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The book The Laissez-Faire Peasant: Post-Socialist Rural De-
velopment in Serbia, authored by anthropologist Jovana Dikovic,
was published in 2025 by the renowned British publisher UCL
Press, one of the leaders in scholarly publications. It is written at
the intersection of two sub-disciplines — economic and political anthropology. Pri-
marily, it is classified within the framework of economic anthropology, as it focuses
on the analysis of everyday economic practices of peasants, exploring their rela-
tionships to the market, labor, land, and exchange within a broader social context,
as well as the ways in which cultural norms, historical heritage, and local survival
strategies shape their economic behavior. At the same time, the book addresses is-
sues within the domain of political anthropology, examining power relations, the
influence of the state, bureaucracy, and ideological apparatuses on peasant life, as
well as the forms of resiliance and distancing they employ.

The title of the book, The Laissez-Faire Peasant, immediately suggests the au-
thor’s central conceptual orientation — a reconsideration of common perceptions
of peasants as passive recipients of state policies. By employing the term “lais-
sez-faire”, traditionally associated with the non-interventionist economic principle,
Jovana Dikovi¢ metaphorically illuminates the peasant as an actor who operates
outside of, and despite, state plans. This “laissez-faire peasant” is not a figure wait-
ing for assistance or directives from above, but an autonomous subject who, relying
on their own initiative, local support networks, and everyday pragmatism, shapes
sustainable forms of rural development. In this way, the title effectively encapsulates
the core message of the book — that peasants are not only resilient to external inter-
ventions but also capable of generating their own models of survival and advance-
ment within contemporary post-socialist conditions.

Spanning over two hundred pages, the author provides a comprehensive ethno-
graphic analysis of post-socialist rural development in the Republic of Serbia, with
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a particular focus on the villages of Gaj, Beli Breg, and Malo Bavaniste in the Auto-
nomous Province of Vojvodina. By choosing Vojvodina as the territorial framework
for her research, Jovana Dikovi¢ situates her analysis within one of Serbia’s key
agrarian regions, thereby further enhancing the study’s relevance. Vojvodina, as a
region characterized by a rich agricultural tradition, fertile land, and a prominent
role in the country’s overall economic structure, is often perceived as a space of
rationally organized and planned agricultural development. Across eight chapters,
Jovana Dikovi¢ explores the resilience and autonomy of peasants who, despite nu-
merous reforms and institutional changes, do not conform to dominant developmen-
tal narratives. By reviewing the theoretical concept of the peasant and the historical
circumstances of Serbian agriculture (Chapter 2), presenting the “laissez-faire men-
tality” as a cultural framework intertwining various elements — including autonomy,
individualism, and peasant skepticism (Chapter 3), analyzing their everyday prac-
tices (Chapter 4), local politics (Chapter 5), as well as offering a critique of institu-
tional development approaches (Chapter 6), the author demonstrates how peasants
shape their own paths of survival and prosperity. Particular attention is given to the
position of the Roma (Chapter 7), highlighting their striving for autonomy through
values shared with the majority peasant population. The book concludes with a sum-
mary that underscores the importance of local ethics, land ownership, and informal
networks as the foundation for sustainable rural development in contemporary Ser-
bia.

This monograph represents a thoughtful and in-depth investigation of a social
figure often marginalized in academic, political, and cultural discourses — the peas-
ant. The central concept that Jovana Dikovi¢ introduces and develops throughout
the monograph is the “laissez-faire mentality”, through which the author explains
a specific form of peasant resilience, autonomy, and everyday navigation of state
policies. The Serbian peasant does not rebel, but neither does he comply. His choice
is not to choose, at least not in the ways imposed by the external world. Contrary
to common perceptions of peasants as passive victims of transition and institutional
chaos, the author demonstrates that rural actors are actually proactive, resourceful,
and largely independent from formal structures. The “laissez-faire mentality”, as
she defines it, entails a tendency among peasants toward spontaneous, informal, and
flexible modes of action, often outside or in opposition to institutional frameworks.
It is not an expression of anarchy or political resistance, but rather a form of every-
day practice grounded in local values: autonomy, work ethic, land ownership, and
personal responsibility. In this sense, the mentality that Jovana Dikovi¢ identifies
is not merely an adaptation to adverse conditions but an active survival strategy
and a form of local rationality that often contradicts the goals of state development
policies. Jovana Dikovic describes the peasant’s resistance as quiet and unobtrusive,
devoid of heroism or open confrontation. Rather than vocal opposition, it is a matter
of indifferent rejection of promises he never believed in and threats that never intim-
idated him. This reflects the core of her interpretation: a form of resistance that does
not seek visibility, but expresses a deeply rooted disinterest in external authorities

I89




whose presence brings little real change to the peasant’s life. Such a stance is not
political in the classical sense, yet it represents a profound understanding of one’s
position in the world.

In her analysis of post-socialist rural development in Serbia, Jovana Dikovi¢
employs a multidisciplinary approach that combines qualitative and quantitative re-
search methods. A key methodological strategy involves the use of ethnographic
techniques, including interviews with farmers, local leaders, and institutional rep-
resentatives, to gain insight into the everyday lives and economic dynamics of rural
communities. She also relies on the analysis of statistical data, including agricultur-
al statistics, economic reports, and official government documents, to map the mac-
roeconomic changes that have impacted the rural economy. This approach enables
the author to provide a comprehensive perspective on the effects of post-socialist
reforms on the environment and socio-economic structures, focusing on the inter-
play between the state, the market, and local communities.

The contribution of the book The Laissez-Faire Peasant: Post-Socialist Rural
Development in Serbia to contemporary anthropology is evident on multiple levels:
1) the book offers an in-depth insight into the development of rural communities
in post-socialist Serbia, particularly within the context of the economic, political,
and social changes that followed the collapse of the socialist regime; 2) the applied
ethnographic approach, which includes multi-year fieldwork (2013-2017), enables
a detailed and holistic understanding of everyday life in rural areas, providing rich
insight into the social, economic, and cultural dynamics of the studied communities;
3) by analyzing how different ethnic communities coexist and influence social dy-
namics in post-socialist Vojvodina, the book contributes to a broader understanding
of ethnic relations and identity issues in the post-socialist context, thereby expand-
ing theories of ethnicity and community in the post-socialist space; 4) through a
detailed analysis of the position of the Roma, the book contributes to contemporary
anthropology in the context of studies on marginalized groups — their inclusion in
the research facilitates understanding of processes such as social exclusion, poverty,
discrimination, and survival strategies within the rural post-socialist environment.
Furthermore, the book advances the understanding of contemporary rural transfor-
mation processes by analyzing how post-socialist economic changes shape rural
capitalism, including new economic activities such as informal labor, migration,
and temporary work abroad. As such, it merits inclusion among works that shape
contemporary anthropological literature and studies on post-socialist rural develop-
ment.
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