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Much was already said during the last nine years by different authors about the social science contribution to the analysis of the post-communist transformations in Central and Eastern Europe. Less attention has been paid to the impact the transformations had on the social sciences themselves, although such an impact was certainly formidable. It is the changing landscape of the post-1989 social sciences in the Czech Republic that will be sketched in this contribution. Thus we are not going to talk about what the social sciences have to tell about the transformation, but rather about what the transformation has done to the social sciences themselves.


The following observations are mostly based on personal experience of the author who had the chance in the last years to be a strategically located participant observer in the microcosm of Czech social sciences as a functionary of a major grant agency, as a board member and chairman of a scientific association, as a research institute's director, as a university teacher as well as in several other positions. They relate mostly to the situation of and in sociology and political science, less so of ethnography and anthropology (social and cultural) and not at all of economics which would require a special chapter. The experience characterised here is Czech-based. Yet, while there is certainly much country-specific in the post-1989 development of the social sciences in each of the former communist states (in fact, there had existed important inter-country differences even before 1989 – just compare the situation in communist Poland with that in communist Czechoslovakia), the general pattern of the recent changes may be somewhat similar.


As with any effort to draw a map, we have to define first which features of the social science landscape in the Czech Republic will be registered. The following will be included, albeit not quite systematically: (1) the changing environment of the social sciences after 1989; (2) their resources – economic, human and organisational; (3) their subject structure; (4) their outputs. Due to limited space, the above issues can be approached here only superficially and the necessary qualifications cannot be mentioned. 


�
The most conspicuous development, compared to the pre-1989 era, has occurred in the political environment of the social sciences in the Czech Republic. All political restrictions and regulations as to what, how, by whom and with what results can be investigated, have been lifted. A completely liberal atmosphere has been introduced as far as the choice of research themes, theoretical and methodological approaches are concerned. The state has even dropped any effort to formulate its science policy and to specify any preferential programmes of common interest. 


However, on the informal level, the political establishment was not entirely unconcerned with the social research agenda. Among the social sciences, only economy and, for that matter, the neo-liberal economy, was considered as koscher by the leading government politicians, many of them themselves former research economists. The “softer” social sciences like sociology and political science were viewed as inferior and their approaches and findings were frequently commented upon with contempt. On some occasions, when their findings contradicted the official picture, attempts were made to discredit these disciplines. Typically, this was happening when public opinion data began to indicate in 1996 a falling satisfaction with current politics and an increasing distrust of government: in such situations methodology of sample surveys and the validity of survey data were usually questioned. The following episode can be mentioned as illustration of an effort to censor social research. In 1993, the right of an academic institute to collect data on the social stratification of Czech society was questioned by a high-level state authority (the survey was part of the multinational project, “Changes in social stratification in eastern Europe after 1989,” sponsored by the National Science Foundation and coordinated by the UCLA Department of Sociology) under the pretext that such data should be considered confidential and, as such, should not be left in the hands of sociologists. This argument was peppered by two additional concerns of the authorities – one, that the survey was financed by a foreign (US) foundation, second, that the “sensitive” data could be misused by a potential communist putsch. 


The distrust of sociology and political science was partly justified by the bad reputation which the official ideological version of both disciplines, subservient to the communist regime, had earned among independent intellectuals before 1989. Although there had been some ferment among non-conformist sociologists and political scientists already before 1989, it could not compare with the systematic discussions on the coming exit from the state-socialist economic system that took place among economists. Unlike economics, sociology and political science did not produce any concept or model of post-communist social transformation that could play a programmatic function after the break, nor have sociologists and political scientists foreseen the coming change.


�
The image of sociology and political science has changed after the fall of the neoliberal government in 1997, and sociology (equalled usually in public eyes with opinion research), together with political science, has become a legitimate and frequently mentioned source of expertise, particularly in searching for causes of the economic and political stalemate of the last two years which cannot be reduced to purely economic factors. The general public as well politicians became more perceptive to sociological explanations and the prestige of both sociology and political science has increased considerably. Both disciplines are viewed now as a legitimate professional activities. In fact, several influential political commentators with unclear professional background have recently opted to identify themselves in the media as either sociologists or political scientists. One could scarcely find a more eloquent indicator of the rising prestige of both disciplines. On the other hand, the relevance of other social sciences has been hardly perceived. 


The post-1989 changes of the economic environment of the social sciences can be viewed as ambivalent. On the one hand, financial sources have diversified and the former monopoly of the state in financing scientific research was broken. Along with that, the state lost its former say in setting the research agenda. Social scientists can now apply for research money at a multiplicity of sources, domestic as well as foreign, public as well as private. The allocation procedures were refined (peer reviews, often with foreign scientists participating, have become the main method) and the former clientelism in allocating research money was substantially, albeit not entirely, reduced. 


On the other hand, Czech research money have become less secure and is mostly limited to supporting petty short-term projects. Financing of more comprehensive large-scale and time-demanding research endeavours is rarely attainable. Financial contributions from the state, channelled mostly through an array of grant agencies (Grant Agency of the Czech Republic, Grant Agency of the Academy of Sciences, grant agencies of some universities and ministries) shrank and do not keep pace with inflation. In the situation when potential domestic private donors (corporations, foundations) are still weak, underdeveloped and insufficiently motivated to support research, the relative importance of foreign research money and foreign support in general gained immensely in relevance. 


The cumulative effect of the above-mentioned factors is a fierce competition for research money, fragmentation of research projects, both in terms of duration and themes chosen, as well as their increasing dependence on foreign support. Grantsmanship became a part of a researcher’s everyday life, demanding large chunks of his time and energy. Access to international and western research money and logistic support is nowadays a key factor influencing feasibility of many more ambitious projects. Such access is as well an important factor determining the domestic status of individual researchers, research teams and institutions and it plays an important role in local science politics. The ability to mobilise foreign support enhances one’s position on the domestic “science market”.


�
Some pathological phenomena have occasionally accompanied the search and use of foreign resources and the cooperation with foreign institutions. On the domestic side, it is attempts of some individuals as well as groups and institutions to monopolise and control access to foreign resources and partners, as well as an unhealthy specialisation of some of them on the export-import type of research activities, ignoring the domestic circuit. On the foreign side, a typical instance of pathological behaviour have been the “scientific safaris”, meaning an invasion of foreign researchers into the virgin landscape of post-communist societies, full of rare and untested research opportunities created by the process of their transformation. Local researchers were hired to do the menial jobs in such projects without being offered real participation in preparing them or processing and publishing their results. 


This kind of “gold mining”, limited to bare exploitation of local capacities without contributing to their development occurred mostly during the first two years after 1989. It should be, however, distinguished from the cooperative patterns of foreign presence that have played vital role in building and upgrading social research capacities in the Czech Republic and other post-communist countries and deserve full appreciation. Of the latter, particularly the various support structures and projects financed by George Soros funds, by the Dutch and Norwegian governments and later also by the European Commission within its different systems should be mentioned. On the whole, foreign aid and research presence have been beneficial to the development of domestic social science after 1989: by importing well formulated research topics and mature methodological approaches and by involving Czech researchers in multilateral comparative projects, by setting standards of professional performance, by training and educating Czech students and researchers and connecting them to scientific networks, by providing research funds, equipment and literature. 


Obviously, a certain element of asymmetry will be inherent for some time to come even within the fairly cooperative bilateral and multilateral research schemes involving western and international partners. On the average, Czech social scientists are still handicapped by lower professional qualification, weak command of foreign languages, absence of necessary skills in international settings and last, but not least, by lacking access to international professional networks and their self-supporting services (caused, among others, by financial inaccessibility of meetings and conferences taking place abroad). One consequence of this economic, professional and cultural handicap is the fact that many of the best recent analyses of the post-communist Czech society were authored by foreign scholars. The handicap is gradually fading away, this being also a matter of generational change. 


�
In the sphere of human resources social sciences have experienced a surge of interest among the young generation before 1989, and this tendency was immensely strengthened after the breakdown of the communist rule. The numbers of young people interested in social science studies and applying to the universities rose dramatically, exceeding many times the available educational capacities. In the last years social sciences have had the chance to attract an intellectual cream of the young generation. As mentioned, unfortunately this demand cannot be matched by sufficient means, not the least because of a gap in the generation of middle-aged teachers and specialists, this being a heritage of the “normalisation” that followed the Soviet invasion of 1968 (that period was marked by persecution of many top professionals, political control of social sciences and their contamination with ideology, stalemate in research activities and downsizing of social science training in the universities). The valuable help of Czech emigrants and of foreign teachers as well as the opportunities to study abroad cannot fully compensate for the missing domestic capacities. The window of opportunity when social sciences have become the top demand and can attract some of the best young people may not stay open for a long time. Already the post-1989 exhilaration with the possibility to study society is weakening and the more practical (and better paid) job options are gaining attention.


The labour market in social science professions has been good after 1989, not only in the practice – oriented jobs, i.e. in market and opinion research, media, advertisement and publicity agencies, human resources management and public administration, but also in the academic sphere. New agencies, research bodies, universities and social science departments mushroomed and all demanded the scarcely available labour force. It was the academic side that was the loser in the ensuing competition. Private firms and public administration were able to offer salaries two to five times higher than the university departments and the institutes of the Academy. With some exceptions, the young and gifted researchers, perhaps after spending some time after graduation in an academic setting to acquire more skills in research methods and data processing, have been landing in these better paid jobs. Education and non-commercial research have become the under-financed poor relatives of the commercial and administrative employers, unable to compete with them for the able young adepts. Grievances concerning the inability to sustain competent young scientists on the academic track are nowadays a typical topic in the discussions among department and institute heads at the universities and the Academy. To fill the vacant positions, some university departments, particularly those in the regional capitals, had to engage the former instructors of the pre-1989 official indoctrination stuff as new-born sociologists and political scientists, ignoring the frequently dubious past of such people (courses of the so-called “scientific communism”, “historical materialism” and the “history of labour movement” were obligatory for all university students before 1989 and the respective teachers were usually the political and ideological watch-dogs in their departments). 


Beside the well-paid jobs, yet another – this time more sympathetic – kind of job opportunity is competing successfully with the academic positions, as far as some of the young social scientists are concerned: it is working for charities and other diverse institutions providing beneficial public services (dealing with refugees, homeless people, prostitutes, drug addicts etc.). The feeling of being directly useful and employing one’s knowledge in solving relevant social problems is a powerful motive with some young people, leading them away from the more abstract and purely cognitive game of the academic social science.


�
Four developments have characterised the changing organisational structure of social sciences after 1989: diversification, dismantling of monopolies, strengthening of university-based social sciences and emergence of private and commercial research organisations. Under the communist regime, social sciences existed in the following organisational forms: (1) Within the institutions of higher learning – as social science departments and as institutes of Marxism-Leninism (sometimes other names were used) entrusted with teaching the obligatory ideological social science stuff – see above; (2) As institutes of the Academy of Sciences; (3) As applied social science research institutes established by individual ministries to serve their needs; (4) As Communist Party bodies belonging to the Party University. Together with the Party bureaucracy, they performed ideological control of the whole field, while the Academy of Sciences was expected to provide a professional supervision. Moreover, within the state bureaucracy, there existed a kind of ministry for science and technology responsible for state policy in this field and influential in economic matters.


This hierarchical system was dismantled after 1989. The Communist Party social science bodies were dissolved as were the university institutes of Marxism-Leninism. The majority of the applied research institutes linked to ministries ministerial ceased to exist as well. Both the universities and the Academy of Sciences underwent a fundamental reorganisation and any formal hierarchical relations between them disappeared. University social science, the weaker partner until 1989, was substantially strengthened – many new departments were established and research capacities were upgraded. A plethora of new social science educational and research organisations emerged, be they schools, polling and market research agencies, consultation firms, think-tanks etc. A rather tough competition for research themes, finances, human resources, foreign links, attention of media and politicians developed within this field. The government attempts to maintain some control over the state-financed part of the research through its Research and Development Council.


�
The subject structure of the post-1989 social science research in the Czech Republic has been profiled by the processes of massive societal change that have been shaking this society. For several years, the post-communist transformation, its economic, political, social, cultural and socio-psychological aspects, has been the dominant major theme in most social science research. The transformation and transformation-generated problems were a gold mine of research topics both for fundamental and applied research. Given the novelty of most developments, sometime even a flat description of the events and of the emerging structures, without any theoretical underpinning or comparative dimension, would pass for an innovative finding and would be accepted for publication. It took some time before the fascination with the uniqueness of transformation phenomena and of their specific Czech features gave way to the understanding that they are part of a more general process of societal change, which takes place on larger historical and geographical scale. Multinational comparative research projects, covering usually all or some of the four East-Central European countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia) and extending sometimes further to the east or south-east, provided ample material for broader generalisations and for theorising the post-communist transformation. It has been, however, a peculiar feature of Czech social science that this opportunity has been left more-or-less unexploited. Unlike their Polish and Hungarian colleagues, Czech social scientists did not as yet try to propose any general theory of the post-communist transformation and were mostly satisfied with the empirically founded analyses of its individual aspects and components. Much of their research is policy-oriented, without any strong theoretical underpinning. This pragmatic and rather a-theoretical approach is nothing new to Czech social science, it had been its distinct feature since the pre-war time.


Post-communist transformation continues to be the main point of interest of Czech social research, but its contingencies, complexity, multi-dimensionality and also its contradictory nature are perceived now more clearly, together with the strong element of continuity that is present even in the most revolutionary of the changes. At the same time the ever present existential problems of social development, like social inequalities and social justice, sustainable development and environmental quality, social pathology, gender and family issues etc. have reasserted themselves as research issues of their own. Quite recently, a cluster of topics related to European integration and to globalisation has found its way into research programmes of Czech social scientists. This rapidly growing field of social research can eventually the take place of transformation studies as the top priority. 


Some developments took Czech social science by surprise and without much knowledge available that could contribute to solution of the ensuing problems and to formulating adequate policies. This has been the case of the situation of the Roma (“Gypsy”) minority – of its position within Czech society, living conditions, social and cultural specificity as well as its perception by the majority population. In fact, a wider set of unresearched social problems has emerged here concerning xenophobia and dormant racism within an ethnically near homogeneous Czech society that was for decades isolated from the outside world and has not yet fully digested its traumatic experience with the Nazi occupation. Social correlates of unemployment, especially of the long-term one, is another underestimated topic which may soon demand full attention of social research. 


Systematic measurement of scientific output, periodical evaluation of performance of individual scientists as well as of research groups and organisations and using such measures as criteria in allocation of resources has been introduced as a novelty in Czech social sciences after 1989. For sure, this practice has not been implemented in an equally consequential way throughout the whole structure of social science, and non-meritocratic criteria have survived in some niches – particularly where the demand for teaching personnel was too pressing (as in some university departments) or where intra-organisational interests lead to the protection of its own turf (as in practice of some ministerial grant-agencies). However, the most prestigious institutions – the Grant Agency of the Czech Republic, the Academy of Sciences, the Charles University as well as the Government’s Research and Development Council are quite serious about applying the output-based criteria and it is them who set the norms for the others. 


�
Unquestionably, the output of Czech social sciences increased in quality and perhaps also in quantity compared with the pre-1989 time; it is, however, still weak, if compared with our Polish and Hungarian neighbours, especially to our Dutch or Norwegian colleagues. For example, Czech sociology still waits for a systematic and comprehensive analysis of the “real-socialist” society in Czechoslovakia as well as for an analysis covering the almost ten years of the post-communist development.


In conclusion, the situation of social sciences in the Czech Republic nine years after the break can be summarily characterised as one of unprecedented scientific and practical challenges of a window of public interest, yet, at the same time of insufficient resources which do not match the challenges. Post-communist transformation and its Czech specifics has been the main focal point of research since 1989. Only gradually social scientist are coming to an understanding of the more general context of this social change and of the global framework of the country-specific social development. Social sciences, still partly crippled by the decades of the communist rule, underwent a profound thematic and organisational restructuring and are gradually overcoming their economic, professional and cultural handicaps. Foreign and international support and influence play an important in the this process. 
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