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People who are looking for facts and figures concerning the transformation of the
Czech economy but are unfamiliar with the Czech language should definitely put
Libor Zidek’s book on their reading list. The volume mainly deals with the Czech
economic transformation, covering a wide range of topics such as financial policy,
the labor market, and property relations. Moreover, it provides information on
the transformation’s historical context and political background, including the coun-
try’s EU accession process. Two separate chapters on the economic reforms in
Poland and Hungary offer a comparative perspective, discussing the countries’ eco-
nomic situations at the end of the socialist period as well as their privatization
strategies. The book’s most significant conclusion is that the Czech economic trans-
formation was a “success story” (p. 445), although it is mentioned from the start that
there were “numerous problems and difficulties” (p. XXIX). Another recurring
theme is that one of the most difficult challenges of the transformation period was
to overcome values and habits originating in the socialist system. Moreover, the
author emphasizes that politics and the economy in the transformation process were
heavily intertwined.

A closer examination and evaluation of Zidek’s book requires two preliminary
remarks: First, it is important to note that the author has already published a Czech-
language monography on the same topic, albeit more than ten years ago. However,
this older book' is not mentioned in the bibliography. Not only are the structures
of the two volumes very much alike (apart from the two comparative chapters on
Poland and Hungary), but also a substantial part of the Czech original seems to have
been only slightly modified and then transferred to the English version. Considering
the number of stylistic flaws, this English version appears not to have been profes-
sionally proofread. Second, readers should be aware of the fact that the book was
written by an economist and not by an economic historian. Thus, one cannot expect
a lot of original findings derived from archival or other sources from the time in
question.

Zidek starts with an overview of the economic situation at the end of the 1980s,
highlighting generally acknowledged factors which led to the failure of the planned
economy (e.g., collective ownership, problematic industrial structure). Turning to
political development during the transformation period, the author points out that
economic reforms could not have been realized without the support of society.
Subsequently, the author refers to the main scenarios for economic reforms: third
way, socially oriented market economy, and liberal. He concludes that the liberal
approach prevailed, but that the actual reforms were “certainly not as liberal as its
authors publicly claimed” (p. 59), following an interpretation that is widely accepted
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and used in historical research. These actual reforms and their impact on basic eco-
nomic indicators (e.g., unemployment, inflation) as well as the Czech integration
into the world economy are further essential parts of the analysis. Moreover, all these
topics are examined with regard to the monetary crisis and its economic and politi-
cal consequences in the second half of the 1990s.

This also holds for the transformation of property relations and for the various
steps of the privatization process, to which another chapter of the volume is de-
dicated. Extensively covering all main steps of the privatization — restitution, small
and mass privatization — this chapter is based on the proposition that it was only
during the transformation period that “private entrepreneurship was not illegal any
more” (p. 69). However, this is not entirely true when we consider that the Zdkon o
stitnim podniku (Law on state enterprises) allowed private leasing of restaurants,
bars, and stores from 1988 on. Closely related to the privatization process, the bank-
ing sector, stock exchange, and the role of enterprises during the transformation are
also covered. In doing so, the author deals with two of the most problematic fields
of the economic reforms: lax credit policy and slow bank privatization.

Zidek rounds off his analysis of the Czech economic transformation with a more
general issue: the development of formal and informal institutions and various con-
flicting opinions on how and when these institutions should have been created in the
course of the transformation process. Using the privatization process as an example,
he states that it would have been disadvantageous to first create perfect formal insti-
tutions and then start the privatization process, as such a strategy would have post-
poned the privatization process “probably indefinitely” (p. 358). A fairly positive
assessment of the economic transformation can also be found in the final chapter of
the volume, in which the author explicitly aligns himself with the reformers who for-
mulated and realized the reforms back in the 1990s.

People familiar with the Czech economic transformation will know that the avail-
able data and information are often inconsistent. Bearing in mind and also explicitly
mentioning this fundamental problem, Zidek offers a large and profoundly re-
searched number of statistics and facts concerning the transformation, which makes
the book a useful reference for scholars in search of such material. Moreover, the
volume gives a thorough overview of (research) positions regarding the Czecho-
slovak economic transformation, both from academics and from politicians and
economists who were involved in the process, which is particularly valuable for an
audience not familiar with Czech. Another positive feature is an extensive bibliogra-
phy, primarily including literature from the 1990s and early 2000s.

However, the volume’s main strength — as a helpful reference book — comes along
with a number of drawbacks: both the abundance of facts and figures and the de-
tailed renarration of other authors’ positions give the book a lengthy and repetitive
touch. Furthermore, the views of authors directly involved in the process (e.g.,
Viclav Klaus and Dusan Ttiska) and the positions of scholars who ‘only’ comment-
ed on it are (mostly without explicit differentiation) presented next to each other.
Altogether, a more targeted choice of references would have been an advantage not
only in a stylistic sense, but also in an analytical one. This would have provided more
room for a deeper analysis of certain aspects. For example, Zidek mentions that there
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were two scenarios within the economic transformation, one suggesting a shock
therapy and one suggesting a gradualist approach. Without giving detailed informa-
tion on the exact content of these proposals or on how these proposals competed
with one another, which would have been quite interesting, the author then turns
towards the final reform program. Another topic that is only briefly mentioned is
legal loopholes and their impact on the transformation process. This issue would
have been worth further elaborating and linking to concrete examples.

Nevertheless, Zidek’s book is a valuable option for an international readership
interested in the Czech economic transformation. Moreover, offering a large num-
ber of facts and figures and being based on a wide range of secondary literature, it is
a good starting point for anyone who wants to ‘dig deeper” into one of the various
aspects of the economic reforms and of the overall economic development in the
1990s. In fact, there is still a lot of untapped potential for research on the transfor-
mation of the Czech economy and, more generally, on the evolution from socialism
to post-socialism. Such research could (or maybe even should) be historically orient-
ed and source-based, focusing on what happened during the transformation — not
only on a factual, but also on a discourse level — and abstaining from writing a story
of success or a story of failure.
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