ANNUAL

reviews FU rther
Click here for quick links to
Annual Reviews content online,
including:

« Other articles in this volume

- Top cited articles

- Top downloaded articles

- Our comprehensive search

Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 2008.37:235-50

Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 2008.37:235-250. Downloaded from arjournals.annualreviews.org
by 76.24.17.223 on 10/01/08. For persona use only

The Annual Review of Anthropology is online at
anthro.annualreviews.org

This article’s doi:
10.1146/annurev.anthro.37.081407.085214

Copyright (© 2008 by Annual Reviews.
All rights reserved

0084-6570/08/1021-0235$20.00

Post-Post-"Transition

Theories: Walking
on Multiple Paths

Manduhai Buyandelgeriyn

Department of Anthropology, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge,
Massachusetts 02139; email: manduhai@mit.edu

Key Words

ambiguity, postsocialism, neoliberalism, gender, culture

Abstract

This article reviews recent ethnographic works on the former Soviet
Union, Eastern and Central Europe, and Mongolia that explore the
experiences of people enduring drastic transformations following the
collapse of socialism in 1990 and the consequent implementation of
a neoliberal “shock therapy.” The anthropologists working on postso-
cialist societies have shown that transition theories are inherently faulty
and their implementation often had damaging results. The current con-
dition is not a period of transition or “bridge” between socialism and
capitalism. Instead individuals’ activities, memory, social networks, and
culturally specific values lead to uncertainty as a state of dynamic being.
This article argues that uncertainty is a complex conceptual space that
offers further opportunities to step away from the evolutionary mode
of thinking and to develop theories of multiple ways of being.
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INTRODUCTION

The term post-post-transition theories refers
to the growing body of anthropological knowl-
edge about the outcomes of the collapse of
socialism and the subsequent implementation
of neoliberal policies in the 1990s. I use this
term in reviewing recent works on the former
Soviet Union, Eastern and Central Europe, and
Mongolia that reveal the experiences of dras-
tic changes by a variety of actors. The cultures
and people in these areas had little in common
throughout their separate presocialist histories.
Even though the outcomes of socialist and ne-
oliberal policies imposed on them vary, some
common experiences allow us to ask similar
questions in these areas.

During socialism these countries shared a
theory of social evolutionism based on the
ideas of Morgan ([1877] 2000), Marx (1973),
and Engels (1989) and directed their resources
to building socialism and then communism
as the highest stage of human civilization. As
Hirsch (2005) has shown, the Soviet Union
adopted evolutionism at the outset of the twen-
tieth century to disprove German biological
determinism—a theory of higher and lower
races that placed Russia in a position inferior
to the Europeans. Much of the politics of the
Soviet Union throughout the twentieth cen-
tury was directed at expediting their mobility
through the unitary path of evolution and ar-
riving at the same final stage as the Europeans.
Social evolutionism can be defined as a belief in
the power of progress and modernity, a frame-
work for conceptualizing society and history,
and a doctrine for legitimizing power and struc-
turing everyday life. The end of socialism was
an epistemic, as well as a social and economic,
crisis.

Ironically, the end of Marxist-Leninist evo-
lutionism was also the beginning of the transi-
tion theories, another version of evolutionism
that operates on the assumption that all soci-
eties are parts of a global developmental con-
tinuum based on a free-enterprise-driven global
economy. The practitioners of the transition
theory—the neoliberal economists—hold that
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the road from totalitarianism to capitalism runs
through a rupture known as “shock therapy”—a
rapid demolition of state enterprises and sup-
port systems (Tokés 2000). My engagement
with evolutionism in this article is through this
specific modern version: the transition theories
of neoliberalism. Rooted in evolutionism’s pre-
vious problematic legacies such as the Enlight-
enment and Eurocentrism, transition theories
mimic a notion of a single modernity as an ob-
jective stage of a unilinear history at which all
societies arrive at some point through a com-
plete break with the past. Through a read-
ing of select ethnographies of postsocialism, I
present the multiplicity of experiences and un-
precedented outcomes against the assumption
of transition theories’ uniformity and certainty.
In the process of writing, my engagement with
these theories has necessarily also become a
moral one. As the ethnographic accounts sug-
gest, the neoliberal policies failed because of the
assumption that market rules worked the same
everywhere. That assumption was not based on
ignorance, however, but on a contemptuous be-
lief that cultural identities, values, and systems
are obstacles to progress and that they need to
be swept away by the transnational forces of
modernization (T'6kés 2000). It became clear to
me, however, that the cultural differences that
the transitologists had dismissed eventually en-
gulfed the transition.

I explore the anthropologists’ deconstruc-
tion of transition by showing how different as-
pects of cultures influence market capitalism
thus creating unexpected outcomes. My focus
is on the unpredictable as the hallmark of the
ethnographies of postsocialism from which I
derive some theoretical points about post-post-
transition theories. In the first part, I focus
on anthropologists’ tracking of the metamor-
phoses of market elements as they shift into
new sociocultural landscapes. Second, I explore
the diversity of gender systems and their unpre-
dictable influence on social changes and also
show how a gendered approach affords deeper
insights into the trickiest puzzles of postsocial-
ism. I conclude the article by briefly present-
ing the developments in the studies of culture
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through specific themes that are directly rel-
evant to evolutionism, such as the notion of
“culture,” and the transition of memory and
history from the realm of the state to a more
contested public space. I argue that the in-
terdisciplinary character of postsocialism stud-
ies allowed anthropologists to develop insights
that contributed to wider anthropological the-
ory and that postsocialist places are increasingly
seeing the current situation as a part of a given
culture and society with its own dynamics, as
opposed to something that is in transition to
a version of the contemporary Euro-American
world.

Before discussing the ethnographic ac-
counts, it is useful to sort out some of the ter-
minology and frameworks. First, by focusing
on the vast area composed of the former So-
viet Union, Eastern and Central Europe, and
Mongolia, I create a conceptual space to desta-
bilize the problematic division of the area into
Asia and Europe. Challenging the boundaries
of an established area is also one way to en-
gage with the theory of social evolutionism, as
it often has justified colonialism. Marxist the-
ory and the notion of culture as a criterion for
placing people on an evolutionary ladder helped
to legitimate colonial and semicolonial projects,
often under the rubrics of modernizing and civ-
ilizing the supposedly less cultured societies.
Such projects also contributed to the delin-
eation of geographical regions, which became
associated with specific characteristics, assigned
by the more “developed” West. Postsocialism
does not correspond to a specific study area
and is not limited to its institutionalized form
as discussed by Hann (1993a), nor is it owned
by one—especially with the growing number of
studies on postsocialisms on the African con-
tinent, as well as in China, South-East Asia,
and Latin America among other places—but is
claimed as a conceptual space for developing
theoretical insights.

The term transition has been debated by a
number of anthropologists because it signals
evolutionary progress that will arrive at a pre-
determined destination. In addressing the the-
ories that have developed in response to the

notion of transition, I use a double loop in the
title post-post-transition. It highlights the com-
plexity of the issue on several levels. Empiri-
cally, it shows the multidimensionality of the
experiences of the people going through the si-
multaneous collapse of socialism and the hastily
imposed neoliberal changes. The enduring na-
ture of the experiences shows that there is no
tangible line between the so-called transition
and the so-called expected destination, thus the
title begins to deconstuct the transition the-
ories. On the theoretical side, the anthropo-
logical critique of interdisciplinary transition
theories has led to a rethinking of mainstream
anthropological theories as well. This kind of
revision is discussed in the section on gender
where its placement in a new context demanded
reassesment of previous theories. Therefore,
the double loop of post-post-transition moves
us beyond predetermined ideas of transition
to much more nuanced and unexpected newly
emerging practices and ideas. The term has
an ironic connotation as well: It gestures at
the failures of most theories of transition,
which incorporate the idea of a “pregiven fu-
ture,” in the form of “textbook capitalism”
Burawoy & Verdery (1999). They note that
among economists and social scientists who em-
ploy different transition theories, the neoliberal
economists were convinced that the two grand
narratives of modernity, socialism and neolib-
eral capitalism, must be bridged by “shock ther-
apy,” an almost overnight demolition of the
socialist state enterprises and support systems.
The transition did not lead to the promised
world of capitalism. Thus post-post-transition
theories are based on the exploration of the ex-
periences of the peoples who accommodate, re-
sist, interpret, and shape their lives in relation
to, and despite, the failed transitions brought
upon them.

THE METAMORPHOSES
OF TRANSITION AND
UNPREDICTABILITY

The disintegration of socialism affected all as-
pects of society, but shock therapy—the rapid
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dismantling of state enterprises and disorga-
nized privatization—made the changes in the
economic sphere much more visible than other
aspects of change. Burawoy & Verdery (1999)
in their edited volume Uncertain Transition were
the first to theorize the changes from an anthro-
pological perspective and respond to neoclassi-
cal, neoliberal, institutional theories, evolution-
ary economists, and sociologists. Burawoy &
Verdery argue that the post-socialist transition
is not a single prescribed road to an objective
phase of Western-style capitalism. It is an un-
certain process that leads to innovation when
new rights and rules enmesh with old values
and interests. The authors argue that the after-
effects of shock therapy were often the rein-
carnations of the very socialist practices that
the economists tried to demolish. Many people
acted exactly counter to the calculations of the
market economists: Privatization was rejected,
the market was avoided, and the demolition of
the old caused resistance and reinvention of so-
cialist practices in new forms.
Decollectivization in Transylvania (Verdery
1999), for instance, led to the creation of a
new association that replaced the demolished
collective. Although it was supposed to oper-
ate like a capitalist firm to generate revenue
for a private ownership, because of the vil-
lagers’ moral attachments to their assets, pri-
vate ownership failed in favor of a collective
one. Such manifestations of the past in the
present (Haney 1999, Zbierski-Salameh 1999)
are not nostalgia but a part of a system that
works best for some people and they deliber-
ately choose it. But things that seem to be from
the past, such as barter relations, have prolif-
erated not as legacies of the past but as out-
comes of the monetization of the economy fol-
lowing shock therapy (Woodruff 1999). This
is similar to the development of barter owing
to the structural failures and the corresponding
mistrust and fear discussed by Humphrey else-
where (2002b). These are only a few examples of
the unpredictability of economic life under new
conditions. Verdery & Burawoy demonstrated
that economy does not operate only through
rules, but is influenced also by memories, re-
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lationships, and historically grounded cultural
values.

This kind of theorization against the “ther-
apists” was possible mainly owing to anthro-
pological knowledge about socialism. A few,
nonentheless powerful, works (Gellner 1980,
Hann 1985, Humphrey 1983, Kligman 1988,
Verdery 1983) had shown that socialism was
wrought with contradictions, discrepancies,
and competing realities behind what seemed
to be a rigid totalitarian system. Below I de-
scribe what happens when complex, but also
morally specific contexts are met with some
specific ideas and tools that are supposed to
produce definite outcomes.

In the introduction to a collection of her
essays, Humphrey (2002a) highlights the fact
that concepts such as market, trading, democ-
racy, and global economy come from Euro-
American traditions and that they are often
taken for granted in those places. When these
concepts are transplanted to new contexts,
Humphrey finds that they work in bizarrely dif-
ferent ways, often because they receive different
(and constantly changing) moral and cultural
evaluations. For example, trading goods in the
market—a straightforward activity in the Euro-
American world—provokes ambivalent reac-
tions in the postsocialist world. Throughout so-
cialism, trade has been considered an immoral
activity, a way of making profit without labor.
As a result, the contradictions between material
interests and socio-moral ones provoke feelings
of shame, pride, guilt, collectivity (Heyat 2002,
Kaneff 2002, Pine 2002, Watts 2002), and acute
discomfort (Konstantinov 1996, Konstantinov
et al. 1998, Patico 2005).

In her seminal article “Traders, ‘Disorder’
and Citizenship Regimes in Provincial Rus-
sia,” Humphrey (2002b) also traces how the
negative attitude toward traders escalated an-
imosity in the city and perpetuated the organi-
zation of mafia. Humphrey tracks and weaves
together the development of these events. The
disintegration of the socialist distributive sys-
tem opened up spaces for traders to take over
the function of providing goods in a Russian
provincial town. But the traders were suspicious
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outsiders who traveled across borders, often
several of them in a single trip. They were
regarded as parasites in contrast to the work-
ers who produced goods. Trading was often
linked with criminal activities associated with
mafias and gangs, which alarmed the towns-
people who were heavily dependent on the
goods provided by the traders. The local gov-
ernment created rules and document require-
ments to regulate the traders’ mobility and car-
ried out crackdowns on shops and businesses.
Not only did this visible violence perpetuate
the local hostility toward the traders, but it
also led to groupings of traders across bor-
ders, enhancing their kinship and professional
networks. Traders’ networks were increasingly
transformed to become more like the very mafia
and gangs that the locals feared because trad-
ing, which in a Euro-American context does not
provoke strong emotional and moral reactions,
was wrought with negative connotations in the
postsocialist world.

Ambiguities surrounded other aspects of
the market such as business elites (Humphrey
2002a); ordinary people did not know what to
think about them. During the period of infla-
tion and fluctuation, the value, function, and
cultural meanings of money became ambigu-
ous (Humphrey 1995; Lemon 1998; Pesmen
1995, 1996, 2000; Ries 2002). In response,
goods (Ledeneva 2006), including some as
disturbing as home-brewed alcohol, became
accepted as currency (Rogers 2005). Even
the seemingly positive changes such as pri-
vatization of property, especially land, and
decollectivization—topics that received much
attention (Alexander 2004; Creed 1995; Hann
1993b,c; Kideckel 1995; Lampland 2002;
Sneath 2004; Verdery 1994)—provoked dubi-
ous reactions. Hann (2006) elaborates on peas-
ants’ critical reactions to the outcomes of pri-
vatization. Verdery (2003) thoroughly critiques
economic theories of privatization, including
rational choice, neoliberalism, and neoinsti-
tutionalism. The expectations of privatization
were not feasible in practical terms because of
the discrepancies in cultural and social under-
standings of value between socialism and cap-

italism. Property ownership did not automat-
ically lead to development as expected by the
transitologists. It was a mistake, Verdery argues,
to place the burden of cost-benefit on people
who hardly had the resources to bear the costs.
Socialism valued relations of reciprocity and
obligation. Privatization threatened to under-
mine these relations through an emphasis on in-
dividual advantage and gain. Instead of expected
improvement, privatization, at least in the
Transylvanian village, brought demoderniza-
tion and polarization and aggravated the sense
of insecurity and economic anxiety.

SURVIVING TRANSITION
AND THE MARKET

The same notions of reciprocity, collectivity,
and networking, which are juxtaposed to the
neoliberal market economy, helped individuals
create alternative forms of security during the
collapse of the official economy and when the
new one cast them aside. Caldwell (2004) ex-
plores how, by developing “strategic intimacy”
(p. 130) through friendship, holiday celebra-
tions, and interactions in the soup kitchen,
Muscovites created a sense of social security.
For Muscovites, hunger meant the scarcity
of social networks rather than scarcity of
food. Help, support, and gift-giving were non-
monetary everyday economic transactions that
constitute a part of the economy. Many anthro-
pologists (Bruun & Odgaard 1996; Creed 1998;
Hann 2006; Humphrey 2002a; Nazpary 2000
Sneath 1999, 2004) reported different survival
strategies. Whereas rural Siberians diversified
their herd composition and size (Metzo 2003),
Bulgarians engaged in trader-tourism to create
social stability, to avoid duties, and to maintain
flexible identities (Konstantinov 1996).

With the flow of goods and services, the con-
sumption and production of particular brands
shaped, questioned, and structured ethnic, na-
tional (Rausing 2002), and class identities,
and even spatialized one’s belonging to imag-
inative geographies (Manning & Uplisashvili
2007). Much of a population’s consumption
then is viewed as a tool for transforming and
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developing new subjectivities. Yet the scholar-
ship has also shown that people possess cunning
strategies to survive without transforming
themselves and without changing their pre-
viously developed values and ways of life. In
Moscow and Poland, Western-style goods, ser-
vices, and enterprises are appropriated in such a
powerful way that the boundary between glob-
alization and localization becomes irrelevant.
Not only the French fry (Caldwell 2004), but
even industrial enterprises are domesticated.
Dunn (2004) explores the process of domes-
ticating a Polish factory by a U.S. enterprise.
It is ironic that the U.S. enterprise’s attempt
to transform Polish workers into post-Fordian
flexible capitalist staff often looked more like
the opposite: Polish factory workers domesti-
cated Gerber (the U.S. factory) through strate-
gies that they retained from socialism, such as
personalizing their work relationships, values,
and work space.

As discussed above, transition theories are
inherently faulty; postsocialist moral and value
systems, when merged with Western ideas,
create unpredictable outcomes; and neoliberal
principles do not suit the population’s moral
landscape. By no means has this review thus
far addressed the full complexity and range of
themes in the literature on postsocialist econ-
omy, but the overall direction seems clear. An-
thropology’s strength comes from talking to
people rather than assuming what is best for
them, following the life of communities for
an extended time through various periods and
events. But anthropologists also tend to seek
out the marginalized, impoverished, and op-
pressed, thus exposing the damaging results of
the careless policies promoted by neoliberal
economists.

Anthropologists critique Western theories
of transition, property relations, and policies
that economists, sociologists, and political sci-
entists assume are right for a population. They
do so by exploring the lives of the people and
revealing the metamorphoses of the concepts of
the market economy, thus exposing the imma-
teriality behind the assumptions made by other
disciplines. Instead of looking for one predeter-
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mined path and a single destination, the state
of uncertainty and constant change anthropol-
ogists uncover offers a chance to explore the
multiple paths that ordinary people follow to
survive the unexpected changes and manuever
through the opaque and shifting landscapes of
the new socioeconomic formations.

THE GENDER OF
POST-POST-TRANSITION

Although a number of scholars (Bloch 2004;
Gal & Kligman 2000a,b; Humphrey 1998; True
2003) have highlighted the fact that men and
women have experienced postsocialist transfor-
mations in vastly different ways, until recently,
gendered analyses have been sparse in the ma-
jor works on economy, identity, and politics.
Fortunately, recent studies have demonstrated
that gender has been enmeshed in all aspects
of ongoing socioeconomic microprocesses.
Because gender is a process and has numerous
variations even within one culture, an aware-
ness of gender completely defies the idea of a
unified transition. Below, I explore some of this
diversity of gender in relation to the dynam-
ics of the past and the present and larger global
powers. Then, with two ethnographic examples
(Bloch 2004, True 2003) I show how gender
provides a necessary lens for comprehending
the chaotic and uncertain changes in nuanced
ways that might otherwise get overlooked.

A Multiplicity of Gender Systems

Several edited volumes based on the collab-
oration between Eastern and Euro-American
gender and women studies groups have been
published since the 1990s. One of the first
joint ventures linking women from postsocialist
Eastern Europe and Western feminists resulted
in an edited volume by Funk & Mueller (1993),
Gender Politics and Post-Communism. It consists
of articles written by Eastern European femi-
nists on a variety of issues including women’s
oppression under socialism, notions of emanci-
pation, and the problems of combining mother-
hood duties and work pressures. Each article is
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methodologically different, reflecting the indi-
vidual author’s scholarly background, personal
voice, and political and moral engagements. It
is a substantial contribution to the theories of
post-post-transition in a number of ways.
These Eastern European scholars challenge
the idea of a transition as a unified process
that started in the early 1990s. They do so
by giving a detailed account of the transfor-
mations in gender relations and women’s po-
sitions throughout all stages of socialism, not
just after its collapse. Several diagnostic articles
also lay out theories about the failures of so-
cialist feminism. Therefore, by presenting the
achievements and the failures of women’s strug-
gles for emancipation and equality through-
out their recent history, these scholars defy any
notion of “transition” as an objective unilin-
ear process with definitive beginnings and end-
ings. Instead, they show that gender politics are
uncertain, constantly in flux, incomplete, shift-
ing, and embedded in the historical and po-
litical landscape of a particular community or
country. Finally, Duhacek’s (1993) compelling
contribution to the volume explains the fail-
ures of women’s movements throughout his-
tory. Some argue that women’s movements con-
stantly failed because they had been attempts at
inclusion in linear time only as a part of the
history of civilization, but not as autonomous
beings in their own rights. The first-generation
feminists called for equal rights on the basis that
women were rational beings like men. The so-
cialist women demanded equal rights as fighters
in a class struggle and as workers of the state. In
both cases women demanded equal rights not
as human beings in their own right, but because
of their potential contributions to movements
and causes championed by men. Whether ar-
guing for equality in terms of rationality or
class struggle, women did not seek to claim au-
tonomous spaces for themselves, but in a space
paved by men and by using the language of the
male-dominated discourse. As a collaboration
between American and Eastern European fem-
inists, the volume makes a step toward bridging
the dichotomy of Us versus Them and loosen-
ing the boundaries of the world’s hierarchical

division into area studies. Fostering an equality
of learning and sharing by the two groups, the
collection breaks down the offensive borders of
“post-Soviet” and “Western” anthropology (a
move also suggested by Balzer 1995a, Rethman
1997, and Verdery 1991).

The collection shows a great discrepancy be-
tween Eastern European and Western schol-
ars’ constructions of gender, values, women’s
issues, and feminisms. With more emphasis
on the sameness between men and women,
Western feminism tends to be irrelevant and
distant from the concerns and interests of
Eastern European women, who emphasize the
differences between men and women and do
not consider having attributes of femininity and
receiving help from men to be a sign of weak-
ness. Even when the Eastern European women
try to collaborate and address common issues
and problems, differences and barriers in the
discourse between the two groups of women
inevitably emerge. The two groups discover
notable barriers to understanding each other,
as well as misconceptions and biases against
each other. Even the collection itself shows,
therefore, that there is no one gender, and no
one single feminism, that would “fit” into one
transition.

The dynamic relationship between gen-
der systems and larger structures of power
and domination has been explored by Gal &
Kligman in their two books (2000a,b), which
were produced as collaborative efforts by
Eastern European, British, and U.S. scholars.
Their goal was to explore how notions of gen-
der are dynamically transformed by national-
ist politics, ethnic violence, and the state and
to analyze how transition is redefining gen-
der relations and the notions of masculinity
and femininity. Because of the fluidity and un-
predictability of the way gender affects social
processes, the current transformations after so-
cialism do not conform to one predetermined
path, but instead take many. The authors show
how gender is always influenced by politics such
as in abortion law, while politics are also shaped
through debates on abortion because the lat-
ter are used by electoral candidates as tools for
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gaining advantage in their campaigns. Repro-
ductive politics affect other spheres of women’s
life, including work, career, and their rela-
tionships with men. Gal and Kligman demon-
strate their argument by analyzing the dynamic
discrepancies among rhetoric, practices, and
women’s subjectivities. For example, they trace
how, despite socialist state rhetoric’s procla-
mation of women’s emancipation, the prona-
tal policy, on the contrary, had perpetuated the
oppression of women. Reproduction has been
one of the core analyses in relation to national-
ism, especially in Romania. During Ceausescu’s
regime in Romania, the reproductive capacity
of women was utilized for building the body
of the nation (Kligman 1998, Verdery 1996).
These gender studies are, as in most places,
dominated by studies of women. A male cri-
sis has been noted by anthropologists such as
Bloch (2004) and True (2003) but has not been
pursued in depth.

These explorations of gender systems
demonstrate that diversity destabilizes the pos-
sibility of an easy transition. Especially once the
Eastand Central European feminists presented
their questions, problems, and assumptions, it
became clear that the problems of women in
one country can be considered emancipation in
another, and what some women consider a nui-
sance may not bother women in other places (or
these problems have been interpreted as some-
thing else). We cannot yet answer the question,
“Transition from what to what?”

Gender Deep

Recent scholarship that examines individuals’
subjective experiences through the lens of gen-
der has shed light on the aspects that go be-
yond the expectations of transition theorists
and which otherwise would have remained un-
explored. For instance in her ethnography of
the residential schools of a far eastern Russian
town, Bloch (2004) asks why, despite the bru-
tality of the Soviet system, most people still
want to reinstate it. Why is resistance to the
state not automatic? I emphasize these ques-
tions because other anthropologists have asked
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similar questions (e.g., Adams 1999). Bloch’s
answer stems from her exploration of the gen-
dered politics of residential schooling and la-
bor. She was especially puzzled by particularly
strong attachments to Soviet cultural practices
among older Evenki women. The Soviets’ con-
sistent efforts to emancipate women made them
take an active partin building the state. Women
were the subjects of transformation more so
than men were. Both the residential schools and
the specific arrangements of economic produc-
tion saved women from the tyranny of patri-
archy. The state organized reindeer herding and
established nomadic camps (brigades). Herd-
ing was made into men’s work, whereas most
women resided in the sedentary center to work
in clerical, administrative, service, factory, and
cultural jobs. As a result, women were schooled
longer and better educated and were consid-
ered more cultured, and so they were able to
partake in the structures of power. Bloch fur-
ther explored the range of perspectives regard-
ing the Soviet system among different gener-
ations, ranging from nostalgia to accommoda-
tion, ambivalence, disapproval, resistance, and
maneuvering. Each perspective loosely corre-
sponds to an aspect of the state’s power that
had more impact on particular individuals’ lives.
For instance, for the elder Evenkis, the So-
viet system was remembered against the back-
drop of colonialism by Imperial Russia. The in-
consistencies and porosity of state power that
impeded work in the community actually al-
lowed intellectuals to partake in activities to
strengthen the system, such as designing the
school curriculum. Therefore, contrary to the
idea thatintellectuals were opposed to the state,
Bloch’s research shows that intellectuals partic-
ipated in state building. In the recent era of
incipient market capitalism, marginalized and
impoverished women depended on the school
system for resources. But some younger female
entrepreneurs who were able to get by with-
out any support resisted the school as a site of
creating socialist dependency, and these are the
women who felt that school was a place for dis-
ciplining and limiting their personal freedom.
It is particularly through a gendered approach,
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then, that Bloch went beyond the dichotomy
of power and resistance to locate more subtle
and multiple forms through which individuals
related to the system.

Aside from the repercussions of socialism,
ethnographies have shown that gender is also
influenced by globalization, Western-style con-
sumerism, advertising, media, Euro-American
and international feminisms, and civil society.
True (2003) gave a sustained critique of neolib-
eralism, Marxism, and institutionalism; these
theories all overlook the gendered aspects of
transitions and base their analyses on formal
political and economic institutions. True was
also critical of feminists who have cast women
as victims of the market. She offered a gen-
dered but dialectical approach in which women
are agents, able to use their resources to ac-
commodate the changes but without necessar-
ily undergoing drastic subjective transforma-
tions. She argues that this can occur because in
some cases, the Eastern European women are
more educated than the feminists from Euro-
America. The former have a history of eman-
cipation and participation in labor. They are
equipped to work and think about other cul-
tures’ impacts on them, and in this way, they are
not victims of globalization but can modify and
appropriate globalization to suit their interests
and needs. A clever example is the Czech trans-
formation of Cosmopolitan. The Czech editors of
the magazine, a former women’s magazine, are
much more feminist than their U.S. headquar-
ters. Instead of producing a U.S.-style maga-
zine aimed at fashioning consumers, the Czech
version Cosmopolitan deviates from the Ameri-
can themes and publishes material that alerts
women about issues of sexual harassment, vio-
lence, human trafficking, health and the impor-
tance of electoral political systems as opposed to
promoting consumption. In this way, itis Czech
women who have transformed Cosmopolitan, not
the other way—the intended way—around.

This example illustrates the way the val-
ues and principles from socialism were able to
appropriate, shape, and modify the allegedly
more modern and progressive Western ideas
and approaches. By exploring the active modifi-

cation of the Czech Cosmopolitan by Eastern Eu-
ropean women, True (2003) emphasizes their
empowerment instead of victimization. While
one may agree with True (2003) that emphasiz-
ing women’s suffering as a result of the shock
therapy casts them as helpless victims, such
portrayal may still be necessary for neoliberal
policy-makers to realize the failures of their
work.

So far the theoretical concerns of gender
studies are neatly related to the state politi-
cal economy, the chaos and uncertainty of the
market, and the reformulation of the notions
of femininity and masculinity in the market
era. As new rules of the economy, consumption
practices, and work demands had been trans-
forming daily lives and structures, women be-
came depicted as new subjects as well. Most
notably, women’s activities after socialism chal-
lenge some taken-for-granted notions about
women’s empowerment versus marginaliza-
tion. Consider Russian nightclub entertain-
ers abroad—are they victims of trafficking
or entrepreneurs? Bloch (2003) explored the
question by conducting an in-depth study of
women’s backgrounds, education, their rela-
tionship with their bosses, and the ways in
which they spent their money. Unlike the
stereotypical night club dancers who come from
uneducated and impoverished backgrounds,
these women were mostly university educated.
But after socialism, which provided jobs mostly
in public service, these women had few oppor-
tunities to find satisfying jobs at home. As inter-
national night club dancers, they earned enough
to support their families back home. Together
they felt superior to their bosses who were un-
educated and uncouth and who did not speak
foreign languages. Instead of feeling oppressed
and victimized, these women found travel over-
seas and audiences exciting and empowering.

Despite such research that offers fresh in-
sights, overall, gender-based analyses have been
slow to take off. Scholarship in the 1990s was
based mostly on edited volumes that were born
from the international conferences that seek to
determine future goals, bridging regional, the-
oretical, and other gaps to foster collaborative
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research. Some ethnographies (and ethno-
graphically informed works) (Bloch 2003,
2004; Dunn 2004; Einhorn 2003; Ghodsee
2005; Rethman 2001; Ries 1997) have been
published since the late 1990s. Scholars who
are outside of anthropology have adopted
ethnographic methods of long-term fieldwork
along with interviews.

SITES OF CULTURE

As much as the post-post-transition theories
have considered the uncertain transformations
in political economy, they have also attended to
changes in culture in the broadest sense. The
collapse of socialism was an epistemic crisis that
challenged the evolutionary scheme of thought.
Thus culture is officially no longer an ideolog-
ical weapon controlled by the state nor is it a
measurement of sophistication and refinement,
although such functions remain in practice in
these societies overall. What, then, do the an-
thropological studies of cultures look like dur-
ing a time of uncertainty, rapid transformation,
economic anxiety, and instability?

The enormous diversity of themes and issues
addressed by anthropologists defies any gener-
alizing frameworks. Instead of addressing geo-
graphic divisions and corresponding themes, I
find that building conversations around themes
corresponds to this review’s aim to destabilize
the taken-for-granted divisions of the world.
Therefore, I structure the following brief dis-
cussion around the themes of violence, memory,
resistance, and identity.

State violence and its memories have been
manifested as neurasthenia (Skultans 1998),
as ghosts and spirits (Buyandelgeriyn 2007,
Jones 1994, Vitebsky 2005), and as fantastic
images such as blue elephants (Humphrey
2003). Culturally specific, metaphorical, and re-
moved from actual events, these manifestations
of memory encompassed a sense of ambiva-
lence toward the past, the pain, and the sense
of powerlessness against the state that controls
memory. They speak to studies of the politics
of memory, such as the debates on settling ac-
counts (Borneman 1997), the politics of an un-

Buyandelgeriyn

wanted past (Schoeberlein 2004), and the ways
the current Mongolian state controls the pub-
lic life of memory (Kaplonski 2002). Studies of
more recent violence in former Yugoslavia ad-
dress different issues. Here, knowledge about
death is not metaphorical or distanced, but
very specific and tangible: People want to iden-
tify the bodies of their dead relatives, see their
clothes, and visit the places of death (Hayden
1994, Wagner 2008). As Wagner shows, even
the results of DNA testing are contested by
the family members of the dead when emotions
and memories become part of the knowledge-
seeking process. Tishkov’s account (2004) on
war in Chechnya reveals how the influence of
the larger powers has been transformed into
the routinization of killing and the erasure of
humility among recruits and armed civilians.
In her study of the Chernobyl catastrophe,
Petryna (2002) provides insight from a medical
anthropologist by showing how health or ab-
sence of it structures individuals in the matrix
of power and citizenry.

Related to violence, the politics of rewriting
history, acquiring knowledge, and reconfigur-
ing identity have concerned many anthropolo-
gists (Bloch 2000, 2001; Bloch & Kendall 2004;
Borneman 2004; Boyer 2005; Empson 2007;
Grant 1995; Ssorin-Chaikov 2003). Kaplonski’s
(2004) study of social memory in Mongolia in
the midst of shifting and controversial identity
formation demonstrated that memory is based
on the identities of historical heroes rather than
on spaces or places. This was true especially
during the time of democratization and when
new elites competed for power.

Some intriguing research has emerged on
the cultural politics that had flourished in un-
official arenas during socialism, outside of the
realm of the state. In such areas, the “ethical
and aesthetic complexities” took a multitude
of “creative, imaginative, and often paradoxi-
cal cultural forms” (Yurchak 2006, p. 9). The
“evocative transcripts” that could be inter-
preted in multiple ways (Humphrey 1994),
hidden rituals (Balzer 1992, 1995a; Vitebsky
1995, 2005), ironies, anecdotes, small-scale
poems, and the uncanny (Yurchak 2006),
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politicized, and subversive art (Erjavec & Jay
2003) all constituted counterculture and a cyn-
ical critique of negative developments at the
outset of the changes in the 1990s that were
cast as moral (Ries 2002). The cultural devel-
opments among the colonized people of the for-
mer Russian Empire differ from those among
the people from the European part of Russia.
The colonial past of the former is embedded in
ambiguous resistance to the Soviet past, which
is mediated through rituals, folk medicine,
and attitudes toward the state (Balzer 1996,
1999, 2001, 2005; Bloch 2001; Rethman 2001).
Sabloff (2001) argued that Mongolia has its own
concept of democracy from its distant history.
Grant (2005) took up a study of the dominant
group. He has shown how Russian colonial set-
tlers reinterpreted their colonial presence in the
Caucasus—not as colonizers, but as prisoners—
a Russian antidote to colonial sentiments.

The ongoing events of a social, political, and
geopolitical nature in various parts of the post-
socialist world have directed the studies of cul-
ture toward ethnic and nationalist politics, iden-
tity formation, state building, religious revival,
and conversion. Therefore, the politics of na-
tionalism, ethnicity, and identity (Bulag 1998,
Goluboff 2003, Lemon 2000) are about dy-
namic contestation with other identities and re-
spond to others’ prejudices, biases, and stereo-
types. The creation of new spaces, borders, and
political formations, as well as demolitions of
previously existing ones, led to the emergence
of the sites of identity politics where culture is
used, created, borrowed, or ignored (Abramson
2000, Adams 2005, Berdahl 1999, Bilaniuk
2005, Pelkmans 2006).

Several additional themes taken up by an-
thropologists include globalization and the
penetration of Western-style consumption,
which also overlap with gender studies (Berdahl
et al. 2000, Urban 2004). Some fruitful schol-
arship exploring religious politics, conver-
sions, and contestations has begun to emerge
(Rasanayagam 2006a,b; Wanner 2007). New
and exciting studies include the transforma-
tion of the public sphere through film in
Poland (Fischer 2003); the politics of emo-

tions in response to the dissatisfaction of the
failed promises of “transition” (Hann 2006); the
new political- and media-generated spaces of
the color-coded “rose revolution” in Georgia
(Manning 2007); transformations of the post-
socialist city [emergence of homeless, anomie,
migrants, and the change of the urban landscape
(Alexander et al. 2007)], and informal prac-
tices of election campaigns, corruption, shadow
economy, double accountancy, and other ille-
gal and semilegal activities in Russia (Ledeneva
2006).

Anthropologists are skilled in deconstruct-
ing generalizations, stereotypes, and searches
for universal laws. Such skills have been well
employed in taking apart transition theories
by exploring the specifics of cultural identi-
ties. The attack on evolutionary theories and
their variants is not new in anthropology. But
a number of new aspects are worthy of revis-
iting in a brief summary. First, in the process
of deconstructing “transition,” anthropologists
have represented political economy as consist-
ing of micropolitics that are uncertain and un-
predictable. They have emphasized the fact that
individuals’ participation, resistance, memory,
nostalgia, ways of life, networks, and communi-
ties are integral parts of the politico-economic
changes. Although this is well understood by
anthropologists, it is insufficiently considered
by other disciplines.

Second, the vast majority of research shows
that the market economy in non-Western con-
texts operates much more on the basis of the
rules of local cultures, kinship, and commu-
nity rather than the rules in force in Western
contexts. Instead of the expected homogeniz-
ing of local cultures, the market economy has
called into greater prominence the diversity of
cultures that were less visible before. More-
over, the new impositions of neoliberalism have
created new culturally specific relationships,
languages, and practices that have come to be
considered traditional.

Third, in this review I emphasize gender
as one major component of the post-post-
transition theories. This is because gender as
a concept and as an analytical tool has offered
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new insights and findings. A newly established
bridge between Western and Eastern European
feminists fosters an understanding of each oth-
ers’ differences rather than subsuming them un-
der one theoretical canon. This in turn helps
to obliterate the unequal power relations be-
tween West and East. The gendered approach
once again has demonstrated its relevance by
explaining the issues that emerged anew after
socialism, such as the situatedness of resistance
and women’s empowermentin the marginalized
and stereotyped space of night clubs.

Fourth, although culture cannot be sepa-
rated from the political economy and gender, in
this review, “culture” is used specifically in rela-
tion to the practices that have emerged as conse-
quences of the state’s collapse. Because the state

DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

is no longer the sole owner of culture, the liter-
ature encompasses numerous themes and ques-
tions from consumption practices to the trans-
formation of city life and election campaigns. In
my attempt to address the issues related directly
to the postsocialist state, I emphasize violence
and memories, rewriting of history, and unoffi-
cal practices during both socialistand neoliberal
regimes because the new practices are directly
related to and shaped by the repercussions of
the socialist state, including the emotional and
moral spheres. This brings us back to the ques-
tion of uncertainty. The past is evoked to serve
the uncertain present. Uncertainty helps us
revisit our preconceived notions and find an op-
portunity to understand the diversity of prac-
tices from a new angle.

The author is not aware of any biases that might be perceived as affecting the objectivity of this

review.
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