
This book has explored Western efforts to support civil society in widely varied
settings throughout Eastern Europe and Eurasia during the 1990s. The authors
show how the political landscapes across the regions have changed strikingly
since 1989. Because institutions associated with liberal democracies have prolif-
erated, many of these societies look as if they are conforming to international
norms: One-party rule is no more; citizens regularly turn out for elections;
NGOs have mushroomed; the media are no longer exclusively controlled by
the state; many constitutions now protect citizens’ rights.1

The cases show that Western groups have influenced incremental change at
the local level. Many examples show how Western groups have been crucial to
the existence of local NGOs in terms of funding and training. In 1990 few
NGOs existed; by 2000 they were connected to colleagues and activists in other
societies. The case studies show how Western groups have affected the form of
new institutions. More than other types of assistance—economic, in particu-
lar—the strategies of Western NGOs that were working with local NGOs often
resulted in the transfer of ideas and practices or helped indigenous cultures
evolve in a direction consistent with democratic practice. In contrast to studies
of development in other parts of the world, or of economic assistance to Eastern
Europe and Russia, we did not find widespread corruption and collusion.2
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However, our study also reveals a complex picture. While a “third sector”
now exists in these societies, in many cases it cannot truly be described as
“civil” or “civic” minded. NGOs often are weak factors in their local culture;
they focus more on issues of importance to people outside their community
than on the needs of those nearest them. Their influence on elites and deci-
sion makers is negligible to nonexistent; in many states in these regions power
is still centralized.

The evidence suggests that neither assistance nor transnational networks
alone make a state democratic. The influence of the transnational networks,
and particularly of activist nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that help to
spread norms at the microlevel (that is, within and among specific groups of ac-
tivists), has been substantial. The macrolevel changes in state behavior that re-
cent studies of norms and networks document, however, appear not to have oc-
curred.3 Local and Western NGOs have had very little effect on the actual
functioning of new fragile institutions. In parts of Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
such as Russia and Central Asia, authorities have engaged in abuses, even as
networks became more dense. The diffusion of norms and practices associated
with democracy has in many cases been affected more by regional norms and
practices than by imported international ones.4 The findings from Eastern Eu-
rope and Eurasia suggest that democratic as well as human rights norms and
practices are not as robust as the scholarly literature seems to suggest.5 Western
NGOs unfamiliar with the domestic settings and relying on foreign experts and
advisers to formulate strategies were hampered in their ability to help make new
institutions function. These imported practitioners tended to be good archi-
tects, but they did not have the skills to build the structures that they had helped
to design.6

In this chapter I explore how our findings might alter policy debates about
assistance and scholarly debates about the influence of international norms and
transnational networks.7 Although the policy and the scholarly communities
rarely speak to one another, the overlap is significant in terms of their concerns
and the implications of our findings.8 At the most fundamental level both are
interested in understanding the conditions under which ideas, norms, and prac-
tices, such as those inherent in democracy, diffuse inside states.

In this chapter I elaborate on the implications of our findings for NGOs. I
then discuss the policy community’s analysis of assistance, particularly to Rus-
sia, which has been almost devoid of actual empirical evidence and reflects mis-
understandings about the exact role that powerful states play in supporting or
undermining transnational networks. I note how some of these misunderstand-
ings are shared in the scholarly community. I detail how our findings from East-
ern Europe and Eurasia both corroborate and challenge arguments that have
focused mainly on the power of norms and networks. The authors in this book
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find that, although networks influence specific communities of activists, the
networks have little power to create fundamental change in the absence of sup-
port from the host state and powerful Western states. I conclude by discussing
important areas of further investigation suggested by our findings.

THE ROLE OF NGOS

The case studies here highlight many constraints on transnational democracy
networks that were at work in Eastern Europe and Eurasia in the 1990s. Western
NGOs, central to the advocacy networks, fell prey to significant organizational
issues. They relied on young, enthusiastic, but often inexperienced, staff mem-
bers.9 They were plagued by overly flat organizational structures, so that no one
was entirely sure who was directing the work, which led to inefficiency. Too few
people with small budgets worked on enormous issues, such as rebuilding civil
society in Bosnia after a war that claimed the lives of more than 200,000 or help-
ing support NGOs in Russia after seventy-five years of authoritarian rule. NGOs
that talked only about their successes in order to generate resources raised
undue expectations about their effectiveness. They engaged in what the organi-
zational theorist Nils Brunsson describes as the “decoupling” of principle from
practice, of “scripts” from behavior.10 For example, Western groups would talk
as if transparent elections had occurred, when in fact the state had greatly ma-
nipulated the electoral process. Or groups would emphasize how many local
NGOs existed, never mentioning that few, if any, had developed advocacy skills.
Western diplomats held fragile and often highly dysfunctional institutions up as
shining examples of democracy, and thus these became “rituals that are used for
external display.”11 While some NGOs were good at self-promotion, the vast
majority were reluctant to be introspective or to learn lessons from their own or
others’ experience.12

When the interests of Western actors dominated transnational networks,
such as when Western contexts were the main source of strategies, the networks
had unintended negative consequences. For example, the efforts to link local
groups to Western networks has come at the cost of ties between like-minded
groups and has diverted local groups’ attention from pressing local needs. Local
NGOs that might have campaigned against uranium tailings in the local drink-
ing water flocked instead to biodiversity because donors were more interested in
fostering campaigns around transnational environmental issues, while govern-
ments and big businesses were pressuring local NGOs to stay away from the ura-
nium issue. Activists might use the discourse of Western-style feminism but fail
to mobilize around issues that affect the day-to-day lives of families in postcom-
munist settings.

In some cases an imbalance in a network has contributed inadvertently to a
decline rather than an increase in ideas and practices associated with democ-
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racy within the activists’ community. It often leads to tremendous competition
between groups for funding, as NGOs spring up around issues important to
donors, simply to receive money. These observations reveal that networks as
such are not inherently balanced entities. Moreover, variations in their struc-
tures—for example, how they are weighted, how much financing they have
from governments, how local activists are embedded—seem to be related to
their efficiency.

The case studies have shown that Western assistance can make a difference if
NGO strategies are derived from local ingredients rather than a global cook-
book. Western NGOs are, in the second decade after the collapse of commu-
nism, just beginning to understand the mix of these ingredients. The practice of
applying recipes that worked in Bosnia to Russia or Uzbekistan did not help
make new fragile democratic institutions sustainable. Instead, donors and
NGOs are having to generate and use as many different strategies and solutions
as there are communities engaged in transformation. The reality that strategies
and solutions can be developed only in these societies and not in Western capi-
tals poses organizational challenges for NGOs and donors.

Because of the overwhelming reliance on Western practitioners, Western
NGOs could not gauge how they should have adapted their strategies to the in-
herited historical legacies and to the rapidly changing political environment of
a country in transition. Often unclear was what the country was moving toward;
Russia in 2000 was not the same as Russia in 1992; Slovakia in 1994 and 1999
looked quite different from Czechoslovakia in 1990. Infrastructural assistance
and human capital development based on strategies imported from the West
may have been appropriate for the early periods when new institutions re-
mained unformed. Later, however, Western NGOs confronted new problems
posed by both the transition from communism and the great variation in post-
communist governments.13 By the late 1990s political parties no longer needed
help campaigning; they needed help responding to constituents. Media organi-
zations had been formed, but many were only nominally independent because
economic “reform” had created controlling business interests. NGOs existed all
across the regions, but some were actually nongovernmental individuals; little,
if any, advocacy informed their agenda.

The authors here suggest that when new institutions have emerged and a crit-
ical mass of local NGOs and other institutions has developed, reactive strategies
that call for local proposals and respond to domestic needs are more likely to be
effective in helping to develop sustainable institutions. Regional experts and es-
pecially local activists can help devise explicit strategies for reducing the political
isolation that this study identifies as widespread among the new local groups that
have sprung up since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Even where local groups’ transnational ties are strong, Western NGO
strategies should focus more, for example, on incentives for encouraging these
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groups to develop horizontal (that is, within-country) ties with political parties,
trade unions, other local NGOs, and the like. Those Western groups that team
regional and local experts with Western practitioners will be better able to read
the political and organizational contexts, develop close working relationships
with local groups, and implement informed strategies.

Quantitative analysis of programs does not begin to capture the dynamic pro-
cess of change in diverse groups across the political spectrum in many formerly
communist states. Yet both donors and NGOs alike have been reluctant to
move away from numbers. This has limited their ability to talk about how ideas
and practices actually diffuse. In theory, the spread of ideas beyond activists
within a network is a positive outcome. In practice, however, American NGOs
and donors alike have feared the congressional response to newspaper headlines
claiming that assistance “helped” communists or nationalists; they fear, with
some justification, that this would dry up U.S. government funding. Public ed-
ucation about political transitions would help increase the tolerance for NGOs
to talk about what really happens, rather than what Congress seems to want to
hear.

In this vein it is worth considering, as is sometimes argued, whether the work
of Western NGOs and their strategies have contributed to, or resulted in, the
rise of “illiberal democracies,” countries where rulers hold elections but never-
theless govern in autocratic ways.14 This book provides much evidence that, for
good or ill, assistance to the societies across East-Central Europe and Eurasia
tends to influence developments only at the margins. Assistance may have a sig-
nificant influence within a certain community in these formerly communist
states, but it is unlikely that Western NGOs and their local colleagues could in
any way alter the internal balance of power within one of these states, either to-
ward or away from democratic rule.

Variations in outcomes across the regions are the result of many factors.15 Lit-
tle discussed is that the building blocks of democratic states, whether they are
political parties, independent media, or civic groups, are inherently neutral, not
exclusively positive organizational structures. As we know from Nazi Germany,
they can serve as the building blocks of a fascist state. Elections can lead to bad
outcomes for a country in which autocrats rise to power through the ballot box.
Nationalist interests can capture the media. Indigenous NGOs can be mobi-
lized to support fascists.16 Does this mean that NGOs, donors, and policy mak-
ers should avoid the promotion of parties, elections, independent media, and
civic advocacy groups? Because the results have not been exclusively positive,
does that mean all assistance should be stopped?

None of the cases suggests this. Moreover, given the transnational links that
already exist between activists in the West and in many formerly communist
states, it is too late to turn back the clock. Additionally, local demand drives
much of this work. That institutions can be subverted does not mean that activ-
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ity should stop but that organizations should be more critical and thoughtful
about their activity. NGOs, states, and donors must think preventatively to en-
sure that democracy assistance programs foster democracy and to ensure that
their efforts to strengthen transnational democracy networks actually do so.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY DEBATES

Policy makers in the United States and Europe have an interest in understand-
ing how Western efforts to support the development of democratic institutions
have affected Eastern Europe and Eurasia. Failed democratization has, at least
three times in the last two hundred years, led to overturning the global balance
of power.17 Government officials, particularly in the United States, have tended
to exaggerate their own influence on changes in Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
but there is no exaggerating the importance of the political transition, nor the
hoped-for consolidation of democracy, in these states. The political trajectory of
Russia, for example, is key to Europe’s stability in the next two decades. It will
influence every major security issue of the day, from the proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction to crime and corruption to the spread of disease.18

Unfortunately, the debate about the effect of assistance has been problem-
atic. Through the 1990s it grew increasingly partisan, parochial, and less empir-
ically based. By 2000 the Republicans in the U.S. Congress were excoriating the
Clinton administration for just about everything bad that occurred in Russia,
while the Democrats defensively built the “Clinton legacy” on foreign policy.19

Critics of assistance and crusaders for it have tended to focus mainly on Russia,
to the exclusion of other states in the region, and have limited their criticism to
the United States, as if no other Western states or organizations were involved.
This book shows that U.S. and European groups have worked in many states
with mixed results.

The authors here suggest that any critique of assistance should be a fairly fo-
cused exploration of a specific type of assistance in a particular place. Blanket
statements about U.S. assistance to Russia, for example, usually fail to distin-
guish meaningfully between economic, democratic, and traditional security
programs, such as those funded by the Cooperative Threat Reduction Act.20

Criticism must focus on specific sectors within each type of assistance. The ef-
fect of assistance to political parties and elections is different from the effect of
assistance to advocacy groups. The effect of assistance to independent media
looks different from the effect of assistance to foster the rule of law.21 The focus
of the analysis should be at the nongovernmental level; governments mainly
fund but do not actually carry out the work.

Analysts should also distinguish between the activists targeted by assistance
and the policy makers who were not. Democracy assistance is intrinsically lim-
ited, as many of the case studies here have shown. Assistance, especially at the
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nongovernmental level, cannot force decision makers to comply with interna-
tional norms or practices. It can help transfer or develop skills in people who
may, from time to time, work with or serve in government. That Russia’s
Vladimir Putin or Serbia’s Slobodan Milosevic, for example, was outside the
scope of democracy assistance is no small detail, yet this is often overlooked in
discussions about influence; these men, and others within their countries’ gov-
ernments, have played an enormous role in determining how new political and
social institutions actually function in new states.

Western states do have a role to play and thus power to exert. They financed
many nongovernmental efforts aimed at supporting the development of institu-
tions commonly associated with democracies, such as civic advocacy groups.
The actions of Western decision makers and international organizations have
sometimes undermined the work done by the transnational networks—for ex-
ample, Western support for leaders in Eastern Europe and Eurasia, some of
whom are corrupt and ambivalent about democracy.

In both realms, that of funding and that of counterproductive actions, power-
ful Western states behaved inconsistently throughout the 1990s. The discrepancy
in verbal and monetary support, especially by the United States but also by Eu-
rope, for the development of democratic institutions in postcommunist states was
great. Despite what U.S. policy makers said repeatedly about the importance of
developing democratic institutions in Russia, from 1992 to 1996 USAID spent the
majority of its Freedom Support Act budget in Russia on market reform while al-
locating at times as little as 6 percent for democracy assistance. Policy makers of-
fered various explanations for the low amounts of democracy assistance in the
early years after the collapse of the Soviet Union (such as Russia had little “ca-
pacity” to absorb the funds or the work of Western groups). While these may be
correct, they do not account for later figures, which decreased even as capacity
increased. They also do not explain why so much more money was allocated to
market reform at a time when capacity in the economic sector was perhaps even
more limited.22 In contrast to many pronouncements, particularly in the United
States, policies suggested that markets were the first priority and institutions asso-
ciated with democracy a distant second. This seems to have been a mistake: Eco-
nomic institutions may have been important to stabilizing the situation in these
countries, but political and social institutions play a crucial role in controlling
corruption, now rampant in many postcommunist states.

Policy debates about the effect of democracy assistance are incomplete with-
out an understanding of how the larger international environment has affected
the transition of states in Eastern Europe and Eurasia. The limits of transna-
tional democracy networks are exacerbated when Western policy makers fail to
understand how support for the promotion of democracy is affected by and af-
fects other policies pursued by governments. The actions of the “international
community” often have the unintended consequence of undermining the work
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done at the activist or NGO level. The Euro-Atlantic powers, and institutions
such as the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the Council
of Europe, and NATO influence decision makers to comply with or ignore in-
ternational norms and practices associated with democracy and human rights.

The Euro-Atlantic community of states has been inconsistent in its response
to postcommunist states. NATO used force against Serbia for abuses of human
rights, but in other cases where the offenses were more widespread and civilian
casualties greater, such as in Chechnya, the international community has
barely responded.23 An international environment that permits abuses in some
states and punishes them in others makes for a highly fragmented template
against which new fragile institutions are developing. The responses of interna-
tional organizations and governments to leaders such as Vladimir Putin and
Boris Yeltsin, who have tolerated enormous abuse of civil and human rights, has
isolated democratic activists and undermined the very policies that Western
diplomats hoped to be pursuing—the development of democratic institutions.24

Many in the West were eager for Russia to be labeled a democracy; they sup-
ported Yeltsin because they feared that Communist Party leader Gennady
Zyuganov would come to power. The result was that international organizations
and powerful Western states evidently set the bar quite low for what is consid-
ered democratic. As has been documented many times in places as disparate as
the Philippines and Chile, policies based on the fear of communists are not the
same thing as supporting democracy. As a result, the Russian leadership appears
to have learned the wrong lessons about democracy: The Western, and espe-
cially U.S., response to institutional change in Russia suggested that the form of
institutions was as important as their functioning.25

Finally, absent from most policy debates about assistance is the degree to
which the state and society in question, whether Poland, Russia, or Uzbekistan,
is moving toward or away from integration in the Euro-Atlantic community—not
as a product of assistance but as state policy with public support. Perhaps it is not
surprising that Western NGO strategies have had the greatest influence in those
states where the majority of the population wants to democratize and integrate
rapidly into NATO and the European Union. Western NGOs in such contexts
provide additional resources in an environment already moving toward demo-
cratic governance. Examples include the work of Western NGOs on media in
the Czech Republic and women’s groups in Poland. In such cases Western
NGOs and other outside groups have facilitated the transformation process.

By contrast, the effectiveness of particular strategies in the contested political
environments of thinly integrated states such as Russia and unintegrated states
such as Uzbekistan has been much more mixed and is much more sensitive to
the dynamics of the international environment. In Russia, for example, activists
are increasingly isolated from the government that they seek to influence and
the citizens whom they hope to represent. At the same time the support for
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Russia’s president by Western governments such as Great Britain tends to alien-
ate the activists from those governments as well.

In unintegrated states that allow Western NGOs to work, such as in several
states in Central Asia, the influence of NGOs and transnational networks is par-
ticularly limited. Effective Western NGO strategies in such contexts were those
that focused on the periphery of the political sphere, such as working with local
cultural organizations and training journalists. Strategies of infrastructural assis-
tance were virtually impossible to implement, given the restrictive nature of the
political regimes. Infrastructural assistance to public advocacy groups, with the
risks of infighting among recipients and limited influence upon broader goals,
was a long-term investment; should the domestic political regimes change, the
groups that received funding might one day be in a position to take a leading
role in democratization.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOLARLY DEBATES

Transnational democracy networks are a form of transnational advocacy, related
to and often overlapping the human rights and environmental networks.26 In-
ternational relations scholars have paid increasing attention to the power of
these networks, but the cases in this book suggest that the limits of these net-
works are considerable and need to be better understood.

S I M I L A R I T I E S

For more than a decade the networks have engaged in campaigns that “strategi-
cally linked activities in which members of a diffuse principled network,” in this
case centered on the support of democratic institutions in Eastern Europe and
Eurasia, “develop[ed] explicit, visible ties and mutually recognized roles in pur-
suit of a common goal.” As described by Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink in
Activists Beyond Borders, “core network actors mobilize[d] others.”27 Networks
developed around issues such as women’s rights, environmental degradation,
political party formation, free trade unions, and independent media. Environ-
mental networks have campaigned against the dumping of nuclear waste in the
Barents Sea. The human rights networks formed under the Helsinki Final Act
still exist in Eastern Europe and Eurasia. In Russia, Belarus, and throughout
Central Asia they track torture, arbitrary arrest, detention, and disappearances.
Other human rights networks formed around issues of conscription, hazing in
the military, and the treatment of civilians, refugees, and those who care for the
wounded in Chechnya. Some networks intersect at specific events such as elec-
tions or the persecution of particular individuals.

Democracy work, like human rights work, is fundamentally a social phenom-
enon. As Keck and Sikkink argue, personal relationships have a dramatic influ-
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ence on success or failure. In countries with little or no democratic tradition, de-
mocratization appears to be influenced by how people reconcile ideas and prac-
tices common in democracies with their long-held domestic beliefs and cus-
toms. Personal relationships are central to this process. While new technologies
like the Internet and fax machine have facilitated the building of networks, the
case studies in this book suggest that ideas spread best through face-to-face con-
tact. Over and over Western NGOs present ideas and practices that derive from
norms. Local political activists accept, reject, or adapt these ideas and practices.
Which norms and standards of behavior win out over others is the result of
human agency; therefore the exploration of advocacy networks must be
grounded in the activities of individual actors, both foreign and domestic.

The cases here suggest hypotheses about the conditions under which ideas
are likely to spread. These hypotheses should be tested in other cases:

• If new ideas and practices are presented in a way that directly com-
petes with local organizational cultures, local people are likely to re-
ject them.

• If Western NGOs promote ideas and practices that in some way com-
plement local customs, local people tend to adopt and adapt them.

• Central to the diffusion of ideas and practices is the support of local
political entrepreneurs; they are the brokers through which the West-
ern NGOs interact with the society.

The power of these groups, like advocacy networks elsewhere, lies not in
their access to brute force, funds, or political office but in their ability to spread
information. In the post-Soviet context the Western parts of the networks helped
level the playing field in terms of information, by getting hardware to groups,
helping to set up printing presses, translating texts and mailing newsletters to
people, and conducting thousands of hours of training sessions on topics con-
nected with the specific issue around which they were mobilized.28 “Informa-
tion politics,” this redistribution of knowledge, was particularly important in the
post-Soviet context, where the state had monopolized information and kept
like-minded groups of people from banding together. It helped empower people
whose voices had been muffled by communist authorities for as long as seventy-
five years. Networks organized around a specific issue, such as the war in
Chechnya or nuclear waste, used information and publicity as a shaming tech-
nique against authorities that were perpetrating the crimes.

D I F F E R E N C E S

The case studies from Eastern Europe and Eurasia challenge dominant trends
in the literature concerning international norms and transnational advocacy
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networks. Implicit in much recent work is an idealized picture of a seemingly
steady march toward increased compliance, as human rights and democracy
norms “cascade” through “the international community.” At this moment in
“world time” many scholars expect to see such norms grow particularly strong.29

The post-Soviet cases here challenge this growing conventional wisdom and
provide a detailed look at how Western ideas and practices interact with local
cultures and norms.30

Case selection seems to play a role in the comparative weight that scholars
give to the power or to the limits of norms and advocacy networks. Latin Ameri-
canists working on human rights and scholars of the antiapartheid movement
have evidence that international norms have power. Journalists even write about
the “Pinochet effect,” referring to efforts in Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay to in-
vestigate the human rights abuses of leaders.31

However, Eastern Europe, and especially Eurasia, looks quite different. In
the states that emerged from the collapse of the Soviet Union, not a single legal
case has been brought—never mind one resulting in conviction or other form
of accountability—on behalf of the millions of citizens killed under Stalin. In-
stead, in a 1999 poll that asked Russians to choose the “most outstanding per-
sonalities of all times and all nations,” Stalin ranked in 1999 in fourth place with
35 percent, up from 11 percent in 1989. More Russians object to people who
have gotten rich since the collapse of the Soviet Union than to people carrying
portraits of Stalin.32 President Vladimir Putin was reported to have toasted
Stalin on his birthday in December 1999; in May 2000 the Russian state issued
commemorative coins in honor of Stalin as a “war hero.”33

In the mid- to late 1990s Russia and many states in Central Asia experienced
significant regression in human rights and democracy, despite the presence of
many conditions that scholars have argued caused positive change elsewhere.
For example, “principled-issue networks” have existed around many aspects of
both democracy and human rights, some as far back as the Helsinki Accords of
1975, and became increasingly dense in the decade since the collapse of the So-
viet Union. As the chapters in this book show, the degree to which local activists
are connected to these transnational networks varies greatly. Leaders in many of
these countries, such as Boris Yeltsin and Vladimir Putin, have shown concern
for the opinions of Euro-Atlantic decision makers, expending effort to host and
visit European and American leaders, seeking and gaining membership in
many Euro-Atlantic “clubs.” This variable concerning reputation has been an
important one in the literature. The states that emerged from the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and especially Russia, have been dependent on and have re-
ceived billions of dollars in financial assistance. Hundreds of millions of dollars
have gone to support democracy work.

Yet even with these conditions, outcomes in postcommunist states, especially
Russia, diverge from the expectations generated by much of the literature on the
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power of norms. Although a few postcommunist states are steadily moving in
the direction of democracy (Poland, for example), some have regressed (Russia,
Belarus, Ukraine, and Georgia), while others, such as in Central Asia, are expe-
riencing conditions worse than under the Soviets.34 Wherever we look in East-
ern Europe and Eurasia, the transition process looks shaky, and the scope and
direction of change within these countries contrasts starkly with the triumphant
stories in the international relations literature.

The case of Russia is particularly troubling because of the role that it plays in
the region and in international politics. By the late 1990s Russia’s federal and
local authorities had grown increasingly bold in their threats to civil liberties
and human rights. The state especially targeted independent media outlets. In
numerous cases environmentalists, human rights activists, and even students
and academics—Russians but also Americans and Europeans—were intimi-
dated, interrogated, trailed, jailed, robbed, accused of treason, beaten, and run
out of the country.35 The bloodiest part of the regression was the brutal way that
the Russian federal forces prosecuted the second war in Chechnya; troops have
routinely violated both the Geneva Convention and the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights.36

The harassment of activists and the war in Chechnya are not unprecedented
in post-Soviet Russia. Activists, however, viewed the regression in the late 1990s
as more serious and stark than anything Russia had experienced since before
Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985. Nevertheless, Putin enjoyed nights
at the opera and pints of beer with Tony Blair, tea with the queen of England,
was the toast of the town at the July 2000 G-7 meeting in Okinawa, and was
warmly included in the July 2001 meeting in Genoa, although Russia had nei-
ther a strong industrialized economy nor a robust democracy.

The Russian and Central Asian cases discussed in this book suggest that the
likelihood of successful diffusion of norms may be overstated in the literature.
The norms that many scholars presume to be increasingly robust, cascading, and
shared, such as human rights and democracy, appear in fact to be rather weak,
inconsistently applied by powerful states, and repeatedly overwhelmed by histor-
ical legacies. The reasons why so many actors in the international system forgive
or overlook significant noncompliance, and thereby help to weaken the norms
that they profess to be diffusing, deserves additional attention from scholars.

Whatever the reasons, the consequences are stark. The logic of democratic
state behavior is muddled. Because the incentives are ambiguous and contra-
dictory, the diffusion of norms does not occur in the (more or less) linear fash-
ion that the literature often depicts.37 In contrast to expectations generated by
studies on human rights, the way that the Euro-Atlantic states have responded to
Russia seems to say that it is perfectly possible to be “norm violating” and a
member of the “in-group” or at least invited to its functions.38 Thus punishment
for lack of progress is absent.
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Moreover, the case of Russia suggests that we need to better identify the pre-
cise role of powerful states and decision makers in successful outcomes. Espe-
cially when dealing with a state as vast and still relatively powerful as Russia,
networks have only a limited ability to bring about change if they do not have
the support of states. The fall of the Berlin Wall, for example, had as much, if
not more, to do with decisions made by Mikhail Gorbachev than with the work
of activists and NGOs. Likewise, the power to keep states like Russia out of the
in-group, or to change the policies of other countries that abuse rights and
threaten new institutions, resides not with advocacy networks but with states
like Great Britain and the United States. Nowhere is this clearer than in the in-
ability of transnational networks to protect local activists.39

Finally, the cases here make clear that cultural context and historical legacy
matter to transnational advocacy networks. Culture, history, and politics do not
determine all outcomes, but contextual factors are necessary to the diffusion of
norms inside states. In order to be influential, ideas for encouraging the devel-
opment of democratic institutions, whether in Bosnia, Russia, or Kyrgyzstan,
must be compatible with local organizational cultures. Context matters to local
people, and ignoring it in research obscures the dynamic of contestation be-
tween international and domestic norms.

AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The case studies here suggest many important areas for further research. Schol-
ars and policy makers alike have reason to embark on a definitive study of the ef-
fect of Western assistance on political and social institutions in Eastern Europe
and Eurasia. Ideally, this project would be revisited in ten or twenty years’ time
in order to build knowledge longitudinally. Policy and scholarship should also
compare findings in Eastern Europe and Eurasia in a systematic fashion with
those from Latin America and elsewhere.

Several areas deserve additional inquiry. The size of the target country mat-
ters, not simply geographically but in terms of the amount of assistance relative
to the economy. The ratio of assistance dollars to the size of the local economy
seems to be an indicator of the degree to which external assistance can affect
the internal balance of power. For example, in Burundi and Rwanda assistance
seems to have played a much more central political role than in, say, Russia.40

Where development assistance has essentially replaced the state, the correlation
with increased dependence and even chaos is high.41 We need to look at these
dynamics, as they may shape politics in Eastern Europe and Eurasia.

The cases in this book show that historical legacy matters too, but scholars
need to establish under what conditions is it likely to matter. For example, how
is the salience of historical legacy related to economic prosperity? David Con-
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radt criticizes the famous study by Gregory Almond and Sidney Verba on post-
war Germany for just this reason:

In neglecting to examine directly or systematically the effects of history
upon political culture, [Almond and Verba] were unable to deal satisfac-
torily with the problem of change. If there is a relationship between a
country’s “traumatic history” and its political culture, what happens to po-
litical values over time as the traumatic events become increasingly re-
mote to an increasingly large segment of the population?42

Conradt found that trauma decreased in salience as the economy in Germany
developed. In Russia polling data have suggested that trauma seems to become
more salient as the economy falters. This correlation needs to be developed
further.

Many of the findings of our study confirm earlier work done by some other
observers of democracy assistance.43 Those studies also stressed the need for in-
creased participation by local citizens and more attention to context. The com-
parisons of strategies in this book provide a range of case studies to support sug-
gestions about how Western donors should adapt to the dynamic conditions of
political and social transition. They also highlight how, on occasion, such as in
Kazakhstan, policies promoting economic and political developments work at
cross-purposes.

Our findings suggest that if Western groups pursue a business-as-usual ap-
proach in the coming years, their influence on the development of sustainable
democratic institutions in Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia will dimin-
ish dramatically. Given the lack of response by NGOs to earlier studies, how-
ever, we have little reason to believe that they will respond to these findings.
Why is that? Why have organizations—NGOs but also government groups such
as USAID—been generally reluctant to change? What is it about how NGOs
are configured that inhibits their changing? This organizational behavior too
warrants examination by scholars.

IN CLOSING

This book, like most, reflects the period in which it was written. As a post–cold
war study it has focused on the rise of transnational efforts to help build demo-
cratic institutions and the difficulties of political and social change in the soci-
eties emerging at different rates and with varied burdens from communist, so-
cialist, and Soviet legacies. When the cold war was over, many were inclined to
hope or believe that great power politics were finished, the bipolar system shat-
tered, and international norms on the rise: People had triumphed, at the Berlin
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Wall, in Prague, in Budapest, and on top of tanks in Moscow rather than under
them.

By the new century, however, a close look at the states and societies of Cen-
tral Europe, Eastern Europe, and Eurasia, and their interaction with the West
reveals that all are, in many ways, between eras. We are still crossing from the
old world order to something new. The new—particularly as embodied by the
transnational, the changed conceptions of sovereignty, the links between popu-
lations thousands of miles apart—has power but not all the power. What may
have looked like the “road to democracy,” like the “path to socialism” in another
era, turns out to be circuitous and bumpy, and occasionally it even leads back-
ward. When scholars return in ten or twenty years to review the cases in this
book, will they find that the power of transnational democracy networks has in-
creased or diminished? Will the constraints have been overcome or have proved
overwhelming? Most important, will the people in these regions have prospered
or become more impoverished? Will fragile institutions be robust or will they
have collapsed? The cases here will, we hope, have convinced critics and cru-
saders alike that these issues are crucial as we move into an increasingly inter-
linked global future.
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