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not enough to put its regulation on the table. Foie gras was dear also to French 
national interests, and regulations were formulated according to those, not 
changing in the face of scandal for the same reason. Waste disposal was regu-
lated on the basis of west European production technologies before the disas-
ter and remained unchanged afterwards.

The discussion of these cases goes beyond the EU and its relationship to its 
east European members. The book engages with larger debates concerning the 
nature of neoliberalism and explores through captivating examples the dialec-
tic of free trade and regulation. The anxieties accompanying trade liberalization 
lead to increased regulation and standardization, as origin and quality—crucial 
in foodstuffs—are increasingly difficult to establish. Yet, regulation is uneven, 
in some cases EU membership amounts to the deregulation of safety standards, 
such as in the case of paprika (41). Standardization, while it makes free trade 
easier, also goes against how nature works, and producers and processors are 
often pressed by regulations to “make up for shortcomings in nature” (41), thus 
creating incentives for food fraud, as happened in the paprika case when im-
port peppers were added to local produce in order to enhance color.

In a sense, one almost does not need the last chapters that follow the three 
case studies. Not because they are not thoughtful but because the application of 
theory is so successful in the case studies: they go well beyond being case stud-
ies and maneuver the weaving together of micro-macro and concrete-abstract 
levels of analysis. Their contribution is the spelling out of the theoretical and 
methodological debates that underlie the analysis. One such debate concerns 
scales and the study of globalization. With other critics of globalism, Gille asks: 
can globalization be studied through non-global means, and if yes, how?3 In 
response she argues for disentangling the level of abstraction (concrete/par-
ticular versus abstract/universal) from social and geographical scale (micro/
local versus macro/global) (16), and gives a perfect example of how the materi-
alization of politics is best seen from a global perspective. She also joins a larger 
discussion in social theory on how best to integrate material configurations into 
the analysis of human activity, building on various “materialist” and practice-
based approaches. She proves that attention to the material can not only make 
for better theory, but better politics and an original book as well.
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Welcome to the Desert of Post-Socialism is a trenchant, timely set of essays 
which make no bones about their political positioning. A majority of the 

3. Among others, see Saskia Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to 
Global Assemblages (Princeton, 2006); Anna Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global 
Connections (Princeton, 2005).
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contributors have native-level knowledge of the former Yugoslavia, whether 
by birth or long acquaintance. For that reason—as well as by virtue of its or-
ganization and scope—the volume stands as an exemplar of what Michael 
Kennedy has identified as “contextual expertise.”1 Whereas such expertise 
has often been instrumentalized or subordinated to the service of ostensibly 
universal schemes of human betterment (like “market transition”), it serves 
here as the basis of a critique of politics-as-normal, and a plea for alternatives 
to the neoliberal mainstream.

In their introduction, Horvat and Štiks lay out the four contributions they 
envisage, which serve loosely to organize the volume’s twelve chapters. Part I, 
with chapters by Vladimir Unkovski-Korica, Andreja Živković, and Marko 
Grdešić, offers a critical examination of the Yugoslav socialist experience of 
the period 1944–1992, which rejects easy nostalgia and instead highlights 
their relevance for contemporary political struggles. Part II includes chapters 
by Maria Todorova, Tanja Petrović, and Boris Buden, and provides a critique 
of the implicit assumptions about the region embedded in the discourses 
of Western diplomats, journalists and pundits, by examining closely their 
metaphorical language. With contributions from Andrej Nikolaidis, Agon 
Hamza, and Mitja Velikonja, Part III provides an analysis of post-socialist 
economic and political transformations, and the patterns of capitalist accu-
mulation and inequality generation they have generated. Finally, Part IV (in-
cluding chapters by Michael G. Kraft, Jana Baćević, and Ankica Čakardić) de-
scribes workers’, students’, and women’s movements in the years 2009–2012 
as case-studies in radical politics.

Each of these sections, I suggest, enters into dialogue with different ex-
isting bodies of literature. Rather than focus on the content of each chapter, 
treating them as islands unto themselves, I instead follow the prompts of the 
editors and authors, and highlight aspects of the relations with other texts 
that this book conjures or stimulates.

The chapters in Part I flag the enduring importance of analyses of the 
Yugoslav economic system. One key study that all three cite is Susan Wood-
ward’s magisterial Socialist Unemployment, which advanced the argument 
that Yugoslavia’s violent disintegration can only be explained by paying close 
attention to the policies of the country’s ruling League of Communists, the 
system those policies created, and the impacts of rising unemployment on 
that system.2 The detailed history that Woodward laid out has received little 
or no attention in current conventional wisdom as to the causes of the seces-
sionist wars of 1992–2001; in part, perhaps, from a broad and under-theorized 
consensus that armed conflict represents a thoroughgoing “reset” of politi-
cal economic processes. Yet “peace-time” systems of power, privilege, and 
patronage are in fact highly persistent, shaping both the form and content of 
violent conflict, as well as “post-conflict” conditions. These chapters illustrate 

1. Michael Kennedy, “Extending Contextual Expertise,” The Journal of the Inter-
national Institute 7, no. 3 (Summer 2000), available at http://hdl.handle.net/2027/
spo.4750978.0007.307 (last accessed January 25, 2017)

2. Susan Woodward, Socialist Unemployment: The Political Economy of Yugoslavia 
1945–1990 (Princeton: 1995), xiv.
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this in their close attention to how the status and effectiveness of unions and 
strike actions in the present is built on past experience.

Woodward distinguished two contrasting approaches to productive la-
bor in the Yugoslav era. First, the liberal “Slovene” approach, which empha-
sized worker productivity through investment in technology and training, 
prioritized production of market-ready goods for export, and gave firms and 
their managers substantial autonomy in adapting to market demands. Sec-
ond, the “Foča” approach, which advanced national security and develop-
ment goals in its commitment to energy production, raw material extraction 
and infrastructure projects, and cultivated worker buy-in through a virtual 
covenant to eliminate the kinds of risks to livelihood that come with market 
reliance.3

As Woodward’s choice of names suggests and her historical narrative 
makes clear, these two approaches were followed with different consis-
tency and effect in different parts of the country. Tensions between these 
distinct philosophies contributed to the populist blame-shifting and griev-
ance-peddling that fragmented the country. Widespread unemployment in 
those parts of the country where the “Foča” approach dominated—Bosnia, 
Kosovo, Macedonia—fueled social tensions that were later branded as “eth-
nic hatreds” in those then-underdeveloped and still-stigmatized regions. 
Conversely, the “Slovene” approach embraced by Republican leaders in Slo-
venia (and to different degrees elsewhere) appeared to prepare the ground 
for a “clean” exit from Yugoslavia and entry into a world of competing 
nation-states. The chapters here examine how the full working out of that 
“pure” liberal logic—in which firms hire and fire as needed and cut over-
head by insisting that individuals shop on the open market for healthcare 
and pension provisions—has sparked labor activism and dissent in Slovenia 
and Croatia, the two former republics who have gone furthest in terms of 
neoliberal transformation. As such, they provide a compelling prompt to 
readers to revisit and re-examine the empirically-grounded studies of the 
early 1990s, whose explanatory power was overlooked in all the attention 
paid to ethnic violence.

Part II, similarly, urges readers to think beyond the certainties of West-
ern journalists, commentators and politicians. I take as illustrative counter-
point a 2008 Washington Post op-ed by the late Richard Holbrooke, entitled 
“Lessons from Dayton for Iraq.”4 Holbrooke used the format of a “grade 
sheet” for the Dayton agreement, 13 years after its signing.5 Holbrooke as-
signed high grades to those aspects of Dayton he had prioritized as the 
agreement’s chief architect (most specifically, bringing an end to armed 
conflict and genocide), while criticizing Europe, Russia, and the Bush re-
gime for their failure to follow through, especially with regard to political 
and economic integration.

3. Woodward, Socialist Unemployment, 264–65.
4. Richard Holbrooke, “Lessons From Dayton for Iraq,” Washington Post, April 23, 

2008, at http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/04/22/AR200804 
2202522.html (last accessed January 25, 2017).

5. Ibid.
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Holbrooke’s op-ed serves as shorthand example of the enduring utility 
and relevance of Maria Todorova’s work on Balkanism.6 Like other western 
policy-makers before and after him, Holbrooke casts Bosnia and the wider 
western Balkans as a region defined by “deep ethnic or religious differences,” 
and cursed by self-serving political leaders who pursue “retrogressive poli-
cies.” For Bosnia to move on, what is required is “vigor” and “strength” from 
the international community, making optimal use of the powers that Dayton 
established to ram through the kind of self-sustaining power-sharing arrange-
ment that non-unitary states demand.

The three chapters in Part II provide a critique of the implicit assump-
tions embedded in texts like Holbrooke’s op-ed, and still pervasive among 
self-styled “experts” on “conflict-prone” countries. I confess to doubt that 
the book will bend the debate; the associates and heirs of Holbrooke con-
tinue to be tone-deaf to critiques of this kind, in part because so many of 
them overvalue their own “witnessing” of the period 1992–1995. The echo 
chamber created by ignorance and disinformation, and by selective sam-
pling from historical accounts informed by similar or even more pernicious 
stereotypes, has proved incredibly robust. Its inmates style themselves as 
pragmatists and realists, and this volume’s sophisticated efforts to lay bare 
the ideological content of their metaphors will not, I think, change any 
minds.

The editors’ third goal for the volume, to analyze post-transition patterns 
of capitalist accumulation and inequality generation, is perhaps most pas-
sionately declaimed in Andrej Nikolaidis’s jeremiad on the “new” elites of 
Montenegro and Agon Hamza’s argument that elite self-enrichment, not eth-
nic tension, is the key dynamic at work in perpetuating Kosovar insecurity. 
Here and throughout the volume, there is space for closer productive dialogue 
with generalizable Marxian analysis like that of David Harvey. Post-Yugoslavia 
provides key evidence to support Harvey’s distinction between territorial and 
capitalist logics of power. “Territorial logic” is the domain of political leader-
ship in the world of nation-states: “Capitalist logic” is that of CEOs and their 
firms.7 The post-Yugoslav process of “appropriation by dispossession” was pro-
foundly shaped by the preservation (by conflict and other means) of national 
limits on markets in the process of privatization. In Macedonia, for example, 
prices of Yugoslav “social property” were set by insiders (the managerial elite), 
rather than by internationally accredited valuators; the market to buy was also 
restricted. The outcome was an accumulative process that created poverty for 
the majority, generating persistent anger and frustration among many citizens 
against the new oligarchs (Mattoli 2016).8

And this is a key aspect of the forms of political engagement described 
in Part IV, provocatively titled “Towards a Balkan Spring?” The discussions 
here of student and union activism, in particular, and their connections with 
the wider “occupy” and anti-capitalist movements, complement a wealth of 

6. Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (Oxford, 1997).
7. David Harvey, Spaces of Global Capitalism: A Theory of Uneven Geographical Devel-

opment (New York, 2006), 107.
8. Fabio Mattoli, “Losing Values: Illiquidity, Personhood and the Return of Authori-

tarianism in Macedonia” (PhD diss., CUNY, 2016).
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new ethnographic work documenting expressions and logics of dissent and 
solidarity across the region.9

By sequencing the volume in this way, concluding with these empiri-
cally grounded chapters on concrete cases of progressive political action, the 
editors have curated a volume with enormous potential for critical social sci-
ence in and beyond southeastern Europe. They remind and educate readers 
about the Yugoslav experience in grappling with the governance challenges 
created by socio-economic and ethnic diversity; the invidious effects of en-
trepreneurial parochialism, especially when reinforced by the soft racism of 
international elites; the wealth of data about the differentiating impacts of 
market transition, always shaped by power dynamics; and the reality of the 
re-emergence of participatory politics through citizen assemblies and ple-
nums. Besides regional specialists, the book will be of interest for anyone 
interested in the future of “market socialism” in China; the European project 
(and the unity of the UK) in the wake of Brexit; and, especially, the prospects 
for progressive coalition-building to confront or turn back the dispossession 
and disenfranchisement that comes with crony capitalism.
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Gabor Rittersporn’s book is the distillation of several decades of exhaustive 
archival work by one of the Soviet field’s most prodigious writers. Deftly ed-
ited by Carmine Storella, the book bears the classic hallmarks of its author’s 
style. It is sweeping, for one thing, and goes head on at large questions about 
the Soviet “system.” More to the point, Rittersporn’s book reflects its author’s 
bent of mind—part history, part psycho-social analysis, part storytelling. Rit-
tersporn is a master storyteller. In chapter after chapter, he unfolds tales and 
anecdotes of the personal experiences of Soviet citizens and officials during 
the Stalinist era, mostly during the 1930s. Rittersporn has put together this 
dense description of daily life in Stalin’s Soviet Union from diverse sources, 

9. See for example: Maple Razsa,  Bastards of Utopia: Living Radical Politics after So-
cialism (Bloomington, Ind., 2015); Jessica Greenberg, After the Revolution: Youth, Democ-
racy and the Politics of Disappointment in Serbia (Stanford, 2014); Stef Jansen, “Can the 
Revolt in Bosnia and Herzegovina Send a Message To the Wider World?” Balkan Insight, 
February 13, 2014 at http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/blog/can-the-revolt-in-bosnia-
and-herzegovina-send-a-message-to-the-wider-world (last accessed January 25, 2017); 
Stef Jansen, Yearnings in the Meantime: ‘Normal Lives’ and the State in a Sarajevo Apart-
ment Complex (New York, 2015); and Larisa Kurtovic, “‘Who Sows Hunger, Reaps Rage’: 
on Protest, Indignation and Redistributive Justice in Post-Dayton Bosnia-Herzegovina,” 
Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 15, no. 4 (2015): 639–59.
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