis, however.3 This is 
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