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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Good Governance and Democracy Promotion: 
Empirical Perspectives on Transnational Powers

Bor is  Petr ic  and  G iorgio  Blundo

We’re approaching the end of a bloody century plagued by a 
terrible political invention—totalitarianism. Optimism comes 
less easily today, not because democracy is less vigorous, but 
because democracy’s enemies have refined their instruments of 
repression.

Ronald Reagan (US President)
British House of Commons speech ( June 1982)

My democratic creed is based on the principle that there is not 
and cannot be a universal formula for democracy applicable to all 
countries and peoples. Democracy should ripen internally in the 
depth of society itself, and correspond to the historical practice 
and experience of a country. It should organically integrate into 
conscience of people and only in this way will it take firm root in 
the public conscience.

Askar Akayev (Kyrgyz President)
Harvard University speech (September 2004)

Democracy is the focus of a variety of discourses and serves as a reference 
for diverse political actors in a world that appears increasingly homo-
geneous at first glance. It inspired Ronald Reagan’s famous speech, 
delivered in the British House of Commons in 1982. The American 
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president seized the opportunity to promote a new form of external 
inf luence on a global scale that would contribute to eliminating the 
existing threat of communism. Democracy was then presented as the 
universal norm toward which all societies must inevitably turn. At 
the end of the 1980s, the collapse of the “communist bloc” served to 
turn this conception into a goal for powers wishing to inf luence the 
evolution of a certain number of states.

A decade later, Askar Akayev, president of the young Kyrgyz state, 
which had just emerged from the Soviet experience, mentioned 
democracy as a possible horizon for his country. At the same time, 
he underlined the risk of external pressure to make the country adopt 
a nonindigenous political model far removed from its citizens’ own 
vision of politics.

The papers gathered together in this book steer clear of the trajec-
tories of the rhetoric around the promotion of democracy and good 
governance. On the contrary, the authors chose to analyze how pro-
grams devoted to democracy promotion and good governance trans-
form political relationships both at the local and global level. In other 
words, they have abandoned the analysis of discourses in order to con-
cern themselves with the practices underlying them. Instead of discuss-
ing the reality of the universalization of democracy, they study the 
social and political consequences of widespread aid to good governance 
and democracy in the last two decades.

At the start of the 1980s, the American government inaugurated a 
process by making democracy and human rights (Guilhot, 2005) the 
mainstay of future foreign action. Not only was democracy an idea 
but it also became a political project in American foreign policy. The 
administration created a set of institutions in 1983, among which 
was the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), responsible for 
implementing a new doctrine of inf luence and spending millions of 
dollars in projects for the promotion of democracy. Political inf luence 
abroad is not limited exclusively to military power. It lies equally in 
the capacity to inf luence foreign states through this new “soft power” 
(Nye, 2004). This new conception of foreign policy is seen as an instru-
ment to consolidate American interests and promote democratiza-
tion, even if the relationship between the two ideas is not obvious. 
The National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International 
Republican Institute (IRI), both members of NED, are the two princi-
pal state actors accompanied by a number of powerful nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs, such as Human Rights Watch, Freedom House) 
that are in charge of implementing the democratization program. 
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A number of Western countries fell in with the Americans and showed 
the same activism. The role of the French and British aid agencies 
(AFD and DFID) can be mentioned to support this. We must also take 
into account the emergence of NGOs such as Greenpeace (founded in 
Canada in 1971), which denounced American nuclear tests, Amnesty 
International (founded in Great Britain in 1961), which militated for 
human rights, or again Oxfam, which mobilized around famine reliefs. 
Significant contributions  of some French NGOs such as Médecins sans 
Frontières (1971) or Médecins du monde (1979)  also need to be mentioned. 
“French doctors” called for humanitarian interference. All these orga-
nizations intervened on specific issues or conf licts, through spectacu-
lar media actions. They led what they held to be universal crusades 
throughout the world. Little by little, they became professional and 
transnational organizations, which were then operators of projects, and 
thus participated in no uncertain manner in the governance of the soci-
eties where they intervened.

The promotion of democracy underwent a new expansion with the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the USSR. The discourse of 
interference was no longer justified by the emergency of the situation 
or structured by the risk of ideological contamination. Rather, it was 
conceived as a global appeal to adopt democracy and proposed as a tran-
sition phase for countries to join the concert of democratic nations. In 
this period, democracy promotion was integrated in the different pro-
grams of international donors (IMF, World Bank, the United Nations 
Development Program [UNDP]), mostly thanks to a certain number 
of old militants from the first big international NGOs. The end of the 
East/West confrontation appeared to be the end of ideologies, and the 
promotion of democracy seemed to be a mere technical process. There 
were more and more talks about promoting “good governance” as if it 
were a new form of technical assistance without any ideological or polit-
ical content. In a world that was no longer bipolar, “good governance” 
and democracy became the watchwords to follow for countries benefit-
ing from different kinds of development aid (“third world” countries, 
postsocialist states, or postconf lict societies). In the euphoria of the early 
1990s, democracy and market economy then appeared as the inevitable 
political horizon for the whole world, leading American political scien-
tist Francis Fukuyama to speak of the “end of history.” A multiplicity of 
programs devoted to democratization was aimed at establishing a new 
way of doing politics in Africa, Central Asia, or Europe.

Judging this general movement at the end of the 1980s on moral 
grounds would not help us understand the stakes. This work does not 
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aim to evaluate the different attempts of democratization, nor does 
it propose an alternative normative framework in order to determine 
what a democratic political space “should be.”

The different authors decided to adopt a common scientific per-
spective that consists in understanding the transformation of different 
national political spaces by the appearance of this new form of transna-
tional governmentality, characterized by some as “neoliberal” (Gupta 
and Ferguson, 2008). We are mainly concerned with describing “what is” 
and understanding how actions of powerful states like the United States, 
international organizations, international NGOs, political foundations, 
and think tanks reformulate politics and the political space in the soci-
eties examined.

From then on, the aid industry was no longer limited to humanitar-
ian, medical, or technical aid. Today, it covers all fields of social life, 
from the promotion of “civil society” to the management of natural 
resources. This is particularly evident in some developing countries 
where there is a proliferation of NGOs working in vast and varied sec-
tors. The chapters in this book deal with various programs and projects 
concerning the organization of public and civic life. This field of action 
is of great interest because it raises three fundamental issues for political 
anthropology and political science alike.

First, in some ways, these different programs become resources that 
transform the local political game. They become the object of strategies 
of local reappropriation and inevitably bring about changes in the ways 
of exercising power. Local elites draw as much upon the vocabulary of 
good governance as the underlying resources (funds, equipments, social 
networks) to fight within their own political arena. Second, the role 
of the state was from then on embedded within the actions of interna-
tional organizations and NGOs working in the field. A new perspec-
tive that takes the coproduction of different actors into consideration 
is thus necessary to examine the question of sovereignty of political 
spaces. Third, the emergence of transnational powers also modifies the 
sources of legitimacy of the political body.

Several recent political episodes brought up in the chapters in this 
book lead us to believe that these three issues are more and more deter-
mined by transnational phenomena. The increasing strength of inter-
national or regional organizations (the European Union, the Shanghai 
group and international NGOs) is evidence of the fact that some public 
policies are not limited to state actions. Paradoxically, the state has 
imposed itself as the universal juridical norm in the management of 
political spaces.
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The different contributions to this book are equally an invitation 
for a deeper analysis of the transformations in the concerned political 
spaces, and an attempt to understand the ideological project that leads 
some societies to want to help the Other or propose a political model to 
the Other. This book therefore is not only a means of asking ourselves 
some questions about distant societies but also of understanding the 
underlying actions of societies or actors close to us. During the colo-
nization era, involvement in state institutions (army, colonial admin-
istration, education, health) or religious institutions (Christianity, 
Protestantism, Islamism) also motivated lifelong projects. Today, this 
involvement occurs through other institutions (NGOs, international 
organizations [IOs]) and other crusades.

Today, a new utopia particularly permeates Western societies: help-
ing the Other by working for an NGO, an association, or an IO. 
Humanitarian aid and the basic model of the NGO have multiplied 
so greatly that today, this kind of organization deals with all fields of 
social life. The NGO has become, in Marcel Mauss’s meaning, a kind 
of “total social fact” of the contemporary world. In common 
understanding, the NGO is an independent, free institution, outside 
the political or ideological field. Yet, it is an object that is well and 
truly a part of the field of power, even if sometimes a counterpower. 
The NGO must be examined as such under this heading. NGOs, IOs, 
or foundations are not approached here as an independent world, but 
as institutions interacting with the political reality of the countries 
studied.

This collective work undertaken to approach such a research prob-
lematic had to necessarily mobilize people from different disciplines 
interested in the phenomena of power: political science, international 
relations, political sociology, political anthropology, and geopolitics.

A Collective and Comparative Approach

This work underlines the comparative approach in different ways. First 
of all, the different chapters present case studies dealing with a number of 
countries (Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Bulgaria, Cuba, Indonesia, 
Kyrgyzstan, Nigeria, Pakistan, Senegal, and Serbia) in different cul-
tural areas. These case studies also evoke multiple actors such as the 
international NGO Transparency International and its local branches; 
American foundations (International Foundation for Electoral Systems 
[IFES], NDI); German foundations (Konrad Adenauer Stiftung); and 
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other international foundations such as the Agha Khan foundation, the 
UNDP, the World Bank, the European Union, and the Council of 
Europe, as well as an American think tank. Entry through a given 
institution opens up the path to observing interactions between inter-
national organizations, international NGOs, and local and state NGOs 
around various stakes such as postconf lict reconstruction, electoral 
observation, reform of a political system and of the state, or the struggle 
against corruption.

The comparison is also ref lected in the choice of the various histori-
cal and cultural situations, in order to render these forms of contem-
porary governmentality more intelligible in their universality and in 
their specificities.

To begin with, the activity of these experts of democracy must be 
related to the broad historical movement of globalization. In differ-
ent periods, men and women—merchants, missionaries of all kinds, 
or warriors (Chayan, 2007)—were major figures of a globalization of 
exchanges through the propagation of ideas, religious concepts, tech-
niques, or politics. Certainly, each society is part of a specific history 
sometimes marked by the impact of colonial and postcolonial or strate-
gic relationships. But if we pay attention to what is happening within 
a society, we notice that these changes are part of a global process that 
is not limited to a cultural area. The current globalization of politics 
is evident in the emergence of an entire set of new institutions (infra- 
and suprastate) that participates in politics in most of the political areas 
of the planet. This is certainly one of the principal characteristics that 
imparts originality to the period we are currently living in.

Moreover, it is necessary to produce ethnographies of transnational 
f lows of ideas and men. These f lows give rise to the emergence of 
social networks and new sites of power. Taking account of these politi-
cal forms that cross national spheres and cultural areas invites us to 
reconsider the traditional divisions of our research objects as well as our 
professional labels as specialists of a society, a state, or a cultural area.

Finally, this kind of research topics calls for different positions on 
the field. The study of “experts” raises two problems in particular. 
The first concerns the relationship of the researcher with his field-
work. At the antipodes of the classic “privileged informant” of the 
anthropologist, the different brokers and experts that we study, read 
us and sometimes use our works in strategies to legitimize their own 
“political enterprise.” Inevitably, the question of the restitution and 
the reception of our researches is raised differently and implies that the 
researcher distances himself and thinks about his involvement in his 
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own field. This awareness can help the researcher find the right equa-
tion between proximity and distance. Besides, we are confronted with 
actors who claim an ethical, moral virtue to justify their action and their 
involvement. Our role is neither to unmask false postures nor to unveil 
inadmissible social logics, but to understand the meaning actors give 
these moral undertakings, while restituting their eminently political 
dimension as precisely as possible. In addition, a number of our col-
leagues constitute the “experts” who work as consultants for big agen-
cies of cooperation, IOs or the NGOs that we study. Some of them 
participate in the elaboration of local politicies and consider their action 
to be outside the political game. They thus balk at considering good 
governance programs as constituting an object of research on its own. 
In our view, this situation explains why there is a kind of taboo sur-
rounding such a topic of research.

An Interdisciplinary Approach

The traditional disciplinary division of research objects attributed the 
study of bureaucratic organizations and contemporary states to political 
science. As for anthropology, it was to devote itself to the ethnography 
of traditional political or precolonial systems. Political scientists adopted 
a comparative and macropolitical approach whereas anthropologists 
engaged in a microsociological reading of localized phenomena. The 
former had recourse to written sources and interviewed the elites, the 
latter privileged oral sources and participant observation. This volun-
tary caricatured description belongs to a past that has changed. Today, 
there are as many intradisciplinary as interdisciplinary divisions. For 
instance, an important current of political scientists takes interest in 
questions of democratization. On the model of Putnam’s pioneering 
works, they privilege a quantitative approach with the perspective of 
elaborating rating instruments to evaluate democracy (Putnam, 1993). 
Another less predominant strain prefers to adopt a qualitative and non-
normative approach to politics, bringing it close to a certain group 
of political anthropologists. Besides, some exchanges have given way 
to fruitful debates as much on the theory of the state and sovereignty 
as on the question of the exercise of power.1 This book thus brings 
together anthropologists and political scientists who adopt a qualitative 
and resolutely empirical approach.

We certainly do not intend to establish a new subdiscipline. Differences 
remain in the trajectory of researches, in readings and intellectual 
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inf luences, and in the manner of constructing our object. Moreover, 
the case studies gathered in this work are witness to this diversity of 
approaches, but we feel that they mutually enrich each other.

Our main areas of investigation in the different societies we studied 
have been concrete social situations where values and behaviors are 
constructed. Some authors have privileged the interview and docu-
mentary analysis, others the method of participant observation in the 
numerous training seminars, summer camps, workshops, conferences, 
electoral assistance, and meetings organized by different institutions 
that promote democracy. These are privileged places of diffusion and 
confrontation of ideas, global concepts, norms, and “good practices.” 
These meetings are more particularly moments where a whole set of 
misunderstandings is born between different protagonists, where local 
actors reappropriate the norms and practices considered universal by 
experts. These moments of “translation,” of “resistance,” even of oppo-
sition appear crucial for observation.

Films, games, video games, the Internet, the telephone, or video-
conferences constitute tools of diffusion that have also been taken into 
consideration. The speed of communication offers local actors the pos-
sibility of switching into transnational networks, which thereby acquire 
a global dimension. The possibility of publicizing a local mobiliza-
tion or a national political event at the global scale also transforms the 
role of the state in conf lict resolution. International emotion of public 
opinions, pressures of different international organizations, or NGOs, 
oblige states to take account of “global emotion” in the management of 
public affairs.

Constructing a New Research Problematic

Some notions, like democracy, market economy, civil society, and 
good governance, are truly fetish objects for the transnational actors 
studied in this book. They are perceived as universal goods that should 
be widely diffused.

For example, the expression “exporting democracy” has become 
politically correct. This idea raises problems on several grounds. In 
particular, it hides the local logics of reappropriation and translation by 
local actors in a globalized process.

The universal call for democracy and its numerous programs across 
the globe is a concrete example of this new phenomenon. It is articulated 
around two other notions, mainly, civil society and good governance. 
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The reference to civil society (Hann and Dunn, 1996), by and large, 
serves to underline a deficit in the social structures of a society or to 
stigmatize a government’s oppressive attitude. These uses tend to give a 
very normative vision of what civil society should be. In fact, the most 
recent adaptations of the donors’ literature and program are based on a 
narrow definition of civil society. The latter is reduced to the circle of 
associations and NGOs and restricted to a role of promoting economic 
and social development. It is based on a partial reading of Tocqueville 
to the detriment of another current of thought on civil society, inf lu-
enced by Antonio Gramsci. Following this perspective, civil society is 
an arena within which protest is pitched against the established order. 
According to this point of view, closer to the analyses presented in this 
work, the notion permits an exploration of political spaces in which 
different categories of actors, groups, organizations, and individuals 
seek to inf luence public policies (Lewis, 2005).

The notion of “good governance” (Blundo and Le Meur, 2009) was 
acknowledged in the 1990s within international institutions, to propose 
a model for states whom they considered to be in need of reform. Good 
governance describes a mode of government in terms of an association 
of different actors and chief ly underlines the role of the private and civic 
sector. Transparency and efficiency of state bureaucracies, accountabil-
ity of leaders to citizens, and primacy of the rule of law are the key 
words in public policies of good governance. International institutions 
offer technical solutions to problems of a sociopolitical order (Li, 2007). 
This new agenda is also a conditionality for receiving aid, and good 
governance programs depoliticize processes and external interventions 
(Ferguson, 1990). Good governance policies legitimize the universal-
ity of models by using a scientific packaging that privileges quantitative 
studies of governance based on rating indicators (Kaufmann, Kraay, 
and Zoido–Lobatón, 2000). This allows them to compare states and 
propose an international ranking.

The diffusion of norms and the multiplication of good governance 
programs require brokers, whether individual or groups. Although 
anthropological literature took an interest in figures of mediation with 
the Manchester school of thought and then more systematically with 
the emergence of a political anthropology focused on theories of action, 
the question of brokerage was again renewed in the 1990s by several 
anthropologists around the scientific network of the Euro-African 
Association for the Anthropology of Social Change and Development 
(APAD) (Blundo, 1995; Bierschenk, Chauveau, and Olivier de Sardan, 
2000). The term “development brokers” referred to a category of 
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intermediary social actors specializing in the acquisition, control, 
and redistribution of development resources. These works studied the 
trajectories, skills, and modes of action of these new brokers, while 
observing the effects of their action in the reconstitution of national 
political spaces. More recently, a collective work edited by Lewis and 
Mosse (2006) adopted this problematic of “development brokers” by 
further highlighting the processes of translation and production of 
meaning and consensus in spaces as heterogeneous and fragmented as 
development projects. Another anthropologist, Jackson (2005), on the 
basis of his work on Latin America, proposed the notion of “global-
izer” to describe the elites participating in the diffusion of these uni-
versal norms at the local scale. In a slightly different perspective and 
in another context of transition in Poland or in Russia, Janine Wedel 
(2001, 2009) employed the notion of “transactors” to define a transna-
tional elite with a common goal of embezzling aid for its own benefit. 
This group comes to share a common identity overriding national dis-
tinctions. The notion of “transactor” renders the habitual typologies of 
forms of brokerage more complex. In a different perspective, sociolo-
gists and political scientists have analyzed the emergence of an elite 
within transnational organizations (Dezalay, 2006; Guilhot, 2005).

Toward A Transnationalization of Politics?

The abundant literature on subjects dealing with the circulation of 
people (migration, elites, Diaspora) as well as goods (multinational 
companies, transnational finance, etc.) and ideas (globalized Islam, 
transnational civil society) makes the task of establishing an exhaustive 
inventory difficult, if not impossible. Here, we propose a brief recall of 
the notions around transnationalism, in order to define the main objec-
tive of this book, that is to say the transnationalization of politics.

The notion transnationalism refers to two other notions, mainly the 
nation-state and international relations. “National” describes political 
relations that are part of a determined territory that is the nation-state. 
International relations concern legitimate representatives of these states 
at the world level.

Transnationalism emerged within studies on migrations (Castle, 
2009). The classical vision of migrants as people who break away per-
manently from their countries was abandoned in favor of a study of ties 
maintained despite the physical distance. Thus, some authors proposed 
a new analysis of Diasporas. The study of this “globalization from 
below” (Portes, 1997) highlighted the processes of deterritorialization 
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(Appadurai, 1996), or permitted a reformulation of the relationship 
to space by updating “circulatory territories” at a transnational level 
(Tarrius, 2004). Consequently, social relationships are not limited to 
the national space and should be analyzed by taking into account trans-
national networks.

These researches revealed the importance of considering the circula-
tion of people and goods along with the voyage of ideas and global con-
cepts. They can be linked to an older anthropological literature around 
the theory of exchange, represented by Marshal Sahlins (1972). The 
American anthropologist highlighted the impact of globalization of 
exchanges on some Pacific islands. Sahlins’s work is a reminder not to 
see these processes of globalization as a univocal circulation limited to 
the Western domination on the rest of the world. For instance, Sahlins 
explains how some goods coming from the Orient, like tea, spread in 
the Western world, to the extent of becoming a principal social trait.

The different chapters of the book show that the apparently con-
sensual notions of “transnational civil society” or “international com-
munity” mask a variety of underlying conf licts. At the local level, 
the political scene can be seen as an arena where different powers and 
inf luences enter into conf lict. In this context, local actors attempt to 
capture global resources in order to appropriate and manipulate them. 
These phenomena must not be understood as a systematic expression 
of asymmetrical power struggles or a demonstration of international 
organization action as a vector of Western inf luence. Consequently, the 
complexity, the contradictions, or the unsuspected effects of democ-
racy promotion should be highlighted. On the global scale, these pro-
cesses must not only be understood as Westernization or domination 
of the “developed countries” on the “developing countries.” Relations 
within international organizations are changing permanently because of 
the emergence of new forces and new debates. Clearly, the BRIC 
countries (comprising Brazil, Russia, India, and China) intend to 
play a new role in the definition of priorities of international institu-
tions. In addition, some inf luential transnational networks play a key 
role in reforming societies. This phenomenon is not limited to the 
Western world, but involves powerful networks, for example, Islamic 
foundations (Rabita in Saudi Arabia, Fetullah Gülan in Turkey, the 
Khoy Foundation and its network of Shiite ulema, or the Khadafy 
Foundation) or the Protestant Korean NGOs that are very active in 
Central Asia, etc. In the field of development, the role of non-Western 
brokers like the Asiatic Bank of Development or Chinese aid programs 
in Africa could be mentioned.
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If the idea of transnationalism thus refers to the organization and 
regulation of not only the circulation of people but also capital, goods, 
and ideas (democracy, religion etc.), the notion of f low allows us to 
characterize the multiple modalities of circulation of these resources 
that are both material as well as immaterial. An unprecedented intensi-
fication of f lows on a planetary scale can be observed. In the footsteps 
of some historians (Chayan, 2007), one could consider that there were 
other historical periods too that experienced these kind of planetary 
social relations. However, the singularity of the current situation lies in 
the emergence of new political institutions such as international orga-
nizations. These new sites of politics signal the birth of global powers, 
which aim to regulate and control the different f lows. In this new game, 
state actors have lost the monopoly of decision making and must share 
responsibility with both global forces (IOs) and transnational powers 
(NGOs or multinational firms for example). This historical process 
coincides with the unprecedented planetary awareness of belonging to 
an interdependent world.

The uniqueness of the current globalization would therefore not 
lie only in the intensification of unprecedented technical capacities to 
organize the circulation of people, goods, or ideas. It implies an entire 
set of social institutions that intends to participate in the regulation, 
production, and control of resources. This situation has a local impact 
in political arenas. IOs, NGOs, and foundations represent a histori-
cal novelty. Research must examine the new complex relationships 
between IOs, NGOs, and the state, which have changed the govern-
mentality of societies.

A Research Horizon: From The State to Multiple Political Spaces

Paradoxically, the reference to the state has never been as central as in 
these times marked nonetheless by the neoliberal vulgate. For many 
people, it symbolizes the final stage of legitimation at the global level. 
Many groups consider their recognition to lie only in this ultimate dis-
tinction, which is the acquisition of their own state. Moreover, the legal 
notion of state is used to describe political formations as far removed as 
the Chinese state and the Kyrgyz state. History also reminds us that the 
nation-state is just a recent specific form of political spaces. In light of 
these arguments, our ref lection is also a contribution to understanding 
the diversity of political spaces in today’s world. This implies revisiting 
questions linked to theories of state, sovereignty, and legitimacy.
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A substantial literature exists in political sciences on the globaliza-
tion of politics. These ref lections generally lead to an analysis of the 
transformation of state sovereignty. Two interpretations dominate and 
seem to confront each other. A first approach considers that the ongo-
ing process materializes in a deterritorialization that gives way to a 
dialectic between “weak states” and “strong states.” In other words, 
the world can be divided by societies organized with either less or 
more state. Another approach consists of showing that the process of 
globalization of politics leads to the general reinforcement of a state 
logic that unfolds differently from one place to another. These two 
interpretations converge in the determination to focus on sovereignty 
and its quantification.

As Hansen and Stepputat (2006) suggest, the question of sovereignty 
must be reformulated. The exercise of power, legitimacy, or sovereignty 
depends on different factors depending on the states. One could as well 
be inspired by the rich vocabulary of the colonial periods describing 
the different dimensions of political spaces precisely (protectorate, etc.). 
A ref lection on the semantics of political spaces could be useful today 
to describe the complexity and diversity of actual political forms.

Forum, Coalition, Networks, and Groups: Frameworks 
of Power and CounterPower

Politics and policy are not constructed, or no longer uniquely so, 
within classic institutions (government, party, trade union) or in forms 
of institutionalized mobilization (political activism, bureaucracy, etc.). 
The emergence of some movements of social actors can be observed, 
who often see themselves outside the political field, situating them-
selves in the field of technical expertise, monitoring, and observation. 
These individual and group actors promote norms and initiate politi-
cal practices leading to a displacement of power. This book presents 
some case studies in which actors or groups of actors define themselves 
as “networks,” “forums,” and “coalitions,” in a transnational dimen-
sion. These seemingly neutral labels tend to describe the new forms of 
organizations or movements as being situated outside the political field. 
However, these organizations should be considered as part of the field 
of power where hierarchy or legitimacy still counts.

Some of these institutions are difficult to study and grasp, for they can, 
in some cases, change their name in the course of their evolution. They 
thus have a f leeting, almost f lexible, dimension. They can, for example, 
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disappear and reappear in an identical form, having changed their 
name. Instead of limiting ourselves to the monograph of an institu-
tion, we have above all sought to understand the transnational relations 
that are established within a specific political arena. In this perspective 
we draw inspiration from the Foucauldian notion of dispositif  2 in its 
triple dimension of “a determinedly heterogeneous whole, containing 
discourses, institutions, architectural plans, regulatory decisions, laws, 
administrative measures, scientific judgments, philosophical, moral 
and philanthropic proposals” of “a network established between these 
elements” having “a main function of responding to an emergency” of 
“rational and concerted intervention in power struggles (. . .) backing 
types of knowledge and backed by them.” (Foucault, 1994: 229). The 
notion of “dispositif” thus answers an attempt to grasp change without 
denying other structural or systematic phenomena specific to the orga-
nization of power.

Hence, the notion of governmentality proposed by Foucault can be 
used as a pragmatic concept to understand new systems and the tech-
nologies of government that they attempt to spread. Considering seem-
ingly diverse actors such as states, NGOs, foundations, IOs, and civic 
movements as interacting within a same dispositif, we suggest, fol-
lowing Ferguson and Gupta (2002), that their actions draw inspiration 
from similar technologies of governance.

The emerging political forms in the societies approached in this 
book do not only concern societies in transition or developing societ-
ies. The transnationalization of normative systems is on the contrary a 
generalized phenomenon. In particular, the contributions gathered in 
this book show that democracy promotion has not so much provoked 
the universalization of democracy, as it has led to the universalization 
of a transnational dispositif of power.

Presentation of The Chapters

The book is structured around case studies. The different chapters have 
not been regrouped considering cultural areas. We have put together 
texts by taking account of the similarities in the political-historical 
contexts and forms of foreign intervention.

The first five chapters deal with countries in which aid occupies a 
prominent place in political reality since the last two decades or even more. 
These countries are affected by a significant external pressure to under-
take reform. In this first group, Kyrgyzstan, Bulgaria, and Azerbaijan, 
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much like other countries of the former communist bloc, are regions 
that international expertise describes as “in transition.” The common-
place expression “in transition” legitimizes external participation in 
economic and public reforms. Some NGOs, foundations, or IOs are 
active in very different fields ranging from democracy promotion and 
human rights to the protection of minorities and gender issues to public 
health, from rural development to education. Two other texts on Bolivia 
and Senegal deal with the same problem, showing the emergence of an 
identical dispositif in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Europe.

The first chapter by Giorgio Blundo examines a former French col-
ony in Africa. Senegal was always considered the vanguard of reform 
in Western Africa. At the end of the 1980s, donors even considered it 
one of the most “advanced” African countries in terms of democratiza-
tion and economic reforms. Giorgio Blundo has chosen to analyze the 
emergence of a new civic association “Civil Forum.” It became a new 
actor on the Senegalese political scene toward the end of the 1990s. 
Civil Forum aspired to become a new kind of “watchdog” organiza-
tion. A team of young lawyers initiated new international links and 
developed close relations with the international NGO Transparency 
International (TI) that remains outside the traditional postcolonial log-
ics in which Senegalese elites continued to privilege exclusive relations 
with France and its institutions. Civil Forum, even if it presents itself 
as a nonpartisan movement, became a major political actor by produc-
ing reports on public management or corruption, and by condemning 
corruption in the administration and government. It thus forced the 
administration and the Wade government to take this new actor into 
consideration in the political game. Civil Forum also became an orga-
nization with a global dimension, especially within the international 
network of anticorruption. The chapter underlines the importance of 
studying local processes of reinterpretation and adaption of global nor-
mative arrangements of good governance.

Boris Petric’s chapter studies the emergence of a coalition of local 
NGOs in Kyrgyzstan. As a watchdog of public life, “Koalitsia for Civil 
Society and Democracy” has similarities with the Civil Forum. The 
former Soviet Republic has attracted an impressive number of NGOs 
and international institutions since its independence in 1991 to pro-
mote reforms. A large number of local NGOs mushroomed in the 
country. Koalitisia as a national NGO claims to represent a network 
of 100 local NGOs. Since its creation, Koalitsia has developed close 
links with the NDI, a foundation of the American Democratic Party. 
Koalitsia’s role in the Kyrgyz political game began in 2000 through 
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local electoral observation and condemnation of frauds and irregulari-
ties. This original dispositif played a key role in the delegitimization of 
power during the parliamentary elections of March 2005 that led to the 
“Tulip Revolution” and Akayev’s fall. Edil Baisalov, Koalitsia’s presi-
dent, then abruptly emerged on the international media scene as an 
icon of the transnational movement of democracy for his role in popu-
lar movements during the Tulip Revolution. The change of govern-
ment was expected to mark the birth of a new political order and the 
triumph of democracy promotion in the region. Yet, no radical break 
occurred after the Tulip Revolution. The new president Bakiyev pre-
sented himself as the incarnation of democracy promotion as opposed 
to the authoritarianism of the Akayev regime. In fact, Bakiyev used 
the industry of democracy promotion mainly to seize power before 
he gradually reverted to his predecessor’s political practices. He was 
overthrown in 2010 by one of his former allies, Roza Otunbayeva. 
Edil Baisalov, Koalitisia’s leader, decided to create a new party and par-
ticipate in the political race during parliamentary elections in October. 
Koalitsia served as a springboard to launch his political career. The 
chapter proposes a more general ref lection on the spread of electoral 
observation in the world and its consequences on national political 
games with the emergence of transnational actors.

 Dostena Anguelova-Lavergne retraces the emergence of one of the 
first think tanks in postcommunist Bulgaria. She emphasizes their 
contribution in the reconstruction of the country’s political landscape. 
These think tanks permanently deny their eminently political role 
and invoke their technical expertise to justify their legitimate par-
ticipation in public life. Dostena Anguelova-Lavergne more broadly 
raises the question of democratic transition in Bulgaria through the 
action of new civil society associations. Although the latter are neither 
political parties nor grassroots movements, they have played a deci-
sive role in structuring a new political life after the fall of the com-
munist system. The emergence of this kind of institution was possible 
thanks to funding by Georges Soros’s Open Society Institute or by 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID). She 
illustrates both American inf luence via soft power and the local log-
ics of reappropriation of these new resources. The author particularly 
examines one think tank, namely, the Centre of Liberal Strategies, 
and how its principal leader became a major actor of Bulgarian public 
life. A string of similar institutions involved in democracy promotion 
established transnational networks in Europe. Their leaders form a new 
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elite whose legitimacy is based on global support but suffers from a lack 
of strong local ties.

Raphaelle Mathey examines the case of Azerbaijan. At the beginning 
of the 1990s, this Caucasian country emerged from the Soviet experi-
ence and a bloody, unresolved conf lict with its Armenian neighbor on 
the issue of Karabakh. The young independent state then developed 
close ties with international institutions and Western states in order to 
consolidate its independence and find actors likely to plead for its cause 
in the Karabakh conf lict. Azerbaijan developed privileged links with 
the Council of Europe in order to legitimize its international existence 
and affirm its attachment to Europe. For the European organization, 
this presented an opportunity to inf luence Azerbaijan’s political future 
and extend its range of action to the whole of the former USSR. 
Raphaelle Mathey more precisely analyzes how the issue of political 
prisoners became a central question in the relationship between the 
European organization and the Azeri administration. The actions of 
the Council of Europe tend to modify the political game in a country 
where political prisoners are not opponents occupying a marginal place 
in the political chessboard. They are generally former high government 
officials suddenly removed by the president. The author thus sheds light 
on logics of power that strongly resists external pressure. The Council 
of Europe indirectly questions the president’s preeminent role in orga-
nizing the circulation of power in a singular way by using carceral 
banishment. Despite the intransigence of the Azerbaijani government, 
the actions of the Council of Europe and local NGOs concerned with 
human rights nevertheless modify political reality. National and inter-
national mediatization of the issue of political prisoners changes the 
status of political opponents and the legitimacy of political banishment 
by the president. The Azerbaijani administration must thus deal with a 
set of local, international, and transnational actors at the very heart of 
the national political system.

David Recondo’s chapter is devoted to the reforms of participative 
decentralization adopted by Bolivia. Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada’s gov-
ernment (1993–1997 and 2002–2003) implemented a vast program of 
state reform. Under international impetus, it intended to draw support 
from a new territorial configuration so as to change the local political 
game dominated by regional barons. David Recondo bases his work 
more particularly on the portrait of two emblematic actors, Goni and 
Jesus de Machaqua. They incarnate the emergence of brokers who estab-
lish links between global logics of good governance and local reality. 
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On the one hand, participation and decentralization programs in Bolivia 
offer opportunities to realize one of the main objectives of good gover-
nance ideology. However, some Bolivian politicians use these programs 
to defy the power of regional notables. By creating municipe, the govern-
ment hopes to redefine citizens’ relationship to the state, and some elites 
like Goni or Machaqua hope to draw benefit from it. Paradoxically, the 
creation of municipe did not have the expected impact and even pro-
voked a form of communitarization of political life. After his election, 
Evo Morales backed out of this territorial reform, judging it a neoliberal 
imposition favoring national and regional elites.

The following chapters deal with Afghanistan, Serbia, and Pakistan, 
which have experienced a major conf lict sometimes ending with an 
external military presence. These cases are categorized by the world of 
international experts as “post-conf lict” situations and can be extended 
to countries like Iraq, Bosnia and Kosovo, Oriental Timor, etc.

Alessandro Monsutti’s chapter deals with programs of reconstruction 
in Afghanistan, following the intervention of the military coalition 
headed by the United States at the end of 2001. The two loya jirga or big 
constitutive assemblies ( June 2002, December 2003 to January 2004), 
the presidential and parliamentary elections (Oct. 2004, Sept. 2005, 
Oct. 2010), were mainly held under the impetus of the United States, 
its allies, and the United Nations. Foreign aid played a key role in 
the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Monsutti especially analyzes the 
deployment of one of the main international programs for the country’s 
reconstruction. The National Solidarity Programme (NSP), coordi-
nated by the World Bank, brings together different Afghan authorities, 
international NGOs, and various international organizations partici-
pating in the program’s implementation. The author insists on the 
importance of evaluating this program in the general Afghan context. 
He emphasizes the centrality of local logics in a country where avail-
able resources are rare. The implication of different Afghan actors in 
the NSP can be interpreted as one of the major forms of general local 
strategy, which consists of capturing external resources. Not only min-
isters or parliamentarians but also smugglers or generals issuing from 
anti-Soviet resistance, defenders of human rights or Islamic militants, 
peasants or shopkeepers, are all actors connected in one way or another 
with transnational networks. All these Afghan citizens adopt different 
strategies and means but share the characteristics of promoting their 
visions and interests by using transnational ties. The NSP incarnates 
another paradox of the aid industry. If it draws its legitimacy from the 
determination to restore power to Afghans, this kind of program sheds 
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light on the active participation of international experts of all kinds in 
Afghan political life.

Theodora Vetta studies the construction of a new administration 
in post-Milosevic Serbia. After the collapse and destruction of the 
Yugoslavia federation, Serbia faced military intervention and finally 
the deposition of Milosevic following a popular insurrection (October 
2000). At the beginning of the millennium, successive Serbian govern-
ments implemented deep reforms in the state. The different reforms of 
liberal inspiration were largely initiated and piloted by several donors. 
Local NGOs then became a major element in the construction of the 
new governance. They participated in power within different minis-
tries. Theodora Vetta evokes the emergence of a new social class. The 
NGO is no longer a counterpower confronting the state, but becomes 
a simple agent executing a public policy. In a country ruined by several 
years of war and largely isolated internationally because of the situation 
of Kosovo and the question of General Mladic’s arrest, the strategies of 
new elites appear as a form of resignation, even capitulation, to adopt 
the reforms desired by “good governance” experts as fast as possible. 
These reforms suffered by the population and by a part of the politi-
cal class are accepted by these local NGOs as the only strategy for the 
country to recover a semblance of normality, and the only path of inte-
gration into the European Union.

Shafqat Hussain’s chapter also deals with a postconf lict situation in the 
Hunza region of North Pakistan. Hussain especially interests himself on 
the impact of development programs of the Aga Khan Development 
Network foundation (AKDN). The unification of this part of the for-
merly colonized Kashmir to Pakistan is not settled at the level of interna-
tional law. The text explores the various forms of sovereignty to which 
the inhabitants are confronted, and the manner in which the Ismaelian 
populations perceive the activities financed by their spiritual guide and 
their everyday responses. The authority of the Aga Khan, who himself 
stays far away in Aiglemont, a suburb of Paris, is based on his religious 
aura and his economic capacity to construct and maintain ties with sev-
eral millions of devotees. The latter are scattered all over the world, 
and form what the author calls a “transnation.” Sovereignty is not, in 
this case, conceived in terms of political power, administrative control 
of a clearly delimited territory, or monopoly of legitimate violence. It 
includes the capacity to organize local life, ensure a certain degree of 
protection, and guarantee all kinds of social services (health, educa-
tion, etc.). The AKDN has thus established a form of sovereignty that 
does not contest the Pakistani state while proposing its own program of 
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modernization and development. This foundation’s actions contribute as 
much to completing the mission of the Pakistani state as to promoting 
the social mobility of an Ismaelian community within Pakistani society, 
while reinforcing Ismaelite networks across the world.

The next two chapters concern two countries whose history was 
strongly marked by a military dictator supported by the United States 
and Great Britain, respectively. Contrary to former communist regimes, 
these countries have paradoxically always been supported by the main 
promoters of democracy. Indonesia and Nigeria, presented in the last 
group of countries, also share the fact of being two powerful states with 
coveted resources and in a position to resist external injunctions. These 
two countries embarked on political reform at the end of the 1990s. 
Romain Bertrand’s chapter focuses on Indonesia and goes back to the 
transition of power to Suharto (1998), who inaugurated a new political 
period of reforms, Reformasi. It led to a new opening for the country 
that was no longer limited to military cooperation. Military dictator-
ship itself engaged the country in this process. A number of “engineers 
of democracy” of IOs or of American foundations then came over to 
the Indonesian state, proposing their expertise. Bertrand evokes the 
experience of an American foundation, the IFES, in the reform of the 
electoral code. He pleads for an approach that integrates the long term 
so as not to overestimate external action in this country. He reminds 
us that the prevailing changes are also part of the local power strug-
gles between different elites. The rising power of lawyers is not only 
a result of the new international context. It is also based on the revi-
talization of a very important constitutionalist vernacular tradition at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. These changes also fit into a 
geostrategic continuity between the Indonesian state and the United 
States. The political and demographic power of the Indonesian state 
also permitted Suharto to frame transnational relations established in 
different experiments of democracy promotion. The action of different 
experts remains relatively discrete and privileges relations with state 
institutions. Moreover, this is one of the major points in common with 
another powerful country that also emerged from a liberal military 
dictatorship at more or less the same time.

Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos’s chapter deals with the powerful 
petrol state of Africa: Nigeria. He analyzes the action—or rather inac-
tion—of the German foundations KAS and FES. They organize meet-
ings, conferences, workshops, and training programs, being careful not 
to upset governmental authorities. Through such events, foundations 
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establish privileged links with various sets of elites. In a country that 
was long dominated by the British and then under American inf lu-
ence, the activities of these foundations thus translated German deter-
mination to be present in Africa. This type of foundation often gives 
its forms of actions universal justifications but proves to be a tool of 
inf luence that allows the German state to establish links outside the 
framework of official diplomacy confined to relations with the govern-
ment. German foundations can thus ensure a discrete diplomacy while 
privileging an official political position that refrains from publicly criti-
cizing the politics of the Nigerian government.

The book ends with a chapter on Cuba. In contrast to the other 
situations studied, neither the major changes as in Eastern Europe, nor 
conf licts or invocations to change have intervened here. Cuba experi-
ences a relatively unique configuration. The Cuban government found 
itself in a bloodless situation at the end of the Cold War. It lost one of 
its major partners (the USSR) while being the object of an American 
embargo. The country gradually came under a very significant inter-
national pressure to change its political system. Many American foun-
dations supported by the Cuban Diaspora of Miami attempted different 
strategies to hasten the fall of Fidel Castro’s regime. The European 
Union and also the French and Spanish states’ developed projects have 
tried to inf luence the island’s destiny. Few international organizations 
are present, but Dejan Dimitrijevic shows how the question of resis-
tance to all external inf luence has allowed the regime to gradually 
change a political imaginary. The question of change and democracy is 
negotiated by an intellectual elite that then draws upon other experi-
ences, particularly South American, and loudly proclaims its resistance 
to the dominant model that would be transmitted by the American 
enemy. The f low of ideas is reorganized in relation to a new ideo-
logical context. Moreover, Cuban society has strongly changed since 
the 1990s. The emergence of a new f low of individual tourists from 
Europe has also considerably transformed economic and intellectual 
exchanges. Dimitrijevic analyzes the emergence of new actors in this 
field; the predominant role assumed by this new hybrid economy along 
with the development of a private sector brings de facto a change, espe-
cially in the role accorded to the state. The author suggests that the 
transition announced and much awaited by some has perhaps already 
taken place. Different signs could indicate that Cuban society is already 
experiencing a radical dynamics of change that has taken a form unex-
pected by some observers.
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Notes

1. In the French context, the works of Jean-François Bayart and Béatrice Hibou could be 
cited.

2. The term dispositif proposed by Foucault is sometimes translated as “apparatus.” See Michel 
Foucault, Power/Knowledge. Selected Interviews and Other Writings, New York: Colin Gordon, 
1980, pp. 194–228.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Glocal Integrity: Good Governance Brokers 
and the Appropriation of Transnational 

Anticorruption Policies in Senegal

G iorgio  Blundo

 (. . .) Civil society is not an opposition party. It plays the role of 
criticism, of denunciation, but also constitutes a proactive force to 
change things. Someone said that “le grand soir” (the big night), 
the revolution, it’s for political parties. Early morning, breakfast 
and lunch, is for civil society, it’s every day.1

It will soon be 20 years since the African states started moving to the 
rhythm of good governance, the latest paradigm of development aid, 
popularized in 1992 by the World Bank2 and recently set up as a “fun-
damental truth” by the president of the United States, Barack Obama. 
In a speech delivered on July 11, 2009, before the Ghanaian parliament, 
Obama reminded his audience that “development depends upon good 
governance,” and “No person wants to live in a society where the rule 
of law gives way to the rule of brutality and bribery.”

A vast literature, heir to post-structuralist or deconstructionist 
approaches to development (Escobar 1991, 1995, and 1997), has oppor-
tunely underlined the limits, the ideological biases, and the paradoxes of 
anticorruption reforms or improvement of “governance”: a normative, 
teleological and universal approach emphasizing “neutral” technical 
solutions to problems divested of their political dimension beforehand 
(Ferguson, 1990; Polzer, 2001); an acritical naïf exaltation of a “civil 
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society” set up as a counterpower to a state continuously suspected of 
sundry excesses (Szeftel, 1998); and an ignorance of realities they claim 
to reform. But critics of “good governance,” with the exception of 
Anders’s recent works (2005, 2007), have too often confined them-
selves to discourse analysis and have consequently neglected a subtle 
analysis of the impact of this new transnational architecture of power 
on local political realities.

The case of anticorruption policies, driven by a complex transnational 
network, peopled by foundations, governmental institutions, interna-
tional and local NGOs, agencies of bilateral or multilateral cooperation, 
experts, and consultants appears to reveal a system of a new power. 
Norms, government techniques, financial resources, denunciations, 
and sanctions transit simultaneously through this network. In order to 
function, this system of power needs intermediary actors, mediators, 
and brokers between different normative and institutional worlds. This 
chapter presents the results of an ongoing study in Senegal that deals 
with the emergence of local NGOs whose declared ambition is to work 
for more transparency and responsibility in public management. In a 
context of globalization of policies dealing with the fight against cor-
ruption, these groups act as intermediaries between funding agencies, 
foundations, international NGOs, and local “civil society.” The case 
study presented here can serve to bring to light “glocal” processes that 
tend to become standard. In particular, I focus on the logics of local 
actors recuperating and “diverting” international crusades for public 
integrity.

The object of this study is located at the crossroads of my work on 
corruption and development brokers. My work on daily corruption in 
western Africa (Blundo and Olivier de Sardan, 2001, 2007), led me to 
rub shoulders with anticorruption circles, and particularly the Civil 
Forum, a civic association of Dakar that became the Senegalese section 
of Transparency International in 2000. Thanks to the address list of its 
members, I was able to meet businessmen, state general inspectors, and 
officials concerned about corruption and willing to share their experi-
ences with me.

Marilou Mathieu, who conducted a comparative historical survey 
on anticorruption policies in Benin, Niger, and Senegal, concluded his 
study on a nuanced tone: “Faced with the demands of the World Bank, 
African governments respond in two ways: (a) establishing state struc-
tures under the direct control of the president or his general secretary 
to fight corruption (in Benin, Niger); and (b) creating sham popular 
movements. When independent movements of ‘civil society’ exist, they 
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are ignored (Niger), circumvented (Benin) or left in their discursive 
sphere (Senegal). When means are available for ‘civil society’ to fight 
corruption, they are controlled by the State and fit into client patron-
age networks (themselves capable of breeding corruption)” (Mathieu, 
2007: 346).

How then can “civil society” initiatives in the matter of good gov-
ernance be interpreted? This kind of exercise carries the risk of getting 
stuck in a sterile opposition between a vision of southern civil societies 
as trustees of all democratic virtues and a reading of these very actors 
as the new compradors enslaved to the interests of donors and pure 
“vehicles of neo-liberal governmentality” (Bebbington et al., 2008: 8, 
cited in Routley, 2009: 3).

More than ten years ago, I worked on “development brokers” in 
Senegal, actors who “ensure both the drain of foreign aid f lows in rural 
circles and canalize local demands for help by translating them into a 
language understandable to developers” (Blundo, 1995). This research 
problematic extended to other West African countries (Bierschenk, 
Chauveau, and Olivier de Sardan, 2000) and recently taken up by 
Anglo-Saxon authors (Lewis and Mosse, 2006), opened two pathways 
of ref lection that I readopt in the framework of this contribution. The 
first emphasizes the paths, skills, and modes of action of social actors 
who specialize in the acquisition, control, and redistribution of devel-
opment income and the impact of their action on the reorganization of 
national political spaces. The second, based on the notion of “transla-
tion” proposed by Bruno Latour, is interested in intermediation as a 
mode of production of unified visions of development. In spite of their 
fragmentation and different positions, heterogeneous actors in the field 
of development are constantly engaged in the creation of an order, and 
permit a certain convergence between the definition of problems and 
the reality of interventions (Lewis and Mosse, 2006: 14).

Viewed from this perspective, these new brokers of good governance 
no longer appear as simple translators of neoliberal concepts and tech-
nologies of governance. An ethnography of their practices and their 
integration into multiple networks (national and transnational) will 
highlight the processes through which these new institutional actors 
reinterpret international norms of public integrity, engage in national 
political fields, struggle to win some of the financial godsend of the 
anticorruption industry, and undoubtedly contribute to redefining 
relations between citizens and public powers in Africa.

I avoid a utilitarian reading according to which these actors would 
simply represent new strategies for harnessing international resources. 
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Rather, I consider them as sites of politics, in which new visions of the 
state are elaborated and alternative forms of participation in public life 
are tested. But I also underline the sometimes-ambiguous relationships 
they knit with political powers, the other components of “civil society,” 
and the transnational community of anticorruption. And I finally dem-
onstrate that opportunistic strategies (imitation, harnessing, personal 
privileges, legitimization) are not in contradiction with different kinds 
of investment in local public and political, even international space.

The Birth of the Civil Forum: A Militant Elite

The development brokers that we have studied—rural or neorural, 
peasants or former officials—shared the characteristic of having a strong 
local anchor, especially in the rural environment.3 On the contrary, the 
emergence of organizations concerned with questions of citizenship, 
democracy, and good governance was limited, at least initially, to the 
urban Senegalese world and more precisely to the world of Dakar.

Founded in 1993 around a small core of members coming essen-
tially from the circle of lawyers and liberal professions, the Civil Forum 
aimed at involving the Senegalese upper middle class more deeply in 
public debates. The political context was favorable. French-speaking 
Africa was shaken by a series of national conferences demanding demo-
cratic regimes, a movement that France was obliged to follow in the 
wake of Mitterrand’s famous speech at the Franco-African summit at 
La Baule in June 1990. This imposed the new doctrine of democratic 
conditionality. Senegal, open to multipartyism since 1981 and benefit-
ing from a long experience of local participation in public affairs since 
the 1972 decentralization reforms, also experienced the effervescence 
of a private, written and audiovisual press since the mid-1980s.

The association’s two main leaders are childhood friends who grew 
up in one of the main streets of the Plateau neighborhood of Dakar. 
They have different trajectories, but share a certain number of common 
features.

In the first place, both share a family tradition and personal experi-
ence of associative and political militancy. The Civil Forum’s first presi-
dent, Mame Adama Gueye, is the son of a militant trade unionist in the 
transport sector; his cousin, Latif Guèye, leader of the NGO Jamra, was 
a deputy in the National Assembly during the last legislature. His twin 
sister is married to Abdoulaye Makhtar Diop, who was minister of state 
modernization under the former president Abdou Diouf. As a student 
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of law and economics in France, he became president of the Rennes 
section of the Association of Senegalese Students of France and a 
member of the Marxist Federation of Black African French-speaking 
students (FEANF). His right hand and cofounder of the association, 
Mouhamadou Mbodj, comes from a family deeply involved in extreme 
left movements. Mouhamadou was close to the “arsonists’ group” 
formed by students and pupils who burnt the French Cultural Center 
during President Pompidou’s visit in 1971.4 At the start of the 1980s, he 
was a leading member of the Fourth International (FI), at its head office, 
and one of the leaders of the Socialist Organization of Workers (OST). 
This Trotskyite party (OST) founded in 1982, merged in 1991 with 
And Jëf/Revolutionary Movement for New Democracy, which subse-
quently became And Jëf/African Party for Democracy and Socialism.

In the second place, they share a similar experience of travel and 
international contacts. Adama Gueye spent long years in France where 
he successively obtained a master’s degree in business law, a DESS 
(diploma in higher specialized studies) in law and judicial practice, 
another in business law and taxation, and a diploma in business advisory 
law. He went to Canada where he obtained an MBA at the University 
of Quebec in Montreal. Admitted on his return from France in 1982 
to the bar at Dakar, he became member of the order of the coun-
cil of lawyers from 1988 to 1994 and set up the firm Mame Adama 
Gueye and Co. As lawyer for the biggest firms on the spot, such as 
Chemical Industries of Senegal (ICS), Central Bank of West African 
states (BCEAO), National Society of Exploitation of Waters of Senegal 
(SONES), SENTEL (cellular phones) and the airline company Air 
Senegal International, he was immersed in Dakar’s cosmopolitan cir-
cles. As for Mouhamadou Mbodj, years of Trotskyite militancy led him 
to the United States where he knit contacts with the Socialist Workers 
Party, to Nicaragua, Peru, and Sierra Maestra in Argentina, and Burkina 
where he associated with Compaoré, and to Maghreb where he made 
connections with Algerian and Tunisian leftist movements. Leaving for 
Canada in 1987, he stayed there for five years, obtaining a masters in 
management but, above all, discovering an associative life there, par-
ticipating in neighborhood meetings, and reading Tocqueville. It was 
then he arrived at the conclusion that Senegal and Africa’s problem lay 
in the fact that their elites, too mimetic and extroverted, had not been 
an instrument of change as in the United States and Canada. In order 
to get out of this impasse, they had to mobilize Senegalese elites. As he 
acknowledged retrospectively, the idea of creating the Civil Forum was 
born largely from this experience.
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Mouhamadou, the political activist, drew up the manifesto of the 
Civil Forum. Mame Adama, the jurist, wrote out its statutes.

The constitutive assembly of the association held at Dakar’s Chamber 
of Commerce brought together 200 persons, but the hard core of the 
association would be limited for many years to some 30 odd people. 
At its beginnings, the emerging group was strongly criticized, as much 
by academic circles rebellious to the idea that managerial officers were 
taking over their role as analysts of society as by opposition parties 
who suspected the forum of playing the card of criticizing the regime 
with the intention of then being coopted by the power, according to a 
well-consolidated tradition since Senghor and still alive under Wade’s 
regime.

Confronted with these attacks, the Civil Forum decided to strengthen 
its elitist nature and set up safeguards supposedly to protect the found-
ers’ militant spirit. The latter refused the status of NGO in order to 
distinguish themselves from professional development organizations, 
whom they criticized for mismanagement and lack of autonomy vis-à-
vis the donors. In order to be accepted as a member, it was necessary to 
be sponsored by two other members of the association, not militate in a 
political party, and not have public responsibilities. Finally, the general 
assembly rejected the idea of an eventual extension of associative activi-
ties to other regions of Senegal. For more than one decade, the Civil 
Forum remained an exclusively Dakarois movement.

The presidency of the movement naturally went to Adama Gueye, 
without a public political past and capable of incarnating the image of 
an apolitical and citizen association. Obsessed with safeguarding an 
identity that was still under construction, the Civil Forum decided not 
to seek grants from funding agencies. For six years, it functioned with 
its own funds, keeping its headquarters in Gueye’s office.

The association gradually made a place for itself in the area of advo-
cacy and in the sometimes bitter criticism of political scandals that 
erupted in the 1990s. But the theme of corruption was not yet openly 
tackled, and its interventions in the private written and later audiovi-
sual press were focused on the absence of transparency in the manage-
ment of public affairs.

The Transition to Anticorruption

The idea of attacking the phenomenon of corruption emerged in 
1996, when the Civil Forum joined the mobilization of civil society 
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organizations in support of Sud Quotidien, condemned to pay a fine of 
500 million CFA francs following a complaint of defamation deposed 
by the Senegalese Sugar Company, whom this private newspaper had 
pinned down in an affair of custom fraud. This event must be placed in 
the  broader context of the early 1990s that saw the outbreak of several 
scandals. Widely covered by the media, they shared the common theme 
of politico-administrative corruption and mismanagement of public 
institutions.5 The 1990s also marked the forceful return of the question 
of good governance in discourses and, to a lesser extent, in government 
actions. The theme was far from new. At the end of the 1970s, the sec-
retary of state to the primature6 (1979) had made a study based on what 
was then modestly called “the problematic of professional conscience,” 
reviewing the functioning of the different ministries and state bodies. 
Two years later, an energetic law against illegal enrichment7 came into 
force under the inspiration of Abdou Diouf who had barely succeeded 
Senghor. It intended to moralize public life and weaken the power of 
the “socialist barons.” It would practically remain a dead letter due to 
the lack of political will.

However, at the dawn of the third millennium, the promotion of 
good governance and its corollary, the fight against corruption, were 
no longer an internal policy stake. They were the conditions for the 
grant of international aid. Weakened by social and political crisis (crisis 
of the rural world, the Casamance conf lict, and so on), unable to count 
on the electoral support of religious leaders any longer, the socialist 
regime struggling for survival implemented a national program of good 
governance in 1998 under the pressure of international donors,8 and 
in 1999 submitted a project of administrative reform to the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the World Bank. Its 
broad lines were supposed to have emerged from a national dialogue 
on public service and good governance, as well as from participative 
surveys among users of public service, which included members of the 
associative and private sector in the ref lection on reforms.9

In this backdrop, the Civil Forum manifested its involvement in the 
niche of good governance. A first off-the-record seminar on corrup-
tion in 1996 led by the revenue court and the council of the judiciary 
was followed in April 1999 by a seminar on transparency and man-
agement of public affairs. Inaugurated by Prime Minister Mamadou 
Lamine Loum in the luxurious setting of the Novotel hotel, this event, 
financed by the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and the Friedrich Nauman foundation, disclosed the associa-
tion’s strategy: to secure wide media coverage of its activities and to 
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diversify its partners. Its guest list included government and private 
newspapers, ministers, judges, representatives of funding agencies and 
embassies, members of trade unions and employer organizations, NGOs, 
parliamentary groups, and even Moustapha Sy, the leader of the 
Dahiratoul Moustarchidina wal Moustarchidaty movement, supporter 
of a political Islam and a f leeting candidate in the presidential elections of 
March 2000 (Samson, 2005). Following the suggestion of the local rep-
resentative of the European Commission, Dieter Frish, one of the found-
ing members of Transparency International (TI), was invited to deliver 
the opening speech. Contact with the organization was established. 
The following year, after some negotiations to which I shall come back 
later, the Civil Forum became the Senegalese chapter of TI.

Exporting Integrity: Between Cloning 
and Reinterpretation

The entry into the transnational world of anticorruption gradually 
engaged the Civil Forum in a dual process. On the one hand, the asso-
ciation initiated the delicate transition from militancy to professional-
ism: the “projectization of anticorruption” included converting “what 
were once moral campaigns and virtuous ideas [. . .] into grant catego-
ries and technical assistance contracts” (Sampson, 2005). However, it 
was supposed to conform to the criteria that TI imposed on its local 
partners in exchange for the right to use its label. In fact, as a central 
actor in the globalization of movements of anticorruption, “TI is [. . .] 
not just an organization, or group of organizations; it is also a franchise 
and a brand” (Sampson, 2006).

The acquisition of the TI label led the Civil Forum to work with the 
conceptual and methodological tools of the parent organization. The 
latter, striving to find reliable interlocutors in French-speaking West 
Africa,10 multiplied its workshops for the “development of skills” in 
order to strengthen the organizational capacities of its local branches 
and familiarize them with its “corporate culture.”11 Thus, from 2000 
onward, the Civil Forum held press conferences on the annual appear-
ance of the Corruption Perceptions Index, “the poll of polls,” which clas-
sifies countries all over the world on a scale ranging from the most 
honest to the most corrupt: the association created a center for juridical 
and administrative assistance (CAJA) and denunciation of administra-
tive abuses at Dakar and Rufisque12; it promoted quantitative surveys 
of sectors most affected by the phenomenon of corruption and trained 
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more than 80 journalists in the use of reports given out by the Court 
of Auditors and in investigation methods in cases of corruption (Dieye, 
2008: 257). The Civil Forum was equally responsible for the reference 
to transparency in the conduct and management of public affairs in the 
preamble of the new Senegalese constitution.13 But more than anything 
else, in conformity with its new role as TI’s national chapter, it played 
the role of a watchdog in the last few years, through the participation of 
some of its members in mixed organizations of control and regulation 
(in the public and private sector or “civil society”). Among these were 
the National Electoral Commission (CENA), the agency for the regu-
lation of public procurements, the supervisory committee of big public 
works initiated by the National Agency for the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference (ANOCI), and the national committee for fighting 
against nontransparency, corruption, and misappropriation of public 
funds (CNLCC), created in November 2003.14

One could even suggest that in accordance with the neoliberal agenda 
of “good governance,” TI and its Senegalese section share the same 
neo-Tocquevillian vision of civil society cherished by international 
institutions of development. They contributed to an improved balance 
in relations between state, society, and market, culminating in a “vir-
tuous circle” that is capable of producing stability and growth through 
f lexible combinations of governmental, nongovernmental, and private 
actors in the production of public services (Lewis, 2002).

In fact, the TI’s strategy, perfected by Peter Eigen, former founder 
president of the organization and defector from the World Bank, encour-
aged the construction of “coalitions” between state, private sector, and 
civil society in order to collectively apply a national plan of public integ-
rity. Moreover, the vision represented by the symbol of the “wheel of 
integrity” was adopted by the Civil Forum in its strategic plan elaborated 
in 2004. It was also in this framework that the association initiated a 
national coalition for transparency and anticorruption in December 2000, 
a stillborn assembly of the organization of human rights, women and 
youth movements, employer trade unions, workers, and religious organi-
zations, which in its early stages obtained President Wade’s support.

Are we then in the presence of a successful experiment of “exporting 
integrity” from global civil society to national civil society (Sampson, 
2006)?15 Nothing could be less certain. In the first place, the metaphor 
of exportation is, in my opinion, reductionist, for it implies the idea of 
a one-way movement of norms, values, and institutional models from 
the North to the South. One can certainly agree with Sampson when 
he suggests that “the anticorruption conferences, the lobbying activities 
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of organizations like Transparency International, and the various inter-
national anticorruption treaties all have an inf luence on how a local 
anticorruption scene unfolds” (Sampson, 2005), but on the condition of 
simultaneously acknowledging the historicity of local fields, their own 
autonomy, and sometimes even their capacity of inf luencing interna-
tional actors.16 Globalization—in this case, of policies of good gover-
nance—is not forcibly synonymous with standardization, but “instead 
it institutes a ‘widespread mutual interaction’ (. . .). The phenomena of 
retroaction, appropriation and creative derivation are constitutive of 
globalization” (Bayart, 2004: 45).

In other words, the Civil Forum is not a simple clone of the par-
ent company. To begin with, it won the right from TI to continue its 
ref lection on the promotion of citizenship in Senegal without devoting 
itself exclusively, as the parent company desired, to the fight against 
corruption. Then, on several occasions, the association questioned TI’s 
orientations and mode of functioning.

The example of TI’s Source Book (Pope, 2000) could be taken. This 
is a kind of bible of the transnational network vision, then on translated 
into more than 20 languages. Given that this text was too infused with 
an Anglo-Saxon juridical culture, the Civil Forum was one of the prin-
cipal initiators in reworking it to suit a French-speaking institutional 
and cultural context. Its then president, Mame Adama Gueye (who was 
also member of TI’s administrative council), coordinated “this work 
of adaptation-revision” to “enable an international organization like 
Transparency International to integrate the specificities of all contexts 
in the approach of elaborating shared tools” (Gueye, 2000: 8). This 
undertaking was much less consensual than it appears. It was even at 
the root of the first internal conf lict in the association: Mouhamadou 
Mbodj, who criticized the verticality of the decision-making process 
and demanded a greater involvement of African national sections in 
drawing up the French version, slammed the door and withdrew from 
the TI movement for three years.

When he came back in 2004, he succeeded his lawyer friend at the 
head of the association. He reformed the organization of Civil Forum, 
transformed the presidency into a coordination body, and enlarged the 
administrative council. He surrounded himself with young researchers 
in economics and social sciences and created ad hoc committees and a 
task force that followed current political events and helped put together 
files for funding and prepared its appearances in the media.

On the occasion of annual retreats of national sections or the move-
ment’s meetings on the margins of the international conference in the 
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fight against corruption, the Civil Forum’s new leader mobilized several 
African branches against TI. He considered the organization’s orienta-
tion too liberal and hardly adapted to the African context. The “new” 
Civil Forum rejected TI’s “World Bank culture” that focused on the 
exploitation of quantitative data. It declared: “We no longer want to be 
consumers of scientific research but producers.” Two anthropological 
inquiries on corruption in matters like health and environment were 
initiated (Fall 2004, 2006) and an independent research center, Lareg, 
was created in 2010.

In 2006, Mbodj headed the lobby that supported the candidature of 
the former head of the Agency of Canadian Development to TI’s presi-
dency. Huguette Labelle, whom Mbodj knew well, was elected by one 
vote against TI’s founder Peter Eigen’s Latin American candidate. In 
his words, this is why Africa regained importance within TI: Senegal 
was the first country to be visited by the new president, and TI’s vice 
president is a Cameroonian. The “African Front” even succeeded in 
passing an important reform, extending TI’s actions from the single 
field of corruption to the fight against poverty bred by corruption and 
bad governance. In other words, for the Civil Forum, from then on, 
the question was to “compete with TI in the production of ideas.”

Other initiatives of a more cultural nature, such as the promotion 
of artistic works on the theme of corruption (plays, caricatures, com-
ics, rap music), allowed the Civil Forum to keep its distance from TI’s 
traditional tools. But at the same time, the tools for sensitizing and 
training theater groups and young rappers belong to the international 
orthodoxy of “good governance”: the United Nations charter against 
corruption, TI’s Corruption Perception Index, the barometer of corrup-
tion in Senegal, etc. The international production on good governance 
was thus reworked locally, and it would be interesting to examine its 
impact.

Brokerage in Good Governance: Resources, 
Networks, and Levels of Skills

When the Civil Forum became the Senegalese section of TI in 2000, it 
occupied a highly specialized niche17—the improvement of “good gov-
ernance” through citizen control—in a complex, constantly growing 
multicolored national panorama of NGOs and associations. Of some 20 
odd NGOs present in Senegal in the middle of the 1970s, there were 
263 in 1992 (Blundo, 1998) rising to 410 NGOs in 2004, all recognized 



Giorgio Blundo36

by the government, and to these could be added more than 8,000 rural 
as well as urban associations registered with the home ministry

Most of these organizations have been a melting pot for a new “class” 
of development brokers, engaged in the collection and redistribution of 
international aid. They could prosper in Senegal on the grounds of a dual 
search for legitimacy. Presenting themselves to funding agencies as spokes-
men of the peasant masses, they organized themselves in groups seeking 
solutions offered by donors and giving villagers the impression that they 
were capable of attracting the greatly desired projects to the grassroots.

Yet, we have seen that the Civil Forum and other similar movements 
of anticorruption struggle had no popular legitimacy in their initial 
phases and did not really seek it. Contrary to the Fédération des ONG 
du Sénégal (FONGS) and the Comité National de Concertation des 
Ruraux (CNCR), organizations supposedly incarnating the “peasant 
movement” (Ba, Ndiaye, and Sonko, 2002) and tributaries of thou-
sands of grassroots associations, the Civil Forum’s action fits into “the 
consolidation of a real public opinion in Senegal as an essential means of 
strengthening democracy.”18 After the wave of peasant associations and 
development NGOs, its members were engulfed in a “third path” of 
“civil society,” that is, “a civic action led in conformity with international 
standards privileging the respect of human rights (including economic 
and social rights) and good governance and favoring citizen engage-
ment in tasks oriented toward the common good” (Ferrié, 2003: 76). 
Concretely, the point is to “give people the keys to understanding pub-
lic mechanisms for the promotion of a new citizenship.”19

On the model of actors belonging to “global civil society,” such as 
TI, the Civil Forum’s position is inspired by the repertory of “civic 
virtue” (Guilhot, 2005: 5), understood as active and disinterested par-
ticipation in the production of common good. And as only persons 
who are free from problems of material survival can participate in such 
an undertaking—“virtue, in other words, presupposes economic and 
social capital” (Guilhot, 2005: 6)—such movements promote an elitist 
conception of social and political action and such a restrained defini-
tion of “civil society,” that, in the words of one its own leaders, it even 
excludes development NGOs and the peasant movement.20

The representation of “civil society” has thus become a field of 
recurring confrontation in Senegal. As a recent work noted, “Such is 
the diversity of Senegalese civil society that it is difficult to represent 
it properly. Actors in the NGO sector tend to be preoccupied by their 
representativeness and legitimacy, and many NGOs seek to take control 
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of federative processes and organisations at the expense of achieving 
common goals. Of these, CONGAD, Civil Forum, and FONGS claim 
to represent the entire NGO sector” (Hermier, 2004: 4).

This little group belongs to the intellectual and leading elite, cut off 
from a society that is feebly literate, and concerned with problems of 
daily survival. Faced with a diffused and vague popular demand for 
a fight against corruption, it has thus built its legitimacy through a 
strategy of alliance with three principal actors: “the international com-
munity” of funding agencies, the national media, and to a lesser extent, 
governmental institutions.

Two dimensions allow us to measure the success of a brokerage 
undertaking: the indispensability and exclusivity of the intermediary. 
In its 15 years of existence, the Civil Forum has succeeded in standing 
up as an inevitable actor of initiatives in the matter of transparency and 
fight against corruption in Senegal. Over time, it has developed a series 
of “tools of translation” (Nauta, 2008: 262) that well and truly con-
stitute “techniques of power which aim to reinforce the legitimacy or 
even ‘indispensability’ of the intermediary vis-à-vis the groups being 
brought together” (Blundo and Le Meur, 2008: 30). These include the 
use of research in the social sciences, organization of workshops and 
seminars,21 publication of reports, active collaboration with the media, 
and the promotion of artistic and cultural productions.

Financed by a wide range of partners—the Centre de Recherche en 
Développement International (CRDI),22 Dutch and Luxembourgeois 
agencies of cooperation, the Georges Soros Foundation through its 
West African branch OSIWA, the Bill Gates Foundation, the UNDP, 
the Canadian embassy, and the European Union—the Civil Forum is 
the only organization to benefit from a grant for a national program 
for the fight against corruption in the framework of a European backing 
of the national program of good governance. Its alliance with the private 
media, and particularly with the rare Senegalese investigative reporters 
(we could cite Abdou Latif Coulibaly who received TI’s Integrity Award 
in 2005 on the suggestion of his allies in Civil Forum), permitted the 
association’s leaders and above all its coordinator, Mouhamadou Mbodj, 
to set themselves up as opinion makers, appearing almost daily on tele-
vision channels or in the pages of daily newspapers. As a corollary of 
this successful undertaking of media coverage, the insertion in politi-
cal and institutional, national and international, networks is equally 
important. Thanks to a network of sympathizers and informers within 
the state, built over the course of training programs and professional 
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careers, the Civil Forum succeeds in being in touch with the bedrock 
of daily management of the Senegalese state. Its coordinator is thus 
often considered as the political adviser by the embassies of Western 
countries as well as by representatives of USAID or the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF).

The process of professionalization that is characteristic of NGOs has 
remained limited for the Civil Forum, which counts only three per-
manent employees. But its members are themselves liberal professionals 
who apply their technical skills in the service of the organization’s aims. 
They are thus relatively comfortable with the process of the “growing 
‘ juridicization’ of the transnational field” (Anders, 2005: 41), which 
consists of the proliferation of juridical instruments in the application 
of policies of good governance (“technical agreements, memoranda of 
understanding, accounting and auditing standards,” and so on).

Since 2008, the Civil Forum seems to have become aware of the fact 
that its actions could rapidly fade away without the existence of relays in 
“real society.” Hence, the association has, to use its own terms, under-
taken a movement of “massification.” Departmental branches have 
emerged, often reduced to one or two persons in charge, as full of good 
intentions as they are isolated. Coming from the small local bourgeoisie 
(doctors, veterinaries, teachers) and despite their scanty resources, they 
attempt to control municipal and local affairs. Apart from the move-
ment’s objective of decentralization, the project of “massification” is 
also a response to the stakes in the internal power struggles of gen-
tly reducing the inf luence of the “old guard,” particularly that of its 
founding members who ceded to appeals of power, and whose image 
of “integrity warriors” seems definitely tarnished.

Brokerage in Good Governance and the Shift to Politics

My earlier works (Blundo, 1995, 2000) emphasized the intermedia-
tion within development arrangements as potential springboards for 
a political career. If for some, these ambitions remained limited to local 
political arenas, for others, they targeted a position on the national 
political scene. For instance, this FONGS member attempted to chal-
lenge the Socialist Party in the legislative elections of May 1993 with 
the abortive creation of the Peasant Movement of Senegal (Mouvement 
des Paysans du Sénégal). Since the beginning of the 1990s, community 
leaders invested largely in local elections, a trend that was reinforced 
with the democratic change that came about in 2000 (Legros, 2004). 
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But the relationships between actors drawing their legitimacy from the 
control of material and immaterial f lows of development aid and the 
national political field appears more sharply today with the multiplica-
tion of “ ‘forums’, ‘networks’, ‘coalition’ (. . .). This new system of power 
combining local, national, transnational, and international NGOs 
has modified the political game, the exercise of power, legitimacy and 
sovereignty of many political spaces, particularly justifying a rethink-
ing of the nature of power struggles in this kind of society” (Pétric, 
2008: 108).

Two recent trajectories, the first individual, the second collective, 
clearly illustrate the Senegalese anticorruption movement’s political par-
ticipation. The first concerns the independent candidature of the Civil 
Forum’s former president in the 2007 presidential elections. Confident 
of his reputation of an honest and committed man, earned while lead-
ing the movement, Mame Adama Gueye inaugurated his campaign in 
December 2006 by creating the movement Selal (in wolof “rendering 
lawful”). It was expected to unleash a “transversal citizen dynamic” 
for the “restoration of republican normality.”23 In his speeches he pro-
claimed himself “the candidate of civil society” and often kept an eye 
on his old companions whom he quite openly accused of compromis-
ing with President Wade’s regime. The Civil Forum’s answer was not 
late in coming: civil society is plural and multiple and no single per-
son can claim to stand for it. He who does so is an impostor. Gueye 
warded the blow and, in another press release, declared himself to be 
a candidate who was a “product” of civil society. Abandoned by that 
very “civil society” composed of intellectuals and the heads of NGOs 
who viewed the political ambitions of one from their own ranks with 
suspicion, too removed because of his social status and his discourse to 
Senegalese electors, the candidate of “good governance” would obtain 
only a few thousands of votes (0.40 percent of the votes) and would 
console himself the following year with the presidency of the order 
of lawyers. If the cruel figures of his defeat unfailingly show “the gap 
between voluntarily opposition opinions expressed by the Senegalese 
vote, the respect for principles of good governance counting for less 
than the liveliness of the clientele game” (Magrin, 2008), they also sug-
gest that his passage from advocacy of public transparency to the spar-
ring for power took the electorate aback: “As long as he was in the Civil 
Forum, Mame Adama’s popularity was quite significant. But politics is 
something else altogether.”24

The second trajectory, which in my opinion, signals a deeper trans-
formations, is the Civil Forum’s participation in the organization of 



Giorgio Blundo40

the National Conference of Senegal (Assises Nationales du Sénégal) from 
June 1, 2008, to May 25, 2009. It was led by a broad coalition whose 
declared objective was to “re-found the Senegalese state.”

In the course of ten months, in a historically unprecedented configu-
ration in Senegal, the conference united more than a hundred organiza-
tions, habitually acting in very diverse fields and with varied modes of 
action. These included political parties of parliamentary and extrapar-
liamentary opposition,25 anticorruption and human rights associations, 
development NGOs, women associations, local councillors, employer 
organizations and economic operators, worker trade union organiza-
tions, organizations of the rural world as well as university staff, repre-
sentatives of different religious faiths, a part of the Senegalese Diaspora 
(in France and in the United States), and even retired high-ranking 
army officers. The last was an entirely new development in a country 
where the military has never come out of the barracks.

The promoters of the conference wished to provoke a “collective 
national ref lection” at all political-administrative levels on the paths 
open to the state and Senegalese society to confront what was termed a 
“multidimensional” crisis and envisage new forms of governance better 
adapted to the local context.

Even if the original project came back to the opposition parties26—
and no one analyzed it as an attempt to halt Wade’s pet project of see-
ing his son Karim succeed him to power—the conference was quickly 
appropriated by actors from the private associative sector and devel-
opment NGOs. Indeed, there was no question of organizing a new 
Senegalese version of the old African national conferences, or attempt-
ing to topple over the current regime. Instead, the idea was to engage 
in a growing process of deliberation structured around thematic com-
mittees that had reworked and systematized results after consultation 
with citizens at the departmental level.

This process has remained entirely independent of the community of 
donors as well as governmental authorities. Finances came from politi-
cal parties, the private and associative sector, and subscriptions from 
ordinary citizens and some individual “sponsors.”

The Civil Forum’s participation in leading the national conference 
confirms the association’s gradual disenchantment with the electoral 
promises of the new powers borne from the Alternance (the democratic 
political change that occurred in 2000) and the shift from a strategy 
of critical collaboration to a stance of confrontation. Between the two 
ballots of the presidential election in 2000, the Civil Forum (within a 
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collective of 11 organizations of “civil society”) mediated between the 
two candidates, the outgoing president Abdou Diouf and his opponent 
Abdoulaye Wade. The latter agreed to sign the commitment to respect 
election results (Transparency International, 2002: 188).

But in spite of the large popular movement that led him to the presi-
dency in March 2000, and despite the numerous promises of change, 
Wade gradually installed a personalized regime founded on clientelis-
tic redistribution of public resources. This political logic led de facto 
to tense relations with the private investigative press and censorship 
of every study or work proposing critical analyses of his mandate. In 
this context, many Senegalese judged the phenomenon of corruption 
to have reached a historical peak. The Senegalese Democratic Party 
(PDS) leader employed the tools of the struggle against corruption for 
political ends. Even his strategy of coopting organizations of civil soci-
ety in boards of control devoid of true powers ended up by convincing 
the latter that they had been manipulated.

Hence, when in 2002 TI’s Senegalese chapter published the results 
of an inquiry on corruption conducted among households and the pri-
vate sector, President Wade rejected its conclusions, judging them to 
be barely credible and accusing the Civil Forum members of being 
“secret politicians who lack the courage to take responsibility” (Seck, 
2005: 45), “simple politicians hiding under the colours of civil society” 
(Wane, 2003: 67).

Such an accusation was clearly aimed at discrediting the Civil Forum 
both before public opinion as well as its international partners, obsessed 
with a depoliticized vision of civil society and denying finance to any-
thing other than “technical activities” of the latter (Ferguson, 1990).

Yet, the recent alliance of “good governance brokers” with politi-
cal parties, trade unions, and the private sector marks a decisive break 
with the narrow vision of donors of a civil society reduced simply to 
NGOs; it certainly also indicates the transition of associative actors 
from a Tocquevillian vision to a Gramscian vision of civil society, more 
critical and more conf lictual vis-à-vis public powers (Lewis, 2002).

A more openly critical period then began for the Civil Forum. From 
television to radio programs, from public seminars to press interviews, 
association members virtually covered all subjects, from the more 
political (the president’s avowed membership of a brotherhood, at “the 
very core of the State’s destruction,”27 his personality cult and his taste 
for big projects, manifestation of a “backward Senghorism,”28 his circle 
of unproductive forces, like marabouts and sycophants “who would 
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have no place in a meritocratic system”) to those linked to the mis-
guided ways of Wadian governance (the multiplication of extraminis-
terial agents, the 258 billion “hole” in the management of works for 
the organization of the Islamic Conference, the absence of a budget 
review act since 1998). These recent public positions with respect to 
power dampened some of the Civil Forum’s international partners who 
found them excessive and feared that the organization might fall into 
the trap of sterile attacks.

A second rupture also deserves to be underscored: political parties 
no longer had a monopoly of discourse on the state and politics. The 
conference coalition though limited and in some respects ambiguous, 
virtually placed political leaders and associative leaders on an equal foot-
ing. The Civil Forum deeply inf luenced the methodological choice, 
because it was the model of “Citizen Deliberations” tested in 2006 by 
the organization and taken as a guideline in the national conference. 
The intermediaries of “good governance” thus succeeded in imposing 
a mode of interaction with the local populations that was completely 
foreign to the political culture of the big tenors of opposition parties. 
Participant workshop “technique” thus replaced the traditional politi-
cal meeting with its folklore and its redistribution of money to partisan 
militants. In a certain way, this is a new kind of assembly in Senegalese 
political culture.

It is premature to evaluate the impact of the Assises Nationales on 
Senegalese political life. As far as political balance is concerned, it is 
certain that they initiated a process that current powers will find dif-
ficult to avoid. Recent local elections of March 22, 2009, have already 
shown that Wade’s power is faltering since he has lost control of most of 
the local collectivities, both at the regional level and the communal and 
rural level. The parties who promoted the organization of the national 
conference swept away the cities of Dakar, Kaolack, Fatick, Diourbel, 
and Podor, to mention only the most important ones. No doubt it is too 
early to affirm a direct link between the holding of the conference and 
the victory of the opposition parties, but it is obvious that this mobili-
zation has been a fierce critical exercise against the Senegalese political 
system’s weaknesses. It can be seen to represent a definite springboard 
for new political trajectories of actors borne at the crossroads of trans-
national networks of “good governance.” These actors are carriers of a 
hybrid political culture that attempts to reconcile their obsession with 
“the return to the fundamentals of the Republican State” with diffused 
and ambiguous popular hopes of greater equity and transparency in the 
conduct of state affairs.
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Conclusions

The analysis of nongovernmental actors located at the interface 
between transnational aid systems (whether a question of develop-
ment or the struggle against corruption) and local societies oscillates 
between two equally reductionist interpretations of their role and their 
strategies: sometimes cynical manipulators of discourse and meanings 
for the benefit of personal strategies of enrichment and social mobil-
ity29; sometimes, as local ramifications of international civil society, 
pure instruments of the depoliticizing actions of the World Bank and 
the IMF that coordinate the “counter-elites” of the African continent 
by delegating to them the task of “apolitical formulation of eminently 
political questions” (Bayart, 2004: 105).

My position is slightly different. From my point of view, “Brokers are 
not only strategic users (in an interactionist sense) or cunning consum-
ers [. . .] of development, they also produce it” (Blundo and Le Meur, 
2008: 31). Hence, far from being servile instruments of neoliberal poli-
cies, they are henceforth “key regulatory actors of globalization, on 
equal footing with financial institutions or international organizations” 
(Guilhot, 2005: 7). As Ferguson notes, “We are dealing with political 
entities that may be better conceptualized not as ‘below’ the state, but 
as integral parts of a new, transnational apparatus of governmentality” 
(2006: 102). In other words, it is timely to conceive these new orga-
nizations “not as challengers pressing up against the state from below 
but as horizontal contemporaries of the organs of the state—sometimes 
rivals, sometimes servants, sometimes watchdogs, sometimes parasites, 
but in every case operating on the same level and in the same global 
space” (Ferguson, 2006: 102).

The case of the Civil Forum, a small civic Senegalese association 
whose path one day crossed the TI movement, sheds light on the unex-
pected consequences of policies of promotion of good governance, 
once they are reworked locally.

This task of local reinterpretation has its own specificities, due to the 
particularity of the object, that is to say, the struggle against corruption 
and the promotion of public integrity. The internal history of the asso-
ciation and the legitimacy acquired in the eyes of public opinion—it is 
true essentially urban—thanks partly to the TI label, explains the Civil 
Forum’s relative independence vis-à-vis international donors, at least as 
far as the production of ideas is concerned. In their work of “remak[ing] 
transnational ideas in local terms,” and “reinterpret[ing] local ideas and 
grievances in the language of national and international [anticorruption 
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policies]” (Merry, 2006: 42), these actors locate themselves more on 
the side of hybridism than simple reproduction. Moreover, their true 
interlocutors are state institutions and local societies rather than inter-
national institutions.

It is also important to note that the depoliticized vision of corrup-
tion and its instruments of struggle conveyed by TI have not inf luenced 
these “glocal” actors. As a specific way of acceding to the state, the uni-
verse of corruption passes the buck to the concrete functioning of public 
space, to popular ambivalent representations of forms of government, 
and to the daily forays of public power in the citizens’ lives. Because of 
this, corruption is equally part of the agenda of Northern countries as 
both a stigmatized and commonplace phenomenon in the daily expe-
rience of populations whom the Civil Forum intends to awaken and 
sensitize. And it is precisely this ambivalence, this quality of a politi-
cally controversial object, that raises questions about the medium- and 
long-term evolution of undertakings of brokerage in good governance 
in Senegal, and more generally in Africa. Today they are at the cross-
roads of the birth of new political actors who will move into electoral 
competition, or at the emergence of a far-reaching civic move-
ment that will seek to apply real pressure on those exercising public 
responsibility.

The hypothesis I formulated in 1995 on the emergence of new inter-
mediaries linked to aid is thus confirmed, even if for the moment the 
paladins of good governance represent only a minority among the 
many actors fighting for the legitimacy of speaking in the name of 
and for society: it is not fortuitous that their discourse is rather tough 
on the matter of religious elites and political parties. The task of good 
governance NGOs is indeed difficult. It involves reducing citizens’ sus-
picions vis-à-vis the state and applying themselves to take more interest 
in controlling its actions. It is not easy to be “obsessed by the State” in 
a country where “the State is not kin” (Buur du mbokk). The message 
runs the risk of being unpopular.

Notes

1. Mouhamadou Mbodj, coordinator of the Civil Forum. Interviewed by Walf Fadjiri, 
September 16, 2008.

2. According to this institution, good governance is deployed in four main fields: improv-
ing public sector management, imposing the rule of accountability on the elected and on 
officers, establishing a rule of law that ensures a juridical framework guaranteeing security 
of economic activities, and developing and promoting transparency of communication 
between the public sector and citizens. (Anders, 2005: 44).
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3. The headquarters of the federation of NGOs in Senegal (FONGS), a crucible of peasant 
organizations since the 1980s, is based at Thiès, and the historical leader of the Senegalese 
peasant movement, Mamadou Cissokho, continues to cultivate his many fields in the 
village of Bamba Thiallène, in eastern Senegal.

4. On the struggles of the student movement and on the political climate of the period, see 
M-C Diop (1992).

5. Among those with the greatest impact was the Italo-Senegalese scandal that exported 
the investigations of the Italian judges of the Mani Pulite pool to Senegalese soil in 1994 
(Mathieu, 2007), and the LONASE scandal (National Senegalese Lottery) in 1993.

6. In several French-speaking states of West Africa, the term “primature” refers to adminis-
trative bodies dependent on the prime minister.

7. The law 81–53 of July 10, 1981, suppressed corruption or embezzlement at the root of 
illegal enrichment and set up the court on illegal enrichment with special jurisdiction to 
fight corruption. Between September 1981 and December 1982, the court’s special brigade 
investigated 60 cases of illegal enrichment leading to only two condemnations of impris-
onment. From January to April 1983, the brigade looked into 11 other cases, which ended 
in verdicts of not guilty. Since several years, the court no longer functions.

8. In March 1996, under the auspices of USAID, a seminar was held at Dakar on the theme 
“Governance and Economic Growth in French-Speaking Africa: National and Regional 
Strategies of Reform.” The conference papers, other than those dealing with international 
examples of the fight against corruption and some case studies from European countries, 
Asia, and Africa, presented, as far as Senegal was concerned, contributions on the role of 
mediator and judicial institutions as well as the privatization of state institutions (IRIS, 
1996). The following year, with UNO sponsorship, Senegal hosted the African regional 
ministerial workshop on transnational organized criminality and corruption.

9. Two reports circulated in July and November 1999 revealed widespread dissatisfaction among 
users of public services with the recurring theme of weak good governance (opaque admin-
istrative functioning, corrupt state agents, unlimited discretionary powers). Analyzing the 
Senegalese administration’s relations with its environment, they drew up a concise diagnosis 
of the obstacles to the administration’s good functioning: failure to realize the authorities 
proclaimed political determination for administrative reform; strong politicization of admin-
istration; gap between functions and the democratic inclinations of society; bad working 
conditions; cult of the secret and refusal of accountability to citizens; absence of transparency; 
loss of authority and credibility; and incomplete decentralization policy.

10. Between 2000 and 2006, Transparency International had to reject several demands from 
local associations in countries like Togo, Gabon, Mauritania, and Mali.

11. Training in strategic planning (Dakar, December 2002), on communication within an 
association for defense (Dakar, September 2003), on lobbying and monitoring for signing 
of international anticorruption conventions (Cameroon, October 2003).

12. Backed by the Open Society Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA), and by the Canadian 
embassy, these two centers have not been functioning since 2007, their funding not having 
been renewed.

13. “The sovereign people of Senegal (. . .) declare (. . .) their commitment to transparency in 
behaviour and in the management of public affairs as well as to the principle of good gov-
ernance,” preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Senegal, January 22, 2001.

14. Law no. 2003–35, November 24, 2003. The committee started functioning only in 2005, 
when the state granted it a budget. But with limited powers the cases it could handle were 
rare.

15. On the similar problematic of exporting democracy, also see Guilhot, 2005, and Brown, 
2006.

16. The study of the inf luence of some peasant leaders in the 1980s and 1990s in Burkina 
Faso and Senegal on the deciders or experts within aid institutions, particularly the FAO, 
remains to be done.
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17. It shares this with organizations like African Defence for Human Rights (RADDHO, 
founded in 1990), the National Organization for Human Rights (ONDH, founded in 
1987), the African Network for Integrated Development (RADI, founded in 1985), or 
again, to cite only the most recent ones, Citizens Movement and Aid Transparency.

18. Point 4 of the Civil Forum’s Manifesto.
19. Assistant coordinator of the Civil Forum, August 22, 2008.
20. One of them confided in me recently in a tone that was midway between irony and provo-

cation: “In Senegal, civil society is Mbodj and myself.”
21. The “workshop mentality,” in Daniel Jordan Smith’s words, is particularly widespread in 

Senegal. Workshops are a strategic site for local reappropriation of all external interven-
tions: on the one hand, they show funding agencies that the program “works,” and that 
messages get through to the beneficiaries; however, they mobilize the entire local micro-
economy to achieve them and permit the distribution of the “per diem” to the participants 
and personalities invited (2003: 713).

22. Centre of Research for International Development, a Canadian society founded in 1970.
23. Source: Agence de presse sénégalaise, http://www.archipo.com/archiveur.php?fichier=mvt_

selal.html&source=aps&id=adama_gueye&num=329 (accessed on December 2010).
24. Assistant coordinator of Civil Forum, August 22, 2008.
25. Formally invited to participate in the work of the conference, the government was careful 

to keep its distance.
26. In particular the Siggil Senegaal Front (“Senegal, raise your head!” in Wolof ) formed by 

the main extraparliamentary opposition parties, among whom Ousmane Tanor Dieng’s 
Socialist Party and Moustapha Niasse’s AFP (Alliance of the Forces of Progress).

27. Source: www.nettali.com, March 3, 2008
28. Interview of Mouhamadou Mbodj at Sud FM, program “Objection,” April 4, 2008.
29. I myself have not escaped this reading (Blundo, 1995).
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Electoral Observation and 
NGO Coalitions in Kyrgyzstan

Bor is  Petr ic

If Holland is the country of tulips, Kyrgyzstan is the country of 
NGOs.1

Edil Baisalov, president of Kyrgyz NGO Koalitsia

On March 23, 2005, the picture of a horse rider storming his way into 
the heart of the Kyrgyz presidency amid a raging crowd made its way 
round the world. This former Soviet republic suddenly became one of 
the major headlines on global media coverage during the popular insur-
rection labeled “the Tulip Revolution.”2 After Serbia, Georgia, and 
Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan was the next to experience an original form of 
political transition in the postsocialist space. Each time the same scenario 
seemed to be replayed: during elections a coalition of opposition parties 
along with a coalition of NGOs claiming to be spokesmen of civil soci-
ety, private media, and a youth movement succeeded in delegitimizing 
the results in favor of the incumbent power leading to its abdication. 
In the Kyrgyz case, the deposed president, Askar Akayev, having sought 
refuge in Moscow, immediately spoke of an “armed takeover” (pere-
varot). He denounced the interference of international organizations 
and American NGOs working for the promotion of democracy in his 
country to account for his defeat. On the contrary, one of the princi-
pal leaders of the insurrectional movement, Edil Baisalov, president of 
the NGO Koalitsia,3 congratulated himself on the event, seeing in it 
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evidence of the vitality of civil society and local democratic forces. A 
similar polarization could be noted between powerful states and inter-
national institutions: on the one hand, Russian and Chinese authori-
ties and the Shanghai cooperation group denounced the rebels’ armed 
takeover and insisted on the respect of sovereignty of states; on the 
other hand, the Western chanceries and the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) supported the new government of 
Kurmanbek Bakiyev as the expression of a popular movement aspiring 
to democracy. I do not intend to provide an objective explanation of 
these events, nor seek to justify any of them. Yet, an anthropological 
approach can shed new light on the increasingly frequent phenomenon 
of “co-production” of a national political reality by a multiplicity of 
local, international, or transnational actors. In less than two decades, 
Kyrgyzstan has become a political arena in which local, competing 
actors “switched on to” new forms of external resources linked to the 
globalization of politics.

This kind of political situation has a tendency to multiply across 
the globe, as for example witnessed in ex-Yugoslavia (Coles, 2008), 
Honduras ( Jackson, 2005), or even East Timor. Kyrgyzstan thus appears 
an ideal type where the inevitable elements of a new “dispositif” or 
framework4 of global governmentality deploy themselves. The field of 
national power becomes a complex embedding of state/government, 
political parties but equally powerful state action, NGOs, interna-
tional organizations, and various political foundations. I will illus-
trate my argument by looking principally at the new role of electoral 
observation.

“From Soviet Supervision to A Globalized Framework”

Since 1991 Kyrgyzstan has undergone significant transformations mak-
ing it a political space in which a multiplicity of actors who are not 
simply Kyrgyz citizens are active. This former Central Asian republic 
made a brutal switchover from Soviet dependence to an original form 
of “globalized dependence.” This young state is not in a classic post-
colonial relationship marked by a strong dependence on the former 
political center as could be said about certain postcolonial countries of 
the French or the British empire. The situation of multiple dependence 
is the product of a particular historical context engendered first by the 
collapse of the USSR. Abandoned by Moscow, the Kyrgyz govern-
ment was obliged to extricate the country from its geographical and 
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geopolitical isolation by relying largely on international organizations 
and Western chanceries to build a new political order. A mountainous 
region, hemmed in between the Kazak and Chinese giants, the coun-
try possesses no attractive natural resources5 coveted by world markets, 
unlike its Turkmen, Kazak, and Uzbek neighbors. The incumbent 
government then showed some opportunism in presenting itself to 
international donor agencies as the regional champion of democratiza-
tion. In a regional environment with the reputation of conforming to 
an authoritarian Soviet concept of power, this approach quickly won 
Kyrgyzstan the epithet “Central Asia’s Switzerland.” The Kyrgyz gov-
ernment clearly averred its political determination to attract the actors 
of democratization. Several tens of millions of dollars were injected 
into Kyrgyz society, and numerous projects promoting good gover-
nance and democracy then became a decisive and inevitable “resource” 
to extract the country from an appalling situation.

At the beginning of the 1990s, international organizations, founda-
tions, and NGOs initiated a set of programs aimed at instituting radical 
reforms so as to install the market economy and democracy (Abasov, 
1999). These actors sought to implant themselves in the post-Soviet 
space to test the new conceptions of the politics of development theo-
rized around the notion of “good governance.” From the point of view 
of international experts, Kyrgyzstan appeared to become a “pilot coun-
try” in which the new ideology could easily be deployed. It is in this 
sense that Kyrgyzstan could be qualified as a “laboratory” of global 
governmentality. J. Skuratowiz, UNDP’s representative in Bishkek 
corroborated this: “Kyrgyzstan possesses no attractive natural resources 
and has succeeded in presenting itself as the regional champion of 
reforms in order to attract money from international aid.”6

The Tulip Revolution illustrates the globalization of a certain kind 
of political struggle. It also draws the contours of a transnational politi-
cal field in which governments/powers (the United States, Russia, 
etc.), local, national, and international NGOs, foreign foundations, and 
multilateral organizations participate in the contests for power in a con-
crete society. The state is not the unique reference, and new forms of 
inf luence emerge in this context where local actors weave complex 
networks outside their society so as to change the power balance that 
rules their own society. Here, the question is not to embark on a soci-
ology of actors or propose an exhaustive ethnography of an institution 
like an NGO but rather to observe the emergence of a “framework” 
and understand its consequences on power relations in the Kyrgyz 
political space.
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Some approaches7 question the possibility of exporting a political 
system like democracy to other cultural areas. The notion of exporting 
often reduces the ref lection to a question of cultural inadequacy and 
obscures the forms of power spawned by programs of aid to democracy 
at the very heart of a political system receiving aid. Electoral assistance 
and more particularly electoral observation that brings together mul-
tiple local and transnational actors in Kyrgyzstan serves as an excellent 
example of a framework of global governmentality to examine trans-
formations of political spaces in globalization.

Countries in Transition, Exporting Democracy 
and Electoral Fetishism

Since the end of the confrontation of the two big blocs, “democracy” 
has saturated the world’s political imaginary to such an extent and such 
is the variety of realities encompassed by the word that one is left with 
the feeling that this term no longer means anything. Coming from the 
Greek demokratia, this symbol of political modernity signifies “people’s 
law”; this notion has invited a great many commentaries and contradic-
tory definitions, so much so that the word “democracy” in the history 
of ideas is generally associated with adjectives such as “liberal,” “parlia-
mentary,” “participative,” “direct,” “representative,” even if it always 
refers to the question of popular legitimacy.

However, it seems that only a very narrow acceptance of democracy 
has recently triumphed, serving as a canvas for actors of democratiza-
tion to frame their policies of development among international donors 
in the 1990s: it refers essentially to Schumpeter’s institutional interpre-
tation of democracy in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (Schumpeter, 
1942). Schumpeter saw democracy above all as a singular manner of tak-
ing decisions, especially by selecting peoples’ representatives through 
elections. This idea would be taken up by his disciples, political scien-
tists like Huntington and Horowitz. For Huntington (1991), elections 
represent the precise moment when democracy appears, and they per-
mit us to know whether there are multiple parties, frauds, and so on. In 
this perspective, Horowitz thought that democracy could be evaluated 
quantitatively (rating of democracy) and created universal measuring 
instruments to categorize different political regimes among the world 
(ranking political regime).

In a closer perspective, Putnam (1993) considers that the civic-
ness of a country can be estimated by the number of associations and 
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newspapers, by the definition of its electorate, and by the liberty the 
latter enjoys. This normative conception of democracy has f lour-
ished since the end of the 1980s. These are the very thinkers who 
would nourish the American ref lection responsible for “exporting 
democracy” within the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) 
(Guilhot, 2005). This intellectual circle exercised a considerable inf lu-
ence not only on American foreign policy on Aid (USAID) but also 
within international institutions, major foundations, NGOs, and the 
so-called watchdog institutions. These various institutions implement 
programs destined to spread democratization in countries known to 
be in transition. Transition addresses itself indiscriminately to former 
“developing countries,” former socialist countries, and military dicta-
torships of “liberal economic” inspiration. This vision of democracy 
then tends to adopt a kind of “electoral fetishism” (Bertrand et al., 
2007) by losing sight of the importance of other institutions linked to 
political democratic practices.

These approaches that consider the economic, political, and social 
as three quite distinct components have been widely commented upon 
and criticized by some works (Schaffer, 1998; Ferguson, 1990). The 
objection against them could be that society is often characterized by 
an embeddedness of these three dimensions (Polanyi, 1983). In the 
context of post-Soviet transition, democratization would imply the 
development of these scarce “social bodies” like the business sector, 
market economy, civil society, and NGOs for the social sphere. Thus, 
after the Cold War, international organizations became more powerful 
in Central Asia, and a multiplicity of local, transnational, and inter-
national actors would introduce this vision of good governance. In 
this global architecture of development, external actors defined “civil 
society” in a fuzzy, albeit unambiguous, manner, as a set of indepen-
dent state organizations, located between the state and the family.8 The 
emergence of civil society implied that international experts consider 
civil society as absent in countries of this region during the socialist 
period. The past was wiped clean, and programs of democratization 
would thus be a process starting from zero. Civil society would be an 
element of gradual opposition to the state and government. The social 
body would oppose itself vertically between “the bottom” where civil 
society stood and “the top” incarnated by the state, the government, 
and a restrained circle of elites.

In postsocialist countries, the notion of civil society was therefore 
generally used to concretize a deficiency (“lack of civil society”). It 
served to define a normative horizon that opposed Western countries 
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equipped with a dense civil society to those lacking one. This vision 
of the world thus became a slogan for actors who wanted to “export” a 
political model (Sampson, 1996) so as to transform East European coun-
tries. It imposed itself above all as a normative principle that describes 
what society “should be” and not what it really is.

For the West, the collapse of the USSR was a victory of the Western 
model and of liberal democracies. This sentiment that disqualifies the 
Soviet experience clearly appears in the numerous reports produced 
by international organizations present in the East European countries. 
They contain a standard vision of reforms to be implemented and a 
discourse that is more and more lip service.

At the time of independence, the elites of the small Kyrgyz republic, 
abandoned by Moscow, converted to the international catechism of 
democracy in order to pick up foreign money and establish a frag-
ile political legitimacy at the international level. The strategies imple-
mented by the authorities and the citizens to deal with new constraints 
illustrate their capacity to resist, even to manipulate, the new condi-
tions imposed on them by the international situation. The collapse of 
the Soviet Union was not at all lived as a victory by the elites and the 
populations of Central Asia. The strong nostalgia felt by the Kyrgyz 
population at this period attests to this. For the Kyrgyz people the 
Soviet order is ambivalent. It cannot be reduced to a nightmare, but 
includes in their experience some positive aspects such as a decent liv-
ing standard, access to certain technologies, membership of a global 
power, and so on.

If from the point of view of ideas and discourses, Kyrgyz elites have 
adapted themselves to good governance ideology, in reality things 
are more complex. The political system functions with a presidential 
regime that has evolved considerably since 1991. Initially, it was, above 
all, the president and his administration that played a determining role 
in political life. Askar Akayev played the international card in order to 
reform his country drawing upon a so-called political tradition that 
had been smothered during the Soviet period: “The germs of democ-
racy were already present in Kyrgyz soil. Kyrgyz life style presupposed 
a democratic structure. Centuries ago, we elected our leaders by a dem-
ocratic vote” (Akayev, 1995: 20).

President Akayev was able to create a consensual discourse on 
democracy for the benefit of donor agencies while perpetuating politi-
cal practices where power distributed resources to different regional 
factions. Presidential power was thus based on the capacity to mediate 
between different factions. Nonetheless, a whole set of reforms initiated 
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by international agencies really led to a radical shift in the power of 
the presidential apparatus toward parliament, inevitably modifying this 
logic of resource redistribution. However, some analysts of this period 
see it as an increasingly authoritarian regime even if it diminishes presi-
dential power: “In Kyrgyzstan in 2003 the new constitution hardened 
the regime, presidentialized it even more and marginalized the other 
State bodies” (Laruelle and Peyrouse, 2006: 17). However, a gradual 
strengthening of parliament as a site of politics could be observed.

This can be noted not only in the reactions of parliament members 
to certain presidential decisions9 but also equally in the reorientation 
of political elites strategies: in the initial years of independence, politi-
cal and administrative jobs were particularly prized, and a number of 
high-ranking officials benefited greatly from this period of privatiza-
tion to appropriate the country’s major resources for themselves in very 
favorable conditions. After having occupied important public positions 
while pursuing private economic activities, these “new class of rich”10 
then on wished to enter or remain in the Kyrgyz parliament.11 In this 
context, a very large number of candidates stood for parliamentary 
elections in March 2005. Democratization really led to a craze for elec-
tive mandates. However, this phenomenon did not take shape through 
the creation of institutions like political parties, and 70 percent of the 
candidates to the general elections were not members of a party.12 This 
phenomenon is explained by the adoption of a new electoral code but 
fits into a more generalized process that can be observed in other places 
where political parties are no longer the canonical form of political 
regrouping. New power leaders established themselves as brokers, who 
have the capacity to redistribute a part of the resources accumulated, 
through a form of local clientelism.

At the time, political mobilization no longer concerned only the 
question of classic activism (parties, trade unions). The political game 
equally included the activity of a certain number of organizations 
claiming to play a role in the political process while denying themselves 
a place in it. As we shall see, elections become a privileged moment for 
diverse actors to make their presence felt.

Proliferation of NGOs: The Emergence of A Civil Society?

Parallel to the main institutional changes that led to the organization of 
elections, Kyrgyzstan was devoured by an international logic of devel-
oping civil society. This was translated by the state’s disengagement 
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from several sectors and a very swift development of local NGOs, which 
according to the report of a United Nations Development Program 
numbered 11,600 in 2006.13 This was a relatively sudden phenome-
non in the history of the country for, unlike Africa, Asia, or South 
America, there was no associative fabric linked to the action of devel-
opment agencies. Edil Baisalov jokes about it: “If Holland is the coun-
try of tulips, Kyrgyzstan is the country of NGOs.” It is true that today, 
there is no Kyrgyz village that does not count one or even several local 
NGOs, there is not one village head who has not heard of USAID, civil 
society, the World Bank, or microcredit. The importance of creating 
NGOs forced itself on the Kyrgyz social fabric. Local powers or state 
symbols are judged deficient by donors and cannot apply for getting 
international aid or the help of a major NGO directly.

In the initial years of transition, Western NGOs and international 
organizations avoided collaborating with the state as if the latter were 
the incarnation of evil. The advent of these bodies and the creation of 
embassies provoked the dispersal of administrative elites who left to 
work in these organizations. Some then gave up these jobs to set up 
their own Kyrgyz NGOs in the capital. From being former high offi-
cials they became the new brokers between the state and the aid agen-
cies (Bierschenk, Chauveau, and Olivier de Sardan, 2000). They used 
their social capital and their networks as former civil servants to become 
brokers. Some used the professional networks they had acquired within 
organizations and international NGOs to create national NGOs so as 
to pick up the development money that was f lowing into the country.

In the subsequent period, these major national NGOs14 favored the 
emergence of a young, English-speaking elite, trained in Western uni-
versities. Then with the help of funding agencies they developed a 
number of local NGOs all over the country. The new national NGOs, 
proposing their support and their technical expertise, inevitably found 
themselves in hierarchical relationships with the numerous small local 
NGOs. Finances transited for the most part through big NGOs in 
Bishkek, themselves dependent on foreign aid. They handled train-
ings and study trips, offered professional opportunities, and proposed 
themselves as “contract manufacturers” by participating in programs 
financed by donors seeking local partners.

For instance, the American agency the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) delegated its action to big NGOs to 
ensure its diffusion in the Kyrgyz social fabric: “US Aid’s efforts to encour-
age the development of stronger and more sustainable organizations in 
Central Asia are pursued through complementary programs: Counterpart 
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Consortium’s NGO support initiative, which is active in all five coun-
tries of Central Asia; the National Democratic Institute’s (NDI) work 
with civic partners in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.”15

Consequently, contrary to what numerous actors of development 
claim, this process was promoted from the top to the bottom and not 
the reverse. It enabled the classic emergence of a new elite of local “bro-
kers,” greatly linked to the presence of donor agencies, international 
organizations, and NGOs. These structures counted few volunteers 
and functioned with paid staff. Professionalization therefore depended 
not on a volunteer associative principle of men and women who self-
financed their activities, but on recruitment of employees. Certainly 
the near totality of these organizations did not depend on the Kyrgyz 
state, but on foreign donors from whom they derived their finances and 
their policies, thus considerably restricting their autonomy.

One of the most well-known national NGOs, “Koalitsia for Civil 
Society and Democracy,” provides an excellent example. This orga-
nization presents itself as a coalition of local NGOs, responsible for 
monitoring elections and electoral observation. If there exists a vast 
literature on the phenomena of brokerage (Wedel, 2001), few works16 
examine the development of these new f lexible and short-lived NGO 
institutions called “coalition,” “forum,” or “network,” assembling 
local, national, and transnational actors at the same time, which have 
multiplied in the concerned societies. Often, the question is of creat-
ing a structure of power to plan public policies in the whole of the 
territory. However, these new structures of NGOs very often cover a 
national territory in an uneven manner.

Koalitsia: A Coalition of Local NGOs?

Apart from the actors, a new kind of “framework” of power linking 
local, national, international/transnational NGOs is analyzed here.

Koalitsia17 imposed itself as one of the most important Kyrgyz NGOs 
working in the field of civil society toward the end of the 1990s. It 
oversees a network of about 170 local NGOs. It aims to contribute to 
the “promotion of civil society,” especially in the field of political and 
electoral monitoring. The organization, a so-called watchdog, presents 
itself as nonpartisan, and its avowed aim is to survey governmental 
activities by producing some critical reports or by a media presence in 
order to condemn corruption in the administration and demand more 
political transparency. Koalitsia mobilizes its network of local NGOs 
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during electoral ballots and organizes election observation. Koalitsia 
then produces reports on the progress of electoral campaigns, observes 
polls practices, and offers statistics and result estimates different from 
official data. This information is then diffused in the national and 
international media. Koalitsia defines itself as a nonpartisan organiza-
tion above political struggles and conceives itself as an element guaran-
teeing transparency of a ballot.

This national NGO emerged during the “NGOization” of the soci-
ety. Once the liberal vision of a minimal state was accepted, a prob-
lem arose—the criticism of planning raised a major political question, 
mainly asking this: How was a political action to be applied in the 
entire territory in a coherent manner? It then appeared necessary to 
create coherent structures for planning policies that had been instituted 
and for dealing with the dispersal of local NGOs: these had to organize 
themselves in a coalition, network, or forum.

Koalitsia was founded in 1998 and took over the very model of NGO 
coalitions of civil society existing in other Eastern European countries. 
For example, it is the equivalent of CESID18 in Serbia, of CVU 19 in 
Ukraine, or again, of ISFED20 in Georgia. Koalitsia was created by 
Tolikan Ismailova, a woman activist. This former civil servant very 
frequently opposed the Akayev government’s policy in social circles. 
She acquired considerable visibility among new private media and 
within “international circles” present in Bishkek. Her involvement 
quickly facilitated media coverage of her organization at the national 
and international level. After the 2001 referendum and the impris-
onment of the parliament opposition member Azimbek Beknazarov, 
she decided to stand for election despite the reluctance of her unique 
donor: the American Foundation of the Democratic Party (NDI). She 
narrates:

The NDI representative called me up and asked me to resign (. . .) 
I didn’t understand why I should leave my organization (. . .) I 
replied that it was our organization and he must not interfere in 
our functioning, Koalitsia belonged to the Kyrgyz people. The 
NDI representative told me that Koalitsia was NDI’s property and 
forced me to leave (. . .) as they provided 99 percent of our financ-
ing support, I therefore left my place to the young Edil Baïsalov 
whom the Americans had chosen to replace me.

Tolikan Ismailova left Koalitsia and created another NGO, “Citizens 
against Corruption.”21 This difference of perception between the local 
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president and her donor led to a certain number of questions raised by 
the emergence of these new “systems” of transnational power.

Exercising power within Koalitsia is therefore not based on a legiti-
macy derived “from below.” Her successor, Edil Baisalov, who was not 
elected by the different members of the association, considers himself 
as an employee even if he positions himself as the spokesman of the 
Kyrgyz civil society. The young president confided in me that when 
setting up his network in the entire country, he himself chose the local 
NGOs and emphasizes, “No more than one is required in each village 
for it is too complicated to handle after if you have several local NGOs 
in the same village.” Koalitsia is no longer the result of social forces “at 
the grassroots level” desirous of uniting within a joint national orga-
nization. Very often, leaders of local NGOs do not consider that they 
represent a social force of protestation. The creation of local NGOs 
is more the result of an orientation fixed by donor agencies than an 
expression of an initiative or a local awareness.

The leader of an NGO in the city of Baetov and a member of Koalitsia 
network explained his reasons for founding his NGO: “There is a lot 
of unemployment here; I own some acres of land and a small herd but 
this doesn’t suffice to live so I made a project to create an NGO on 
ecology; it seems that it’s a promising topic (. . .) it can provide us with 
additional fund; we participate in training and we are paid to realize 
some projects.”22

Examples of this kind could multiply: on the international front the 
NGO appears as a tool of inf luence, but on the Kyrgyz front the NGO 
is above all associated with a new social opportunity or a means of 
grabbing a new resource. It can also be of use in the logics of conquer-
ing power. In a context where the budget of a local NGO can some-
times be greater than that of the local authorities, the leader of a local 
NGO can draw benefit from it for power relations at the local level.

Consequently, American action has been present since Koalitsia’s 
creation. However, the transformation of power in these societies 
cannot be understood by reducing “NGOization” either to a purely 
external phenomenon or to a local creation. This requires an analysis 
of the encounter between local and transnational actors who sustain 
these relations. These transnational relations induce displacements of 
power within Kyrgyz society. Tolikan Ismailova’s removal underscores 
Koalitsia’s dependency. Edil Baisalov admits it readily: “We have a bud-
get of 110,000 euro exclusively from NDI (. . .) I’m not one of those who 
denies the important role of Americans; without donors we would not 
exist.”23 If this type of organization has indeed no direct relationship 
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with the Kyrgyz government, it nonetheless develops a different kind of 
dependence with respect to the new power of a foreign political foun-
dation. Beyond the problem of material independence lies the question 
of processes for designating a legitimate representative. Koalitsia appro-
priates and assumes the role of representing an antiestablishment civil 
society by relying upon its network established in the entire Kyrgyz 
territory, but one whose real density remains to be proved.

This big national Kyrgyz NGO does not owe its existence to the 
backing of the National Democratic Institute (NDI). On its side, the 
foundation24 overtly acknowledges its presence in Kyrgyzstan to be 
necessary from the strategic point of view: “In Kyrgyzstan, NDI con-
tinues to work with the Coalition for Democracy and Civil Society in 
order to strengthen the organization, to increase citizen participation, 
and to foster citizen activity to inf luence public decision-making at the 
local, regional and national levels. The Coalition actively participated 
in monitoring the parliamentary and presidential elections in 2000. 
Additionally, the Coalition lobbied against government-sponsored 
campaigns to restrict the activities of Kyrgyzstani NGOs.”

For all that, Koalitsia is not an American organization. It consists 
exclusively of Kyrgyz citizens with a particular sociological profile. 
These are young, very motivated employees who have studied in the 
United States or in Europe and have not found employment within 
Kyrgyz institutions. The trajectory of its director, Edil Baisalov, con-
firms that the intellectual references and human experiences of this 
new elite are quite different from those produced during the Soviet 
period. His trajectory is noticeably akin to that of thousands of young 
people who today drive major NGOs of the Eastern European coun-
tries, and who are implicated in the conquest of power in their societ-
ies. These actors cannot be reduced to an instrumental analysis that 
imprisons them within a portrait of clever manipulators seeking only 
to grab international money.

Baisalov comes from a family of officials from the region of Naryn. 
His father was a paramedic and his mother a doctor. He admits: “My 
parents were skeptical and critical of the Soviet regime.” Having begun 
his studies in Naryn, he then went to the Kyrgyz state university before 
benefiting from a program organized by American cooperation. In 
1993, this gave him the opportunity to pursue his studies in Turkey 
for one year. He then received a scholarship (IREX/FLEX) to go to 
Columbus University (North Carolina) in the United States. After his 
return to the Kyrgyz capital, he joined the new American university for 
a course in “business administration.” This university has since become 
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the most prestigious institution of the country. He first worked for 
some years in a private Swiss firm and admits that here he “learned 
how to corrupt a vice prime minister for business.” Finally, after several 
jobs, he heard about Koalitsia while he was heading the association of 
Kyrgyz jurists. In 2001, after having been the founder’s right hand for 
some time, he was propelled to the head of Koalitsia by the NDI. His 
ascension came about at a moment when the organization had won an 
audience and become a real power stake at the national level. In 2004, 
when asked if he dreamt of being a minister, he answered me: “I could 
have become Minister of Education, it was suggested to me (. . .) it 
doesn’t interest me because in our country the Education minister has 
no power (. . .) and I would say that I have much more power to make 
things move in my current position.”

Power is not limited to its institutional forms represented by a gov-
ernment, and in the new social context an NGO can effectively wield 
a power of decisive inf luence in this kind of society.

But beyond matters of legitimacy and complex forms of dependence 
that exist between these local NGOs, Koalitsia, and the Foundation 
of the American Democratic Party, the question arises of understand-
ing the inf luence of this “system” in the new Kyrgyz society. Koalitsia 
played a decisive role in the electoral process in 2005 because it had the 
capacity to observe elections, to question the reliability of the ballot, 
and give media coverage to different forms of local protests. Koalitsia 
undoubtedly raises the question of the emergence of public opinion in 
a society where earlier only state political discourse was a legitimate 
expression of the people.

Koalitsia during the Parliamentarian 
Elections of March 2005

Koalitsia’s action came in the run-up to the March 2005 elections 
and cannot be understood without the emergence of other actors, par-
ticularly on the media scene. Along with other NGOs, it contributed 
to the processes of delegitimization of power by developing a two-
pronged campaign of civic participation. The first, termed “negative,” 
consisted of diffusing information about the regime’s corruption and 
illegitimacy. Private newspapers like the daily MSN diffused explosive 
information on the eve of elections concerning the presidential fam-
ily’s wealth. In retaliation, the Akayev government cut off electricity in 
the printing works financed by Freedom House (an American NGO), 
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to stop the rotary compressors that printed several private opposition 
newspapers.

Another campaign, labeled “positive,” consisted of mobilizing citi-
zens generally little concerned with elections, by inviting them to vote 
and to participate. Koalitsia then received the backing of other organi-
zations, including the youth movement Kel-Kel.

A few months earlier, Koalitsia and Edil Baisalov contributed gen-
erously to develop this youth movement that took over the model 
of Serbian (Otpor), Ukrainian (Kmara), and Georgian (Pora) move-
ments. These movements were also responsible for promoting negative 
and positive campaigns. In December, one of Koalitsia’s collaborators 
became the founding member of Kel-Kel. Baisalov published their 
manifesto in the columns of his journal Demokrat,25 and admitted: 
“I know the youngsters of the Kel-Kel movement very well; the move-
ment even began here in my office with a collaborator of Koalitsia 
and some students.” Besides, the students who were most involved 
were often members of NGOs that participated in election observation 
under Koalitsia’s banner. Newspapers became an unprecedented politi-
cal scene in Kyrgyz society.

In order to counter Koalitsia’s inf luence and provoke some confusion 
among citizens during the campaign, the Kyrgyz government created 
an alternative NGO network—Associatsia. This was a failure and could 
never really rival Koalitsia.

During the elections, Koalitsia deployed its hundreds of observers 
in the entire country. Before the ballot, observers were responsible 
for verifying the conditions of the ballot (registration of candidates, 
campaigns, etc). At this stage, its role was decisive, for it reported the 
nullification of some candidates even before the elections had begun, 
and echoed several local protests that were immediately reported by 
the major international media. This was the case with Kochkor, a city 
in the region of Naryn. During the campaign, Akilbek Japarov, the 
Kyrgyz Social Democratic Party candidate, in close collaboration with 
the representative of NDI’s regional office gave media coverage of the 
falsification of the administration. He drew support from the long-
term observer deployed by Koalitsia to diffuse information protesting 
against the administration’s partisan attitude favoring another candidate 
close to the presidential candidate. For all that, Japarov did not profess 
membership of the opposition, but organized a series of protests (road 
blockades, demonstrations etc.) in his city to denounce the attitude of 
the local powers.
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Koalitsia is not only an actor to confront the Kyrgyz state; it is an ele-
ment of transnational power as well. Its action fits into a complex archi-
tecture of electoral observation in Kyrgyzstan that unites international 
actors like OSCE26 and transnational actors like the European Network 
of Election Monitoring Organization (ENEMO).27 Beyond the diver-
sity of institutions, all these observers share several common features and 
create a “dispositif.” On the ground, Koalitsia’s hundreds of observers 
dress in orange and leave the neutral white jerseys to OSCE, preferring 
the color of the Ukrainian revolution. They describe the frauds at the 
local level and produce estimates that contest the legitimacy of official 
results. Koalitsia relies upon the logistics of NDI’s 18 centers among the 
country to transmit information through Internet, fax, and telephone, 
to the capital. Baisalov regularly organizes press meets, and thanks to 
his capacity of attracting Western chanceries, representatives of donor 
agencies, and the biggest national and international media, he diffuses 
information against Akayev’s government.

In the aftermath of the election results, Koalitsia also played a deci-
sive role in the organization of popular protest. Along with Kel-Kel 
and the opposition coalition, it participated in staging big demonstra-
tions demanding the nullification of the ballot. These three actors con-
solidated the widespread discontent across the country so as to canalize 
the popular exasperation reported by radio Azatik (Free Europe) and 
private newspapers like MSN. They participated in the elaboration 
and diffusion of symbols (colors, T-shirts, f lags, and so on), held to 
embody a new collective consensus. The government was completely 
destabilized in the face of growing public opinion that questioned its 
legitimacy through actions signifying the splits in a consensual power. 
However, the youth movement Kel–Kel has not played as important a 
role as Otpor did in Serbia. It was formed late, and the initiative came 
essentially from Koalitsia, which appeared to spearhead the protest. 
The opposition coalition nurtured itself with a logics of power based 
on regional adherence. It organized a pacific march28 from the regional 
capital of a south that felt marginalized, toward Bishkek, the capital 
of the country and a symbol of northern arrogance. Consequently, 
Koalitsia and its actions permitted the unification of a very hetero-
clite movement. The protests, a practically unheard of phenomenon in 
Kyrgyzstan, highlighted a new popular legitimacy in opposition to an 
increasingly isolated government.

This arrangement of counterpower aspired to be a contextual move-
ment with one objective: Akayev’s fall. Koalitsia is not a political party. 
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It claims neutrality, but in practice it is seen to share in the relations of 
power by associating itself with the opposition coalition. It sees itself 
as an organization of resistance and intends to disappear after the elec-
tions. Its objective is not to conquer power.

Meanwhile, Koalitsia cannot assume the monopoly of representing 
civil society. And it is not merely a network of local actors in which all 
the actors are equal. On the contrary, it is linked to a “framework” of 
power that unites a set of local NGOs dependent on a national NGO, 
itself having linkages of dependence with a foreign foundation. This 
transient and transnational “form” of power contributes decisively to 
the validation and to the (de-)legitimacy of an electoral success. This 
capacity of organization, this culture of protest, becomes a “dispositive” 
of power, which an anthropological approach can reveal and whose his-
tory can be retraced. It is a result of the construction of social relations 
where a f low of ideas and persons circulate in a transnational space.

Flow of Ideas and People: NGOs and the Theory 
of Nonviolence

Initiators of Kyrgyz local NGOs are “switched onto” transnational net-
works for promoting democracy and good governance. Among these, 
the United States occupies the primary position but does not have the 
monopoly.29 A variety of trainings, seminars, and summer schools per-
mit ideas and people to circulate, and thousands of Kyrgyz NGOs con-
stitute several thousands of jobs as well as an opportunity toward new 
horizons and new conceptions of social life in Kyrgyz society. These 
formations channel techniques of inf luence that play a major role in 
social change. They engender a redefinition of politics.

First of all, circulating and traveling becomes a sign of social distinc-
tion. For instance, the reward for the most courageous is the oppor-
tunity to participate in big international events framed by ENEMO 
(see figure 2.1). Thus, Edil Baisalov was ENEMO’s head of mission for 
the observation of elections during the Orange revolution in Ukraine 
in 2004. He affirmed30 “his emotion during the events at Kiev” and 
divulged the significance of the experience he had gained: “For me, 
Ukraine was a decisive moment, it was a trigger in my realization that 
we could make things move in Kyrgyzstan.”

In fact, Baisalov considers himself as a freedom fighter and a mem-
ber of an “international democratic” movement largely supported 
by American cooperation31 and numerous transnational Western 
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organizations. Furthermore, on the sidelines of the Russian-American 
summit (February 2005) in Bratislava, President George W. Bush dis-
tinguished certain heroes of the Serbian, Ukrainian, and Georgian 
revolutions by organizing a reception in their honor. Edil Baisalov, 
hero of the Tulip Revolution, in his turn, dreams of a meeting with 
the American president, the highest sign of distinction, which his col-
leagues from Otpor, Kmara, and Pora have received.32 From then on, 
thanks to the media coverage he enjoyed in March 2005, he forms 
part of the pantheon of democratization in the world. This interna-
tional media coverage in no way distorts his real popularity in Kyrgyz 
society.

These transnational networks construct their identity around non-
violent references and the fall of authoritarian regimes. The work of 
American intellectual Gene Sharp is widely diffused throughout the 
world by NGOs and American foundations.33 This handbook has 
become a veritable little “red book” of leaders of youth movements,34 
preaching nonviolence. Starting from a historical analysis of big non-
violent movements in the world, Sharp proposes instructions for use 
“to bring down dictatorial regimes” by using nonviolent methods to 
counter police and military repression. This work is accompanied by a 
well-known documentary film, which has also become a cult object. 
“Bringing Down a Dictator”35 describes the Otpor movement’s strat-
egy and methods used in an asymmetrical fight that saw it facing the 
police in Serbia. It shows the manner of organizing communication 

Figure 2.1 Dispositif (framework) of governmentality: Electoral observation, the Kyrgyz case
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networks in the entire country, mobilizing and framing demonstra-
tions, using nonviolent techniques to destabilize power and the forces 
of order, etc.

Young people working in these NGOs form part of networks at dif-
ferent levels (regional, national, global). The trainings and experiences 
lived (revolutions, electoral observations) create linkages of belonging 
between these new activists who share a sentiment of transnational sol-
idarity of a new world in the East. Baisalov has become one of the icons 
and animates numerous conferences in the world on democratization. 
For instance, he was present in a conference in Chile (April 28–30, 
2005) beside Condoleezza Rice, the philanthropist George Soros, and 
Peter Ackerman, to recount his revolutionary experience on the role 
of NGOs.36 He keeps company with powerful people and confided: 
“I was recently lucky enough to lunch with George Soros and I sug-
gested to him that he pay the government members’ salaries to help us 
fight corruption.” He also had the opportunity of conversing with 
Richard Lugard, George Bush’s special correspondent to Central Europe, 
and readily recalls being interviewed by the American Congress after 
the Tulip Revolution. The various global media and political interests 
accord a great deal of importance to this young Kyrgyz man.

Koalitsia and ENEMO: The Transnational Experience

Besides the numerous seminars organized by Western NGOs at Bishkek, 
Koalitsia’s members also acquire their knowledge within the network of 
ENEMO, a transnational coalition of Eastern European national NGOs37 
in which can be found CESID, ISFED, and the CVU (see figure 2.1). This 
network, created in 2001, during the conference of Opatija in Croatia, 
is funded by American NGOs such as Freedom House38 and big foun-
dations such as George Soros’s Open Society, the Eurasian Foundation, 
the National Democratic Institute, and the International Republican 
Institute,39 that is to say the major funding agencies of these NGOs at the 
national level. ENEMO also participates in electoral observations and 
frequently organizes trainings. Baisalov willingly recognizes that being 
part of this NGO canvas cannot only be the result of the awakening of 
Kyrgyz civil society. “Owning” an NGO becomes a symbol of social 
status: “Owning an NGO naturally has economic dimensions, that of 
having a salary (. . .) but not only the fact of having a salary, it is also 
a manner of being part of the international scape, traveling, speaking 
English, rubbing shoulders with young foreigners.”
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Consequently, experience is also at the heart of this transnational 
reality. Training is prolonged by participation in an emotionally loaded 
event: election observation.

This kind of organization has modified the relations of power, as 
much at the local as at the national level. On the local scale, the emer-
gence of these kinds of actors has implications for the social nomenklatura. 
Baisalov relates: “In the beginning, no one measured the importance of 
NGOs; besides it was often estimated that this activity was reserved for 
women (. . .) since only two years the government has understood our 
capacity to cause it harm.” Koalitsia has thus become an unavoidable 
actor of Kyrgyz political life.

Koalitsia is only one of the elements in the complex architecture that 
constitutes electoral observation in Kyrgyzstan, assembling international 
actors like OSCE and transnational actors like ENEMO.40 OSCE’s 
activity is well known. It regularly obtains the warrant of electoral 
observation in Eastern European countries. This framework involved 
several hundreds of observers in March 2005 in Kyrgyzstan: diplo-
mats, officials, “representatives of civil society,” sent by the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs from member countries of the organization. OSCE 
thus appealed to an important delegation of NGO members coming 
from other Eastern European countries. For instance, members of the 
Serbian CESID could be found here. Radivoje, a short-term observer 
of OSCE in Bishkek declared: “I am an employee of CESID and I have 
become an expert on election since the Belgrade revolution. I also did 
the Ukraine and I am waiting impatiently to see what is going to be 
done here. Earlier, I did missions for ENEMO and now this is the con-
secration, since I am an observer for OSCE.” Western embassies, inter-
national organizations, and NGOs are not hermetic institutions; on the 
field, close relations exist between observers who are deployed under 
different banners. Radivoje emphasized: “Most of us know each other 
for we are like a caravan that comes together during the elections.”

During elections, despite the neutrality and impartiality displayed by 
different organizations, a certain number of observers clearly declared 
their intention to participate in Akayev’s fall. Natalia, an Ukrainian, 
employed by NDI, and short-term observer for OSCE, stated: “I work 
for NDI in Kiev, we worked hard to topple Koutchma in Ukraine and 
I am delighted to participate in this mission to do the same thing with 
Akayev.”

The March 2005 ballot41 thus took place under maximum pres-
sure on the Kyrgyz government, symbolized by the presence of 
sometimes ten observers in the same polling station. The conclusions 
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were categorical: the ballot was tainted by irregularities and frauds. 
Koalitsia, ENEMO, and OSCE considered that the elections did not 
respect international criteria.

Electoral Fetishism and Local Strategies for 
Grabbing Power

The global media interpreted the seizure of power by Kurmanbek 
Bakiyev who presented himself as the new “champion of democracy” 
as an additional setback for Russia and a Western/American victory in 
Central Asia. A similar logic can be observed in the international press 
that consists of interpreting this event by privileging a vision of clearly 
identified power relations: Akayev and the Russians on the one hand 
and Bakiyev and the Americans on the other. This kind of approach 
denied local strategies of appropriation and manipulation involved in 
the conquest of power.

Bakiyev, the new strongman, knew remarkably well how to take 
advantage of democracy promotion and American backing for the con-
quest of power. In his climb to supreme power, he brilliantly instrumen-
talized this complex framework as a decisive element. After his election 
in July 2005, he decided to maintain the parliament elected during the 
controversial elections, and chose to organize anticipated presidential 
elections. He obtained a plebiscite in an electoral context where there 
was no serious opponent. This ballot was judged clean and legitimate 
by Koalitsia and the OSCE, even if numerous frauds had been noted.42 
Kumanbek Bakiyev quickly discarded his opportune allies like Roza 
Otumbaeva, one of the muses of the revolution. He kept his distance 
from a certain number of actors such as Edil Baisalov and Koalitsia. 
Baisalov then joined the Social Democratic Party43 and entered into the 
new opposition movement. Baisalov made his nonpartisan organization 
a political springboard and plans to stand for parliamentary elections.

Against all expectations, the new president rapidly challenged the 
presence of the American military base44 and made stronger links with 
Russia one of his priorities. Copying the Russian federation, he passed 
a law limiting NGO activities in his country. After several months of 
an ungovernable situation with a rebellious parliament, he decided to 
organize a referendum on the constitution (October 2007), permitting 
the establishment of an electoral system of lists in order to avoid an 
unstable political situation. Despite the numerous irregularities spot-
ted by the OSCE, the referendum validated the new constitution and 
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Bakiyev immediately called for the organization of new general elec-
tions (December 2007). The propresidential list Ak Jol won by a large 
majority, the main opposition party Ata meken obtained no seat, while 
Roza Otumbaeva’s Social Democrat Party and the Communist Party 
won some seats, allowing them to create a parliamentary group ( frakt-
sia), even if with little inf luence. During the campaign, Baisalov, hav-
ing become secretary of the Social Democratic Party, was accused of 
embezzlement. He decided to leave the country, and since then has been 
living in exile in Sweden, where he animates a blog on Kyrgyz political 
life.45 Koalitsia has practically disappeared from the political landscape. 
One of its representatives explained: “NDI doesn’t support us anymore 
because Edil wanted to stand and without NDI we don’t have the means 
to exist. If we don’t find new funding agencies, which would mean that 
we go find work elsewhere. We have been abandoned.”

The history of Tolikan Ismailova seemed to be repeating itself, 
but this time the president was not changed. The American founda-
tion preferred to support the birth of a new organization of electoral 
observations, Taza Shaïloo (true election). Taza Shaïloo and the OSCE 
denounced the numerous irregularities during the 2007 campaign, 
which led them to challenge the legitimacy of the ballot. On the other 
hand, Moscow, Beijing, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) congratulated Kurmanbek Bakiyev on his victory.

This time, the new strongman of Kyrgyzstan no longer relied upon 
the democracy aid industry but referred to another political conception 
channeled by the SCO, which insists on noninterference in the internal 
affairs of states.

On his side, the leader of the Tulip Revolution, brief ly represented 
by the donor agencies and the Western media in 2005 as “a demo-
crat,” made remarkable use of this international resource for conquer-
ing power, mainly democracy promotion. He won the 2007 general 
elections by employing all the techniques of inf luence (frauds, admin-
istrative pressure) used by his predecessor, whom he had strongly criti-
cized. The international political context had changed, and Kumanbek 
Bakiyev knew that he could count on Moscow and Beijing’s support to 
consolidate his power. Since then, the country has plunged into a new 
form of political violence. Some journalists, deputies, and opposition 
members have chosen to leave the country. Increasing disappearances 
of journalists and deputies and dozens of assassinations are of a political 
nature and do not, in any case, terminate in any judicial verdicts.

The “Tulip Revolution” must be understood in a series of events. 
The trivial interpretation of “revolutions of colors” as a conspiracy 
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engineered by Americans or Westerners (Knaziev, 2006) does not hold, 
because it does not take into account local strategies of power. Nor does 
the idea of the existence of a local group clearly linked with American 
donors and promotion of democracy hold under the examination of 
facts. On the contrary, it seems that the different political actors, within 
and outside the government, tend to use the resources of democracy 
promotion with respect to strategies of keeping or conquering power.

Conclusion

The political change that came about in March 2005 in Kyrgyzstan is 
evidence of the deeper changes initiated at the beginning of the 1990s. 
This small country, possessing few resources, launched itself into a gen-
eralized strategy of grabbing resources that also placed it in multiple 
dependencies and external contradictions. Moscow is no longer, as in 
the Soviet period, the only arbiter of the contest between the southern 
and northern factions of the country. Democracy promotion is one of 
the resources that actors mobilize in the local political game. Complex 
relations are woven between some international, transnational, and local 
actors that allow the emergence of new actors like Koalitsia. During the 
March 2005 elections, Koalitsia was only one of the elements in a larger 
framework uniting a coalition of political parties (Ata Jurt), a student 
movement (Kel-Kel), and private media generally qualified as actors of 
“civil society.” These four local actors, linked with transnational net-
works, cannot be reduced either to a natural awakening of civil society, 
or to external manipulation,46 but correspond to new inf luences at the 
heart of Kyrgyz society. The existence of this configuration in no way 
diminishes the reality of popular mobilization. However, mobilization 
against President Akayev’s departure cannot be reduced to a simple 
popular discontent with the regime’s corruption and a lack of politi-
cal liberty. A number of countries in the world suffer from the same 
symptoms, despite being confronted with a similar scenario. It is not a 
matter of underestimating this social discontent but of evaluating the 
actors who contribute to canalizing it. Finally, a framework of govern-
mentality that is politically effective in a contextual manner organizes 
the circulation of power as well as its conquest.

The analysis of the Kyrgyz political scene leads us to question transna-
tional relations that are woven between multiple actors who play a role 
in this political space. The Kyrgyz case shows that “NGOization” can-
not be reduced to a complete emancipation of all kinds of power, even 
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if Kyrgyz NGOs no longer depend upon the Kyrgyz state. If Koalitsia 
is at the head of a framework uniting local NGOs, this same framework 
depends upon transnational organizations (ENEMO), international 
NGOs, or foreign foundations (Soros, NDI) that cannot simply be 
reduced to neutral networks sheltered from new forms of dependency 
and hierarchy. In this respect, there is an ambiguity in election observa-
tion that normally sees itself as neutral, while NGO coalitions normally 
weave linkages with a political camp. This consubstantial tension can 
also be found at the heart of the same organization such as the OSCE, 
which is an arena of confrontation between different powers.

The Kyrgyz situation is proof of the development of a kind of frame-
work of transnational power that has established itself in numerous 
political spaces throughout the world. States that could be qualified 
as “globalized protectorates” (Petric, 2005) become a political space 
of confrontation of multiple powers. Finally, the emergence of these 
actors illustrates the universalization of a globalized political frame-
work generated by democracy promotion. This process distinguishes 
itself from one that would tend to universalize democracy. Moreover, 
it is observed that international electoral observations are develop-
ing even in Western countries like France and the United States, 
and we could, in the near future, imagine national electoral processes 
in a Western country criticized and delegitimized by international 
observers . . . who knows?

Notes

1. Interview in the documentary film by Hamon, E. and Petric, B. Democracy@large, Kg 
Production, 2005.

2. It is not necessary here to discuss the use of the notion of “revolution,” and brackets under-
line the necessity of envisaging it in a critical perspective. See Petric, B. (ed.), “Stratégies 
américaines aux marches de la Russie,” Hérodote, no. 129, 2008.

3. The official term is Coalition for Civil Society and Democracy.
4. I propose to translate the Michel Foucault concept of “dispositive” as “framework.” See, 

Foucault, Michel. 1994 [1977]).
5. With the exception of gold whose extraction was given to a Canadian firm.
6. Interview in the documentary film Democracy@large, KG production, July 2005.
7. In particular Journal of Democracy publishes a number of articles from this perspective.
8. Several anthropological works criticized the notion of “civil society.” See in particular, 

Hann and Dunn (1996).
9. In 2001, several parliamentarians invited President Akayev to withdraw from a secret 

agreement that had been made with China concerning the demarcation of the Sino Kyrgyz 
frontier. According to this agreement, Akayev would have ceded several thousands of acres 
to China. A deputy from the south, Beknazorov, then launched a collective movement of 
protests that gave rise to demonstrations.
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10. People use the expression “novi Kyrgyz” to label this new social group, which means “new 
rich people.”

11. The parliament henceforth counts an assembly with 76 deputies.
12. ICG Report (2001), “Kyrgyzstan at Ten: Trouble in the ‘Island of Democracy,’” Asia 

Report, vol. 22.
13. Human Development Report (2006), “Inf luence of Civil Society on Human Development,” 

UNDP, http://www.undp.kg.
14. It is often a branch of a big international NGO.
15. http://www.usaid.gov.
16. Fischer’s article could be cited (see bibliography at the end of the chapter).
17. I could also have taken up the NGO Counterpart of Foundation for Tolerance as it func-

tions on a model close to the one described further ahead.
18. Centar za Slobodne Izbore i Demokratiju (Center for Free and Democratic Elections).
19. Committee of Voters in Ukraine.
20. International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy.
21. He was decorated by Bernard Kouchner, then France’s minister for foreign affairs, in 

2010.
22. Personal interview held in October 2004.
23. P. Shishkin, “Ripple Effect: In Putin’s Backyard, Democracy Stirs,” The Wall Street Journal, 

February 25, 2005.
24. The current president is Madeleine Albright, the former US Secretary of State 

(1997–2001).
25. Shishkin, “Ripple Effect,” art. cit.
26. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, http://www.osce.org (accessed in 

December 2010).
27. See below, European Network of Election Monitoring Organizations, http://www.enemo.

org.ua/
28. A similar market is also organized in other countries that have known these political 

changes.
29. In particular, the actions of Scandinavian (Danida), German foundations (Konrad 

Adenauer, etc.) or British (Westminster Institute) organizations can be indicated.
30. Nathalie Nougarède, Le Monde, March 26, 2005.
31. By American cooperation, I mean the activities of not only the American State Department 

with its different agencies (USAID, NED, etc.) but also private or “semipublic” actors like 
foundations or NGOs.

32. These are Serbian (Otpor), Georgian (Kmara), and Ukrainian (Pora) student movements.
33. It was translated into several dozens of languages among whom Kyrgyz was also one.
34. See the site of the Albert Einstein Institute, http://www.aeinstein.org/
35. http://www.pbs.org/weta/dictator/ This website has been closed down since.
36. Peter Ackerman is a disciple of Gene Sharp and is currently working for Freedom 

House.
37. European Network of Election Monitoring Organizations, http://www.enemo.org.ua
38. Freedom House is an American NGO that is very active in East European countries; it is 

currently headed by James Woosley, the former director of the CIA.
39. International Republican Institute (http://www.iri.org) is the foundation of the American 

Republican Party. It is headed by senator John Mc Cain, who is very inf luential on ques-
tions of promotion of democracy.

40. See below, European Network of Election Monitoring Organizations.
41. This election gave us the opportunity to conduct a participant observation within OSCE 

as a short-term observer in the region of Naryn.
42. See OSCE report.
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43. This party benefits from a significant backing from the United States and NDI 
cooperation.

44. After having obtained a loan of 2 billion dollars from Russia, Bakiyev evoked the impend-
ing closure of the American base. Some months later, he finally renegotiated the financial 
conditions of the American military presence while recalling that this base serves only the 
logistic and humanitarian operations in Afghanistan.

45. The E. Baisalov blog, http://baisalov.livejournal.com/. After a new sudden insurrection, 
the opposition forced Bakiyev to leave the country in April 2010. Baisalov was appointed 
chief of staff of the New Presidential Administration of R. Otoumbaeva.

46. ICG report, “Kyrgyzstan after the Revolution,” May 4, 2005, see http://www.crisisgroup.
org
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Think Tanks: Actors in the Transition 
to Global Politics; A Bulgarian Case Study

Dostena  Anguelova-Lavergne

Ishac, The new developments in the thinking of the World Bank 
and IMF could only be admired. In a way for the first time inter-
national donors are starting to understand that public support for 
the reform agenda is a necessary pre-condition for the success of 
any reform policies. The fact that today there are more demo-
cratic countries than ever before is both good news and bad news 
for the IMF and World Bank. It is not enough as was hitherto 
the case, to enlist the support of the present government before, 
now you should think about the possible next government. In this 
context I see think tanks as a major agent for consensus building 
on the field of policy.

Extract from an email sent by Ivan Krastev, director of the 
Center for Liberal Strategies, a Bulgarian think tank, 

to Ishac Diwan, a World Bank official responsible 
for the creation of an international Global Development 

Network—GDN, posted on the GDN website 
on November 24, 1999.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, offices of a new class of political actors, 
Bulgarian think tanks, appeared alongside the buildings of Soviet regime 
institutions at Sofia, rehabilitated to serve parliamentary democracy.
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Foremost among them was the Centre for the Study of Democracy 
(CSD), also the first analytic center to be established as early as 1989 on 
the territory of the ex-Warsaw Pact. Founded in 1991, situated oppo-
site the ministry of foreign affairs, it was housed in the former Korean 
embassy and equipped with furniture from the ex-East German embassy. 
Set up with funding from the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and other American donors, the CSD none-
theless availed of a building owned by the Bulgarian state. From 1993 
onward, the European Council’s information office also installed itself 
on its premises, integrating the “mother think tank’s” administrative 
structure still carrying the sobriquet “ministry of reforms.”

Recalling these anecdotic details straightaway gives an inkling of the 
complex political position of Bulgarian think tanks in the context of the 
country’s so-called transition to democracy. Mediating between a number 
of political groups, national, international contexts, and powers, and ben-
efiting from Western moral and financial aid, they were supposed to con-
tribute to transforming a totalitarian state into a modern democracy. Right 
from the start, these NGO institutes of experts, standing on the frontiers 
of academia, politics, and media, announced their determination to inf lu-
ence political programs and decision-making processes through counsel-
ing, media campaigns directed at public opinion, and drawing up drafts of 
laws and reports on the progress of reforms and political stability.

Claiming the label of think tanks, they signaled their direct connec-
tion to similar institutions of research and political lobbying that had 
appeared in the United States at the end of the nineteenth and the start of 
the twentieth century. In fact, from the 1980s onward, these new actors 
were part of a logic of an internationalization of American networks 
of professionals of democracy (Guilhot, 2005; Dezelay, 2004). Their 
financial but also symbolic dependence vis-à-vis these networks clearly 
raises the question of legitimacy and the long-term consequences of 
their action in the local context. Several anthropologists (Petric, 2007; 
Hann and Dunn, 1996; Wedel, 1998; Verdery, 1996) too have already 
critically examined the “culture of projects” (Sampson, 2003) and the 
manner in which NGOs generally exercise the role of “watchdogs” of 
liberal reforms in Eastern Europe and in the Balkans.

From a similar analytical perspective, taking a few examples, I 
examine how Bulgarian think tanks inf luenced political processes in 
the country after 1989. Did they, as their official discourse implied, 
contribute to creating institutions of modern democracy? The hypoth-
esis defended here is that the transition, of which think tanks were both 
the outcome and the creators, did away with the institutional finality 
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of democratic modernity by setting up other procedures of new gover-
nance in practice, beyond procedures of political representativeness.

In order to introduce the reader to the specificity of the Bulgarian 
context, I will first brief ly sketch the manner in which Bulgarian think 
tanks have worked for the benefit of parties, actors, and political causes 
in accordance with foreign donors’ politics of aid to democracy build-
ing. While in the 1990s the latter encouraged an expertise exclusively 
favoring an anticommunist opposition, the first decade of the twenty-
first century and the new context of a confidence crisis in Europe and 
against political elites of the transition saw the distribution of finances 
in favor of other “worthwhile” parties and political leaders. These 
“pragmatic” evolutions of support initiated by Bulgarian think tanks in 
the national field, especially by the Center for Liberal Strategies (CLS),1 
and their translation into political changes, present them both as local 
militants and key actors of “world governance” (Abélès, 2008: 223).

Next, without providing a description of Bulgarian think tank net-
works and their functioning in general, I develop my observations 
on the political role of think tanks through the leading example of 
CLS and the organization of the first primary presidential elections 
(1996) in order to nominate a single anticommunist opposition candi-
date in Bulgaria. Initiated by the American think tank International 
Republican Institute (IRI),2 and executed through the CLS’ political 
and media work, the transfer of this American procedure constitutes 
a concrete example of the way in which Bulgarian think tanks have 
served as mediators of political technologies of democratization.

To conclude, I take a quick look at some projects involving Bulgarian 
think tanks that allow us to observe the way in which the transfer of 
political and economic know-how operates in the globalized market 
of projects and democratization. I thus demonstrate that alongside the 
opposition between the local and the global, traditionally evoked by 
anthropologists, a far more significant opposition can be found, mainly 
between the public sphere and the sphere of private interests.

Foreign Aid to Democracy “Determines The Color”

“The right party is the right party.”
(Ivan Krastev, Insider, no. 11, 1996)

Founded during the 1990s, essentially with funds from George Soros’s3 
Open Society Institute and USAID,4 Bulgarian think tanks have also 
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benefited from important resources of foundations that emerged during 
the Cold War as instruments of American foreign policy in Europe and 
in the world: National Endowment for Democracy (NED),5 Freedom 
House,6 or the German Marshall Fund (GMF).7 Their projects were 
also financed by dozens of other donors,8 as well as by international 
organizations like the World Bank, the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP), or the European Union.9 The concrete political 
and mediatic effect sought by these various donors during the 1990s 
through the financing of Bulgarian think tanks converged toward the 
support of anticommunist opposition (represented by the Union of 
Democratic Forces, UDF) and a policy of liberal “shock therapy.”

Economic experts from the Bulgarian Communist Party’s former 
Institute of History set up the CSD in 1989. This foremost Bulgarian 
think tank became a “legislative factory” of liberal reforms as well as 
the headquarters of UDF’s political campaigns. Its direct involvement in 
the political and legislative changes linked to Bulgarian state and inter-
national institutions won it the title of “ministry of reforms” among 
the circle of experts in democracy. Several experts who started out in 
CSD went on to found their own liberal think tanks: CLS, Institute 
for Market Economy (IME),10 Institute for International and Regional 
Studies (IRIS),11 Center for Social Practices (CSP),12 and Center for 
Economic Development (CED).13 They thus continued to cooper-
ate not only within the same militant networks close to the UDF but 
also within a network of common projects financed by the same for-
eign donors. Advisors of presidents (I. Krastev, CLS), prime ministers 
(O. Minchev, IRIS), and UDF ministers (E. Dainov, CSP), the leaders 
of these institutions, also transformed themselves into “media gurus” 
and regularly defended the UDF partys’ policies in the public space. In 
contrast, with very rare exceptions, they never adopted a clear stance in 
the political process as elected representatives or members of govern-
ment, which allowed them to inf luence the political process without 
ever being subjected to the sanction of votes that bring about the fall of 
governments applying unpopular social measures. While claiming to 
be the “people’s tribunes” or the higher representatives of civil society, 
but also national mediators of the democratic West’s resolve, think tank 
experts set themselves up as watchdogs of liberal reforms during the 
transition.

In the economic and political crisis of 1996 during which violent 
demonstrations organized, especially, by liberal think tanks brought 
about the fall of the socialist government, experts from CLS, CSP, 
IRIS, etc., backed by international institutions like the World Bank 
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and the IMF, occupied the political and mediatic landscape in order 
to defend the policy of privatizing big state firms. As CLS director 
Ivan Krastev notes, “Bulgarian think tanks were created to defend the 
paradigm of democratization and modernization,”14 a paradigm that in 
these early years of transition was the symbolic property of the UDF. 
But it was also the only paradigm backed by international institutions 
and foundations that financed the creation of think tanks in the coun-
try. Until 2001–2002, the principal thesis defended by Bulgarian think 
tank experts was: “There is no transition on the left.”15 The economic 
crisis of 1996 that began with the withdrawal of foreign funds from 
Bulgarian banks and speculations on the cost of the national debt was 
interpreted as a definite failure of transition spearheaded by the social-
ists. The Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), which at the time prom-
ised to invent a social model, but equally a specific national model of 
reforms, was accused of unreal populism, even worse, of nationalism, 
and a determination to return to the past. The anticommunist rheto-
ric of think tanks represented the adoption of liberal reforms not in 
terms of economic and political choices, but in terms of a “civiliza-
tional choice” that would place Bulgaria unquestionably among the 
European nations.

In the same way, the UDF government’s decisions (1997–2001) to 
grant the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) planes an air 
corridor during the bombings on Serbia in 1999 or to sacrifice Blocks 
3 and 4 of the Kozloduoui Nuclear Power Plant (despite the opinions of 
several international expert committees questioning their practicabil-
ity) were defended as being “necessary sacrifices” on the road toward 
Europe and democracy.

Investments in Other Politically Worthwhile Causes

Why then did Bulgarian civil society not produce leftist think tanks, 
given that in the 1990s, the BSP was the second national party on the 
electoral level? Indeed, the few attempts to create think tanks sympa-
thetic to the left within civil society during this period collided with 
the total lack of interest of foreign donors. It would be right to spec-
ify that Bulgarian think tanks practically never benefited from pub-
lic funds or national firms’ resources and until today have remained 
dependent on foreign aid. Thus, the first left think tank—Institute for 
Social Integration (ISI)—founded by experts close to BSP, saw the light 
of day only 12 years after the fall of the wall in 2001. Nonetheless, it 
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was also founded thanks to George Soros’s Open Society, especially 
through the mediation of Ivan Krastev, the expert from the liberal 
think tank CLS. From then onward, other promoters of democracy 
in the world, mainly American patrons like the National Democratic 
Institute (NDI),16 but also the German Social Democratic Party’s 
Friedrich Ebert Foundation,17 began to support the ISI and the “social-
ist brand.”

What was it that motivated this change in foreign donors’ policy? 
During an interview in May 2004, J. Georgiev, ISI’s executive direc-
tor, replied that it was clearly a matter of a pragmatic choice aimed 
at moving into the left’s political space at a moment when social cri-
sis and internal quarrels within the UDF had weakened the chances 
of the right’s victory in the 2005 legislative elections on a long-term 
basis. Moreover, former Bulgarian king Simeon II’s ascent to power 
in 2001 as prime minister and leader of the populist right wing move-
ment revealed the wear and tear of the anticommunist rhetoric that had 
opposed the BSP to the UDF. The increasing disenchantment with 
liberal reforms threatened to weaken public opinion support for the 
country’s European outlook. Investing in a left-oriented think tank 
was thus a means of accelerating the processes of BSP’s “normaliza-
tion.” In 2005, it acceded to power by displaying a political program 
that was as pro-Atlantic and liberal as the UDF’s.

From 2000 onwards, foreign donors diversified their support to 
political parties through the network of Bulgarian think tanks. This 
intention of investing in political causes considered worthwhile, while 
conserving the liberal and pro-Atlantic consensus would benefit even 
populist political leaders. As in other ex-Soviet bloc countries, this 
period projected onto the political landscape “messiahs” who accused 
political elites under the transition (of the right as of the left) of cor-
ruption and betrayal of national interests. Capitalist globalization and 
European integration processes were directly targeted as causes of pov-
erty and social disintegration. Thus, think tanks like CLS did not pro-
crastinate in reinvesting their support in the leaders of a new right who 
expressed the people’s anger, but nonetheless remained loyal to pro-
Atlantic and market economy principles.

From 2001, the former king Simeon II’s coming into power sig-
naled popular expectations of a strong hand capable of restoring order 
in the political affairs. Bojko Borisov’s charismatic figure emerged on 
the political scene in this context. This former graduate of the Police 
Academy had become the general secretary of the Interior Ministry. His 
popularity in the polls hit a peak, particularly because of his position and 
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his frequent snap judgments against crooks arrested by the police but 
released by the judges. Elected mayor of Sofia in 2005, Borisov decided 
to launch a new political party, Citizens for the European Development 
of Bulgaria (GERB), in December 2006 so as to participate in the first 
European elections in Bulgaria. The results were astonishing: GERB 
even arrived before the Socialist Party and came first in the electoral 
test! On the morrow of these elections, Borisov demanded that antici-
pated legislative elections be organized in autumn to fight corruption 
in the economic and judicial system. But even if this plan failed, he was 
nevertheless in line as future prime minister of the country.

How can this sudden political climb be analyzed with respect to the 
inf luence of think tanks in Bulgarian political life?

There was no doubt either about CLS’ involvement or that of its 
director Ivan Krastev in the advice offered and the media support of 
this new populist leader. In 2006, an intellectual turnaround was clearly 
noticeable in Krastev’s discourses concerning the nature and role of 
populism in the European and Bulgarian political landscape. In an arti-
cle in the newspaper Koultoura on January 26, 2006, he announced “the 
end of the liberal decade” in posttotalitarian Europe and the begin-
ning of a populism that would be the basis of a new way of think-
ing politics. By May 10–11 that same year, the idea had progressed 
by way of a conference financed by the GMF. Co-organized by 
the CLS and the Open Society Institute foundation of Sofia, the con-
ference entitled “Challenges of New Populism” was destined for the 
capital’s political and intellectual circles, and tended to promote the 
observation that “today, new populism is the general condition of poli-
tics and the advance of democracy everywhere in the world.”18 In an 
article in the daily 24 Chassa on May 24, 2007, Krastev affirmed that 
Borisov was a kind of leader of civil society expressing the anguish and 
hopes of public opinion in a context marked by the need to restructure 
political space.

However, a more comprehensive analysis reveals that the work of 
preparing the field for this new right capable of replacing the UDF, 
prevailing against the BSP and weakening the other nationalist cur-
rents, began in 2001–2002. At this time, the CLS was responsible for 
the creation of the association Global Bulgaria. This coalition of busi-
ness, media, and think tank experts proclaimed its objective of “mak-
ing civil society a real factor of decision making in the political and 
economic field.” Coordinated by Tsvetelina Borislavova, president of 
Sibank’s control committee, Borisov’s partner, the initiative gathered 
several representatives of the banking and economic sector but also 
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inf luential liberal think tanks such as the CLS, the CSD, and the IMF. 
Prominent among the representatives of the banking sector were Levon 
Hampartsumian (director of Bulbank), a friend of Ivan Krastev and 
Evgeni Dainov (director of the think tank CSP), and Franck Bauer, 
president of the committee, director of the American-Bulgarian Credit 
Bank, a frequent partner of projects of ultraliberal economic think 
tanks like the IME.

Officially destined to set up a network controlling procedures for 
absorption of European funds at all levels of power (national, regional, 
municipal), the coalition aimed above all to federate various economic 
and political circles so as to prepare the right’s comeback in the legisla-
tive elections. It succeeded particularly through its powerful members 
in the media: Ivo Prokopiev (editor of the national newspapers Kapital 
and Dnevnik), Venelina Gocheva (editor of 24 Chassa, one of the news-
papers with a very large circulation) , Albert Parsons (director of the 
television channel BTV ), as well as Kres, the owner of an advertising 
agency and one of the biggest fortunes of the country, who was very 
inf luential in the media world. From 2007 onward, when B. Borisov 
decided to launch his new political party, three members of Globalna 
Bulgaria including Ivan Krastev, Ivo Prokopiev, and Svetoslav Bojilov 
launched RE: TV, a new television channel financed by “Citizens 
Media,” a foundation that was also their creation. The television chan-
nel closed down in November 2009, some months after Borisov’s elec-
tion as prime minister.

No. 1 Expert of Bulgarian Think Tanks

Consequently, as had so often happened since the creation of CLS, Ivan 
Krastev, the no. 1 expert of Bulgarian think tanks, is used to announce, 
legitimize, even initiate important restructurings of the Bulgarian 
political space. As he suggested in his email to Ishac Diwan (cited at 
the beginning of this paper), he represented in practice the theoretical 
vision of think tanks that would prepare the political ground for the 
“next government’s” arrival in power.

Some details of his career can help us understand the reasons and 
channels of his political inf luence exercised outside the framework of 
classic political representivity. A representative without the mandate of 
civil society, advisor and diplomat in the shadows, expert, organic intel-
lectual, and media guru at the same time, Krastev is a typical example 
of what Janine Wedel terms the “f lexian”: one of these new actors who 
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inf luence “decision making” in the shadows by occupying multiple 
roles and social positions. This multipositioning precludes the answer 
to the question, “Where, ultimately does his allegiance lie?” (Wedel, 
2009: 5) According to the author, these are “players who have expanded 
their repertories of roles, which they can keep separate, merge, com-
bine, and otherwise manipulate to achieve their goals” (Ibid.: 200).

Born in 1964, Krastev is the son of Ioto Krastev, editor of the big 
communist newspaper Narodna mladej (Popular Youth) and member of 
the Communist Party Central Committee. Like most of the leaders 
of liberal think tanks, he comes from a family that was close to power 
circles even before 1989. A graduate of the English school (fish tank 
of future party leaders), he trained in philosophy at the University of 
Sofia. There he associated with dissident circles close to Professor Jelu 
Jelev, who in 1989 became the leader of the anticommunist opposi-
tion and in 1990, president of the Bulgarian Republic. In 1991, with a 
George Soros’s Open Society Foundation scholarship, Krastev left for 
a one-year specialization at St. Anthony College in Oxford where he 
was befriended by the warden Lord Ralf Dahrendorf, theoretician of 
liberal transitions in the East, who introduced him and was a godfather 
to him all along in the networks of experts on democratization. Backed 
by important networks of democracy building in the Balkans and in 
Europe, Krastev returned to Bulgaria in 1992, to embark on a brilliant 
and rapid career as political advisor to President Jelev. Given the task of 
creating a new liberal party along with UDF deputy Dimitar Ludjev 
by the German liberal Friedrich Naumann Foundation, he began to 
play the role of mediator between the president, the political parties, 
and the government.

In 1994, his capacities of mediator propelled him toward a new 
phase in his climb to informal power. Benefiting from the support of 
the Open Society Institute but also of several other foundations and 
American think tanks (particularly NED), he created the CLS think 
tank and became its director. Hereafter, he appreciably extended his 
participation in various networks of Bulgarian civil society. While act-
ing as director of CLS, he was also member of the Council of the 
Atlantic Club in Bulgaria (since 1995), member of the Council of 
Union of Bulgarian foundations and civic associations (1996–1997), 
and member of the Balkan Civic Network (1996). He conducted 
research for the Bulgarian presidency, the parliament, and the ministry 
of foreign affairs. Progressively, Krastev simultaneously succeeded in 
building up an international legitimacy. In 1997–1998, he became a 
member of the advisory board of the Democracy Network Program 



Dostena Anguelova-Lavergne84

of the American agency of aid to development (USAID). From 1997, 
he also acceded to a series of posts in the democratization networks of 
the Balkans and Central and Eastern Europe.19 He became an expert 
in the field of security and development in the Balkans for the World 
Bank, Programa das Nações Unidas para o Desenvolvimento (PNUD), 
NATO, GMF, and in George Soros’s University of Central Europe. 
His experiences finally led him in 2004–2005 to the highly prestigious 
post of executive director of the Third Carnegie Commission for the 
Balkans’ Future, presided over by Guiliano Amato, former Italian for-
eign affairs minister. Publishing in prestigious American foreign policy 
establishment reviews like the Journal of Democracy, financed and edited 
by NED, he took over as editor of the Bulgarian edition of the very 
inf luential American journal Foreign Policy. Thus, Krastev’s multiple 
positions within governmental and nongovernmental, national and 
international, and political and intellectual networks made him a pow-
erful mediator between national political elites and networks of orga-
nizations and international foundations in the field of democratization. 
His think tank, the CLS, considered in Bulgarian public space as an 
incubator of “original political solutions,” contributed to “creating new 
rules of the political game” and played an important role in the transfer 
of diverse American political technologies to the Bulgarian political 
space. The case of the primary presidential elections in 1996 is particu-
larly enlightening on this point. A concrete illustration of the manner 
in which local actors of Bulgarian civil society legitimized and negoti-
ated political solutions outside the framework of democratic and elec-
toral representativeness can be made by comparing Scott Carpenter’s 
(director of the Bulgarian branch of the American think tank IRI) and 
Krastev’s versions of how the idea originated and its implementation.

 “Whales in Maritsa and Other Tall Tales”

“Whales in Maritsa and Other Tall Stories” is the amusing title of the 
story for the review of Insider (1998) by Scott Carpenter, who is from 
IRI, where he explains how for the first time in Europe the idea of 
applying the system of American presidential primaries in Bulgaria made 
its way in 1995–1996. “I am always asked where I got this idea. Finally, 
here’s the answer. We got the idea (I and Phil Tanis, my colleague from 
IRI) on the summit of a mountain, as is fitting for every epiphany. It 
was in September 1995, just after the failure of democratic forces in the 
municipal elections. The IRI then organized a seminar in a resort just 
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above Panichishte in the Rila Mountains. The participants were repre-
sentatives both of the UDF and the Popular Union (UP) [i.e. representa-
tives of opposition forces against BSP]” (Carpenter, 1998: 26).

There followed an enumeration of the seminar’s participants, who 
included leaders of the two anticommunist opposition parties, A. Mozer 
and I. Kostov, with the description of the very moment, during a pause, 
of the birth of the idea of the primaries during a conversation between 
Carpenter, Tanis, the UDF deputy Boshkkov, and the UDF candidate 
to the town hall of Rousse. Foreseeing the danger of a split between 
the two anti-BSP parties during the future presidential, IRI represen-
tatives proposed that they would help lobbying in favor of an election 
procedure for a common opposition candidate. Carpenter continues:

Then of course IRI formed a working group with the opposition 
parties and Ivan Krastev’s CLS so as to work out the details and 
initiate the process as fast as possible. The group met several times 
in Krim, a restaurant in the centre of Sofia, a sufficiently conspira-
torial space, and its work resulted in the signature of a preliminary 
agreement that was then signed by all the leaders and the candi-
dates. The credit of this process thus falls to all the signatories of 
the agreement . . . This does not mean that I’m not happy and don’t 
take a personal delight in a rather immature way. Writing to a 
friend on the morrow of the elections, I wrote a parody of a news-
paper article: “Sofia, Bulgaria—a fisherman was taken aback by 
the discovery of whales swimming in the river Maritsa. Intrigued 
scientists wonder how they got there.” (Carpenter 1998: 26)

Scott Carpenter’s “self-congratulatory” letter refers to a newspaper 
article that had disapproved of the idea of primary elections as eccen-
tric and impossible to apply in Bulgaria, “as impossible as seeing whales 
swimming in the Maritsa.” In fact, political parties’ and media’s res-
ervations vis-à-vis this radical innovation would be wiped out by the 
success of the process in June 1996: massive participation of almost 
900,000 electors, acknowledgment of the unique opposition candidate 
by all the parties who had signed the agreement on the preliminaries, 
and finally the victory, in the 1996 presidential elections, of the UDF 
candidate Peter Stoyanov designated by these primaries as the uni-
fied opposition’s candidate to challenge the BSP. Before going on to 
compare Scott Carpenter’s story with Ivan Krastev’s—published in the 
same issue of the review Insider and narrated in an entirely different 
manner “the incredible success” of “the crazy idea of the primaries that 
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CLS had had the courage to launch”20—I would like to come back to 
some information contained in the IRI’s official report (1996) on these 
primary elections in Bulgaria.

Beyond the anecdotes on the genealogy of the event, the IRI report 
further insisted on the important fact that the idea and the technologi-
cal transfer of the procedure are in fact part of a long-term strategy. 
This document reviews the help that IRI had provided in Bulgaria to 
parties opposing the BSP since 1990, extending this support during the 
transition by training party leaders, financing local structures, etc. In 
March 1994, the IRI opened a local office in Sofia to expand its action 
in the country and began work to ensure a victory of the opposition 
parties in the 1995 municipal elections. Organizing the Panichishte 
conference in September 1996 after the opposition’s electoral defeat 
in the municipal elections, IRI leaders intended to launch the idea of 
primary elections for the approaching presidential in order to avoid 
a fresh BSP victory. This detail puts in perspective the merit of the 
“epiphanic spontaneity” of the idea of the primaries as recounted by 
Carpenter, director of IRI’s local branch, and sees in it rather a sense of 
well-mastered media communication plan.

Moreover, the hypothesis is explicitly confirmed in IRI’s report: the 
only place where CLS is mentioned in the reporter’s text is a paragraph that 
explains the success formula of importing the process into Bulgaria as par-
ticularly guaranteed by the use of one or several “confidence brokers”:

 A trusted, neutral mediator throughout the process: an outside 
stimulus to both the educational effort and early negotiations can 
be crucial during the process. Because of long personal histories 
and bitter memories, there is an understandable hesitation on the 
part of political leaders to participate in discussions with perceived 
rivals who are often labeled as betrayers. For this reason, having 
a trusted individual or organization to facilitate early discussions 
can create the necessary environment in which trust can be built. 
This individual/organization must be respected by all involved 
and be perceived as neutral throughout the entire process. He/it 
will have to act as a shuttle diplomat at times, delivering messages 
between the participants, acting as an advocate for the process but 
also allowing legitimate concerns to be expressed and resolved. 
Ideally, there should be more than one such avenue for informal 
communication.

[. . .] indigenous think tanks and other NGOs, unaffiliated with 
particular parties but having the respect of all participants, can 
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have an important role to play. By stressing the importance of the 
process and the clear need for transparency etc., they can provide 
the intellectual firepower and local expertise to ensure cultural 
sensitivity and applicability of the concept of primaries in the given 
country, demonstrating that it is more than a mere transplant from 
the U.S. Also, because they are respected by all participants they 
can reduce charges of political one-upmanship of one party over 
another. They give the process broader legitimacy and can act as 
advocates of the democratic nature of the primary without worry-
ing about more specific political concerns such as who is going to 
win. In Bulgaria, the Center for Liberal Strategies and the Center 
for Social Practices played such a role. (IRI, 1996: 20)

Thus, the IRI report explicitly describes Bulgarian think tanks as local 
mediators for applying a political technology aimed at restructuring 
the Bulgarian political field. Equally, it takes the shape of a kind of 
handbook of this process that could serve in other countries and on 
other occasions. The need for a civil society’s partner holding a neutral 
position and playing the role of “shuttle diplomat” between the par-
ties coincides perfectly with the positioning of the CLS and Krastev in 
particular. The latter’s personal role—but also that of the entire civil 
society financed by these kind of organizations—is presented in this 
report as a kind of agency of marketing politics adapting the message 
of a big international brand to local “cultural sensitivity” and thanks 
to its good knowledge, ensuring “applicability” in the specific national 
context, particularly through a superficial “depoliticization.”

However, Scott Carpenter’s version and the IRI’s official report sug-
gesting the implementation of the idea of primary elections in 1996 
differ largely from that advanced by Krastev in our interviews and in 
a very subtle manner in the text he signed in the review in the Insider 
(Krastev 1998a, 1998b), published along with Scott Carpenter’s.

The Primaries: CLS’ “Brilliant Idea”

In the article “An American Experience” (Krastev, 1998a), Ivan Krastev 
openly claimed the authorship of the primaries:

In my case, today, in December 1997, I have difficulty recalling 
when for the first time I heard of or read something concerning the 
primaries in the United States (. . .) Since 1996, the CLS invested 
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everything in the success of the “American experience.” At the 
end of December, I published twenty pages (with the support of 
the review Kapital) on the perspectives of the democratic commu-
nity’s victory in the presidential elections (. . .) The idea appeared 
so strange that no one thought of attacking it at the start. It is only 
after we obtained the IRI’s support from the United States and 
from certain Bulgarian politicians that reservations about experi-
mentation were expressed by our politicians. (Krastev, 1998a: 25)

Furthermore, the CLS leader’s involvement was emphasized by a dra-
matization of the personal experience: “I was persecuted by a night-
mare in which president Jelev and the UDF leader Ivan Kostov were 
staring at me and asking ‘When did you first hear the word primaries? 
Who made you learn it up?’” (Krastev, 1998a: 25).

In our interviews, the CLS director frequently cited the case of the 
primaries as one of the most significant examples of the inventiveness 
and originality of CLS’ political action. To the question as to how 
he came to exercise an inf luence on the country’s political priorities, 
he replied: “It is rare that you can measure and affirm this inf luence, 
because there are ideas that are in the air and one never knows where 
the microbe has come from, a little bit like the f lu. It is important to 
introduce a completely novel idea with respect to the environment. 
For example, the first time the possibility of introducing a Financial 
Board in Bulgaria was mentioned, it was in a publication of Roumen 
Avramov in 1994. The same thing for the idea of primary elections as 
an ideal solution in a political situation of crisis.”21 In the same inter-
view, Krastev also explained how CLS experts succeeded in inventing 
such key ideas: “We read and fall on weird ideas of crazy people in 
the whole world and we try to apply them in experimental formulas 
at home.” Thus, the interviews with Ivan Krastev advance the role 
of luck in the collection of “weird ideas” (“microbes” creating a “f lu 
infection”) by CLS experts. The term “weird” emphasizes the notion 
of these ideas not belonging to a system of thought or concrete politics. 
The interviews equally insisted on the democratic character of these 
inventions, as if they were directly inspired by the needs of the elec-
tors and were equally conditioned by the incredible capacity of think 
tanks to consider the opinions of different political actors. Ivan Krastev 
and the CLS experts are designated as the fishermen of these ideas, 
consequently claiming the credit for the initiative and for the right of 
intercession.
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The comparison between the IRI’s and the CLS’ versions regarding 
the paternity of the idea of primary elections in Bulgaria is significant 
in that it demonstrates the complex overlapping between discourses 
and practices of the two think tanks situated in different locations in 
the hierarchy of what Guilhot (2005 and 2001) designates as “The 
International of experts.” Each at its level has an interest in claiming 
the paternity of the idea so as to strengthen its legitimacy in the mar-
ket network of its projects. However, an open conf lict never breaks 
out between these two levels because it is in their common interest to 
legitimize civil society actors as authors of strategies, ideas, and actions, 
of which they are only the brokers and executors. IRI’s report (1996: 9) 
in fact insists on the need of introducing the idea of Bulgarian prima-
ries in such a manner that local actors can appropriate the idea as their 
own. By appropriating the project, the CLS then in its turn succeeded 
in getting local political actors themselves to believe that the initiative 
and its implementation was entirely their own.

The example of the implementation of primary elections is not an 
isolated case in the practices of Bulgarian think tank experts. Very 
often, by hiding the external sources of their “local inventions,” they 
promote the idea that their institutes possess a capacity for innovation 
and independent ref lection that is rare in the political and economic 
field. The ownership of original know-how and the access to sources of 
international information inaccessible to other institutions must legiti-
mize the help they give to the failing mechanisms of the state, suffer-
ing from a heavy communist burden and lack of financial and human 
resources.

The Market of Projects: Processing Political Know-How

In the vast network of international expertise in democracy, think 
tanks are represented and represent themselves as idea brokers, agents 
who in the words of the American analyst James Allen Smith (Smith, 
1991) “buy” and “sell” their ideas, but who also draw from the knowl-
edge of the “world bank of expertise” (referring to the network of 
GDN expertise created by the World Bank). However the schema is 
more complex than that of a simple market, because it is not a matter 
of real purchases or of real sales. Money for transactions of knowledge 
(projects) is always ensured by the same international organizations 
and foundations (USAID, Open Society, World Bank, and so on) who 
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“sell” their software and then “re-purchase” qualified labor and local 
know-how so as to continue to inf luence political and economic deci-
sion making in the countries in transition. The know-how developed 
in the specific national context can then be exported by local think 
tanks transformed in their turn into international agents of the exper-
tise market.

Thus, after having imported American software22 into Bulgaria 
in the field of reform of administrative laws regulating the creation of 
firms, the IME think tank in Sofia developed a local, then regional 
(Balkanic), know-how by adapting the American paradigm so as to 
then in its turn export it to Bosnia, by becoming an outsourcing orga-
nization of Consulting Agency Bannock and Agency of British devel-
opment (DIFID). This export of know-how is part of the long-term 
strategy of Bulgarian think tanks that foresee the end of foreign financ-
ing for reforms in Bulgaria:

Reforms in Bulgaria are coming to an end. From now on, we 
begin to export. Today, we’re in Bosnia; tomorrow begins our 
mission in Kyrgyzstan.23 We will also look after NGO’s building 
capacity in the Balkans. Bulgaria is not interesting any more. Most 
of the spheres to be reformed have already been reformed. It’s 
the challenge that is important, the impossible, and the thrill. Of 
course, in Bulgaria, there will always be some stupidity or other 
to correct, but we’ll do it between two trips abroad. One day we’ll 
finally close the National Centre of Statistics and put an end to 
this daft system of pensions.24

Thus the market of projects appears as a system of adapting political and 
economic know-how in which think tanks find themselves integrated 
as intermediaries at different levels. The market of expertise thus func-
tions as a processor of information and technologies of power.

The example of the implementation of USAID’s Dem Net II pro-
gram perfectly illustrates this superposition of multiple levels of out-
sourcing that transfer and control resources, people, and ideas through 
the mechanism of the project. Even though the initial financial funds 
belong to USAID, the Institute for Sustainable Communities (ISC) 
that deals with Bulgarian think tanks manages the program. In their 
turn, the latter become ISC’s intermediaries vis-à-vis local NGOs to 
whom they distribute a part of their resources. USAID’s report explains 
how sometimes think tanks have contributed to the ex nihilo creation 
of local NGOs in answer to the needs of the program.
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In concordance with the declared aim of “encouraging civil par-
ticipation in decision making at the local and national level,” the three 
think tanks financed by USAID program via ISC, CSP, CSD, and 
IRIS, were given the responsibility of developing operational networks 
and models of lobbying campaigns at the level of local, regional, and 
national powers likely to spread in the country and in a maximum 
number of fields of political decision. Thus, the think tank IRIS elabo-
rated a theoretical framework that served to educate NGOs in lobbying: 
training leaders capable of carrying out a strategic plan, constructing 
local NGO coalitions, organizing media campaigns, and dialoguing 
with representatives of local and national powers. Through coalitions, 
CSD’s work targets concrete changes at the level of governmental poli-
tics in the field of legislation on small businesses and in tax and pension 
policies. As Dem Net II’s report observes, CSD’s work was very effec-
tive, especially through the organization of public campaigns explain-
ing the stakes of pension reform, through programs on DARIK radio 
bands and other media, and also through a series of seminars bringing 
together NGOs and state administrative officers. Despite considering 
“local expectations” proclaimed by the program in practice, in reality 
it chief ly responds to the main donor’s strategy. The latter aims at a 
greater efficiency of Bulgarian NGOs whose action must henceforth 
be oriented toward concrete political results at lesser cost in the fields 
defined by USAID: legislation on taxes, media, ethnic and religious 
rights, gender equality, environment, and local development.25

It is not these principal beneficiaries (local powers, national powers, 
or citizens) who evaluate the program, but experts located at differ-
ent levels of outsourcing, the principal donor, and some international 
audit firms such as KPMG. This dissociation between beneficiaries 
of think tanks’ political actions and evaluators who ratify the final 
result of their approaches throws suspicion on the democratic nature 
of these procedures and announces a new kind of governmentality. In 
her observation on the universe of “f lexians” (lobbyists and experts in 
the shadows) in the United States, Janine Wedel notes that these kind 
of practices of evaluation raise the question of accountability of the 
actors involved: “Accountability is imposed from the outside—without 
the engagement of the ‘moral community’—a community that shapes 
(and is shaped by) the expectations, rules, norms and values of social 
relationships.” Wedel’s analysis also suggests that we must no longer 
concentrate uniquely on the opposition between the local and the 
global level of governance that henceforth mingle and no longer rep-
resent the significant opposition capable of explaining new practices of 
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global politics. On the contrary, as the author demonstrates, the prin-
cipal stake that merits attention is the privatization of politics by actors 
and ill-identified coalitions on the public scene, particularly because of 
their international mobility. Never being obliged to give an account 
of their actions in the framework of existing public procedures, these 
new actors of politics end up draining the content of the institutional 
mechanisms of representative democracy.

Conclusion

An analysis of the manner in which Bulgarian think tanks play both 
the role of “pragmatic” engineers of national political space and brokers 
between this space and an obscure space of foundations and think tanks 
belonging to “The International of experts in democratization,” clearly 
shows that their action is applied outside all forms of legitimacy based 
on an electoral or social representation. Negotiating and applying poli-
cies without a mandate, think tanks participate in forms of exercise of 
power that weaken the principle of representivity and democratic con-
trol. Instead of promoting the transition toward a modern democracy 
based on sovereign and autonomous institutions, as their discourses in 
the 1990s often claimed, they were rather actors of a transition toward 
the epoch of a “post Sovereign state” (Abélès, 2008: 112). They con-
tributed to rendering frontiers fuzzier between the national and the 
international, the governmental and the nongovernmental, and the 
public and the private, thus participating in a kind of deinstitutional-
ization and privatization of political space.

Bulgarian think tanks thus represent a very interesting anthropo-
logical field that permits the study of processes of globalization and 
displacement of politics that engender new forms of public and pri-
vate governance (Abélès, 2008: 111). And if indeed, as they themselves 
acknowledge, the task of think tanks is to “rethink the framework through 
which society and its elected politicians think the world [. . .] the old 
theories whose origins go back to the heritage of the Enlightenment no 
longer being an adequate framework to permit the handling of the com-
plexity of the contemporary epoch” (Abélès, 2008: 20), it is nonetheless 
fitting to question the viability and the democratic nature of those new 
forms of governance implied by this questioning. For the diversion of 
democratic practices by a kind of “shadow elite” (Wedel, 2009) implies 
a rapid degradation of citizens’ confidence not only in institutions but 
also in civil society that is too often more concerned with defending its 



A Bulgarian Case Study 93

own corporate interests than those of the populations it is supposed to 
represent. This crisis of confidence could reveal itself to be all the more 
dangerous in the recent context of the financial crisis that might pro-
voke major social explosions everywhere in the world.

Notes

1. Bulgarian think tank founded in 1994 with the help of George Soros’s Open Society 
Institute and the American foundation, National Endowment for Democracy (NED).

2. American think tank founded in 1983 on the initiative of the conservative president Ronald 
Reagan and NED so as to lead “a crusade for liberty in the whole world” (NED website, 
www.ned.org).

3. From 1984, the philanthropist financer George Soros began creating a network of founda-
tions for aid to democracy in Eastern Europe and in the former Soviet Union. These founda-
tions played an important role in the transformation of political, intellectual, and university 
circles in a large number of countries. Created in 1993 in New York, OSI’s aim is to support 
and coordinate this network of foundations then on spread out in the whole world.

4. Founded in 1961 during John Kennedy’s mandate, USAID’s mission was to take responsi-
bility for foreign assistance to democracy along with its programs of military aid. Integrated 
in the State Department after the end of the Cold War, the agency became one of the prin-
cipal suppliers of expertise in the field of democratic transitions in the world.

5. Founded in 1983 by the “Hawks” and the Cold warriors of the neoconservative revolution, 
NED rallied former Trotskyites (“Bolsheviks of the right”) and later even militants of the 
new anticonformist left borne of the area studies in Latin America. It became one of the most 
powerful institutions in the framework of American financing of democratization programs 
abroad (see Guilhot, 2005: 86–97).

6. An American foundation that aims to promote and “measure” democracy in all parts of the 
globe, Freedom House was founded in 1941 to back propaganda in favor of the country’s 
engagement in the Second World War, the idea of the Marshall Plan, and NATO. From 
1982, largely financed by NED, it was integrated into the framework of NGOs in the ser-
vice of US foreign policy. In the 1990s, it positioned itself as one of the principal actors of 
aid to democracy in the Balkans and in Eastern Europe. Its aims were closely linked to the 
politics of the American state administration. It is currently presided by the former patron 
of the CIA, James Woolsey.

7. Set up in 1972 through the restitution of the residue of the Marshall Fund to the United 
States by Willy Brandt’s government, GMF was to promote research and Atlantic projects 
in Europe. After the end of the Cold War, it remobilized its networks to serve as a relay of 
American foreign policy in Eastern Europe and the Balkans.

8. American foundations and think tanks often outsource funds of big donors (OSI, USAID, 
Ford, Carnegie, Rockefeller foundations, and so on).

9. Mainly, the Program for Harmonized ATM Research in EUROCONTROL (PHARE) 
and more recently the sixth program devoted to research in the 1990s: the Center of Liberal 
Strategies (CLS) and the Institute of Market Economy (IME).

10. An economic think tank of Hayekian obedience, created in 1993, it is a member of the 
neoliberal think tank network known under the name of the Stockholm network.

11. Founded in 1998, this think tank’s chief mission was to promote the Bulgarian candidature 
to NATO and diverse American projects in the Balkans such as the Clinton Initiative: the 
infrastructural project for the construction of a corridor of transport linking the Black Sea 
to the Adriatic (corridor E8).
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12. Created in 1994, the CSP is very much engaged in favor of the UDF and leads diverse 
militant projects especially as coordinator of local and municipal NGOs.

13. Created in 1997 on the OSI’s initiative, the CED has become one of the cells of the UDF 
government’s economic reforms.

14. Interview, January 2001.
15. Interview with O. Minchev, IRIS, February 1998.
16. Initiated by NED in 1983, the NDI became one of the principal American NGOs to pro-

mote democracy in the world through the use of electoral technologies.
17. Founded in 1925, it is linked to the SDP in Germany. The foundation currently positions 

itself as one of the important coordinators of left think tanks in Europe.
18. Extract from the CLS website, www.cls-sofia.org.
19. Member of the committee of the center of democratization and reconciliation from the 

Balkans to Thessalonica (1997), member of the advisory council on the program for Central 
and Eastern Europe, member of Freedom House’s consulting program for Central and 
Eastern Europe, member of New York’s East-West Institute’s consulting council on South 
East Europe (since 2000), member of the international forum of young leaders of globaliza-
tion created in partnership with the Economic International Forum (from 2006), and so on.

20. Krastev’s words, July 2006 interview.
21. Interview, July 2006.
22. The term “software” used by the interlocutor referred not to computer software, but in a 

metaphorical sense to a database that can be adapted for different applications and adopted 
according to its use as in computing.

23. It often happens that the know-how acquired by IME in the framework of projects with 
a nonlucrative aim is then exploited by the consulting firm set up in parallel by the think 
tank to receive commercial or governmental orders. This is the case of the mission carried 
out in 2003 in Kyrgyzstan where IME experts were invited by the government of this 
country in order to produce a report evaluating economic and administrative reform in the 
field of tourism.

24. Iordanka Gancheva, IME, interview, January 2003.
25. See Dem Net II’s report.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

The Question of Presumed Political 
Prisoners in Azerbaijan: Conditionalities 

of the Council of Europe

Raphaelle  Mathey

Today we are living a historical event! Thanks to its integration 
in the oldest European organization, the Republic of Azerbaijan 
is henceforth an integral and indissoluble part of Europe. The 
admission to the Council of Europe is not only a sign of its rec-
ognition as an independent, sovereign, democratic and secular 
state, but equally a new stage in Azerbaijan’s growth as an equal 
member of the European family.

Extract from the speech of the president of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan on his country’s admission to the Council 

of Europe (Strasbourg, January 25, 2001).1

President Aliev was personally present during the opulent ceremony that 
marked his country’s admission to the Council of Europe. Traditional 
music, caviar, and national folklore accompanied the president for the 
much-awaited introduction to the heart of the “European family.” 
Since its creation in 1949,2 the Council of Europe’s vocation has been 
essentially oriented toward a postwar problematic in Western Europe. 
In the 1990s, the organization opened itself to the postsocialist world 
and developed programs of democratic transition. The council intro-
duced a political process that redesigned the contours of Europe with 
47 member states and produced new political and legal norms defining 
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the conditions of access to the European label. Central and Eastern 
European countries aiming to join the European Union began their 
training and familiarization with European norms within this institu-
tion. The Council of Europe was nicknamed “the antechamber of the 
European Union” by some observers because of its role in promoting 
reforms in the new member states.

The former Soviet Republic developed an entire system of coopera-
tion with foreign partners likely to help it reform its political system. 
Since independence, a number of states and also international orga-
nizations and NGOs3 were present in the country. They developed 
various programs specially aimed at promoting democracy. Like other 
postsocialist countries, Azerbaijan thus found itself in the middle of the 
1990s confronting a complex coproduction of its political field, where 
thereafter new international and transnational actions prevailed.

The present chapter examines this novel situation through the coop-
eration process initiated with the Council of Europe on the question 
of political prisoners. This question was at the heart of the cooperation 
between Strasbourg and Baku and remains central to their relationship 
even today.

A little after independence, Baku expressed its wish to be integrated 
with the European club in order to strengthen its international legiti-
macy. Acquiring a membership into the Council of Europe was a sym-
bolic mark of Azerbaijan’s integration into a community of culture and 
thought common to “old European democracies” and conceived as a 
culture of law (Reinhard, 2001). Moreover, this implied an obligation 
to radically reform its political system. The purpose of the Council’s 
sponsorship was to assist this former Soviet republic in setting up a new 
political system founded on a unanimous adherence to a culture advo-
cating the defense of human rights and the rule of law. The European 
organization was particularly sensitive to the question of political pris-
oners while the young Azerbaijan state was emerging from a period of 
political turbulence marked by several conf licts. In claiming member-
ship of the Council of Europe Azerbaijan formally committed itself 
“to release or to grant a new trial to those prisoners who are regarded 
as ‘political prisoners’ by human rights protection organizations, espe-
cially Mr. Iskander Gamidov, Mr. Alikram Gumbatov and Mr. Raqim 
Gaziyev.”4 Membership gave rise to a relation of conditionality between 
the Council and member states whose status depends on respecting the 
principles and values of the organization, honoring its commitments, 
and adopting the resulting political behavior.
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In the first place, Baku expressed its enthusiasm about the recent 
cooperation with Strasbourg, where the Council of Europe is based. 
But the symbolic political declarations referring to the construction of 
a democratic state had trouble hiding a growing reluctance to trans-
form the political system. For Baku, Strasbourg’s demands appearing 
progressively as a form of interference in the national political life were 
difficult to accept. The authorities even considered some of the dec-
larations of the Council of Europe as threats to the stability of the 
country. Soon, beyond the official speeches, some of the European 
organization’s demands crystallized important divergences. Above all, 
there was a reticence about the definition of political prisoners, and the 
Council’s injunctions on the question were perceived as jeopardizing 
certain foundations of the political system. The Azerbaijan govern-
ment then applied a strategy of resistance in order to preserve its own 
conception of power.

The Council’s manifold encouragements, warnings, and rulings5 did 
not produce the results expected by Strasbourg, which continued to 
point out to the high number of political prisoners. Azerbaijani author-
ities then opposed even the term “political prisoner” and its definition 
while asking the European organization for time to honor its com-
mitments. Moreover, the council criticized a system that continued 
to “produce” new political prisoners.6 The disagreement between the 
two parties reached a peak in January 2006 when the Parliamentary 
Assembly of the Council of Europe7 (PACE) decided to initiate an 
exceptional procedure envisaging Azerbaijan’s suspension:

If the Council adopts a position of principle that there can be 
no political prisoners, it is because, if there are, it is proof that 
the rules of the democratic game are not being respected [. . .]. 
The existence of political prisoners is concrete evidence of a dys-
functioning democracy. It obviously cast serious doubts on the 
equitable and free development of the electoral process that in 
democracies forms the fundamental mechanism of legitimizing 
political leaders [. . .]. No further doubt exists: alas, there are politi-
cal prisoners in Azerbaijan. Things being as they are, Azerbaijan’s 
presence in the Council of Europe has reached a critical point (. . .) 
A total amnesty is necessary to clinch Azerbaijan’s entry into 
democracy and preserve its democratic image. This amnesty is 
indispensable to ensure the legitimacy and prestige of the current 
team in power.8
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If the Council of Europe’s actions did not have the results antici-
pated by Strasbourg, they nevertheless had some significant con-
sequences on the organization of power in Azerbaijan. This chapter 
looks at the partnership with the Council of Europe to illustrate how 
various international and transnational cooperations transform the 
political game in this country. These manifold collaborations did not 
really modify political practices that consisted of banning a part of 
the political body by imprisoning it. Furthermore, attention paid to 
political prisoners by different organizations and the new visibility 
induced by the Council of Europe’s action significantly modified the 
traditional political logic by introducing new principles and actors in 
the political game.

The Council of Europe in Azerbaijan: 
Rival Conceptions of Sovereignty

Tensions around political prisoners quickly revealed two opposing con-
ceptions of sovereignty. For Azerbaijan, the multiplication of relations 
with different external actors was conceived above all as a strategy of 
legitimization of its sovereignty while liberating itself from a too obvi-
ous relationship with Moscow. Adherence to the Council of Europe 
suited the Azerbaijani government’s determination to acquire inter-
national legitimacy, while becoming a full member of the Council of 
Europe. This admission was a way of showing Azerbaijan’s European 
vocation and furthermore keeping its distance from the ambitions of 
other powers (the United States, Iran, Russia, and so on) present in the 
region.

For the Council of Europe, the accession of a new member state like 
Azerbaijan was not meant to question its sovereignty but to reinforce 
it thanks to the mutual recognition of certain rights and duties com-
mon to member countries of the organization. However, adherence 
mandated that the council could observe if the concerned state was 
honoring its commitment to set up a political system respectful of the 
organization’s principles:

Human rights, democracy and rule of law are the foundations of 
a tolerant and civilized society, these values are indispensable to 
the continent’s stability, economic growth and social cohesion. 
The primary aim of the Council of Europe is to create a common 
democratic and legal area throughout the whole of continent, 
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ensuring respect for its fundamental values: human rights, democ-
racy and the rule of law.9

This brief introduction of the council’s official goals offers a rather 
authoritative political vision of what the European continent should 
be. It refers to an established consensus on the principles and values that 
should govern this continent. The latter derives from the European 
Convention on Human Rights,10 which confers the legitimacy of an 
international norm. For the council, the convention implicitly con-
demns the imprisonment of political prisoners in the name of freedom 
of expression, a principle that the council affirms as an absolute rule: 
“At frequent intervals the Assembly11 underlined that there could be no 
political prisoners in a member state of the Council of Europe.”12

Honoring this commitment implies a total adherence to the specific 
conception of politics promoted by the Council of Europe. Power is 
supposed to rest on a constitutional balance. For Strasbourg, a political 
regime’s legitimacy is ideally reinforced by a process of national recon-
ciliation especially in the case of a country being affected by an internal 
conf lict. This process implies the liberation of possible political prison-
ers. For the rapporteur on the issue of political prisoners in Azerbaijan 
for the PACE, as long as this problem is not resolved, “the suspicion 
and defiance vis-à-vis power remains, Azerbaijan’s good image is com-
promised and it poisons good relations between Azerbaijan and the 
Council of Europe.”13 The council insists on checks to power, thanks to 
the recognized action of counterpowers, whereas for Baku, the politi-
cal system must first be founded on a consensual vision of an indivisible 
and unique power.

The process of democratization guided by the Council of Europe 
was nonetheless translated by significant changes in the country: con-
stitutional reforms, reform of the institutions, and of the judicial system 
among others. However, at least two symbolic concepts of this defini-
tion of political balance would resist pressures. Insofar as the concept of 
state sovereignty was concerned, the opening implied a form of transfer 
of state competencies or at least a relaxing of authorities’ relations with 
the traditional field of state power and authority. The idea of the tra-
ditional European democracy was to lead to the institution of a system 
based on the constitutional separation of powers.

The council’s definition of “Europe” refers to a common cultural 
and moral space. Attachment to a common political philosophy advo-
cating respect of “human rights, democracy and rule of law” is valued. 
The idea of “creating a common democratic and legal area throughout the 
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whole of continent” rapidly clashed with the Azerbaijani vision of national 
independence. The new vision of official Azerbaijani history insisted 
on the necessity of reestablishing frontiers in order to consolidate its 
sovereignty. It henceforth considered the Soviet period as a period of 
colonization. The independence of 1991 was presented as the restora-
tion of the first independence,14 hijacked by the Bolsheviks in 1920. 
The authorities adhered to a centrifugal dynamic, reaffirming borders 
and differences. Thus, the adherence to a common heritage surpassing 
the nation-state conveyed by the Council of Europe was inevitably 
viewed as an encroachment on the field of national sovereignty.

The media councilor for the presidential administration15 does not 
hesitate to draw historical comparisons: “The Council of Europe 
behaves with us like Moscow did during the time of the Soviet Union! 
Strasbourg cannot dictate what our country’s justice should do nor 
order us to free our criminals.”

This position ref lects the reluctance of a political class faced with the 
paradoxes of the globalization of its political field. Azerbaijan recov-
ered its national sovereignty while having to deal with the escalating 
action of multiple international and transnational actors on its territory. 
Another inf luential person, the vice president of the parliament consid-
ers that the notion of political prisoners is not a norm of international 
law, and deems that some countries and organizations use this ques-
tion along with that of arrested journalists to “interfere in the internal 
affairs of the State.”16 Using the same logic, the president’s son,17 hav-
ing replaced his father as the country’s leader in 2003, declared that the 
“alleged political prisoners” would remain in prison because Azerbaijan 
would not have its behavior dictated. “Azerbaijan is an independent 
country that freely defines its national interest.”18 In this context, the 
council’s positions impacted on the internal political situation.

Sociography of Political Prisoners: 
Traces of a Political Heritage

The Council of Europe relies on the definition of a political pris-
oner that draws essentially upon the historical experiences of Western 
Europe. Political prisoners are generally persons condemned by state 
authorities for belonging to an ideological or political organization or 
having identity claims that challenge the political system function-
ing in their country. These political movements, among which some 
have recourse to violence, are characterized by their exteriority or 
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marginality inside the system, on the model of Iparretarak Basque, for 
example, or the Italian Red Brigades, or again various revolutionary 
movements (Wahnich, 2007).

The personalities on the list of the 716 Azerbaijani political prisoners 
invoked by the Council of Europe differed noticeably from this politi-
cal reality. It essentially consisted of personalities who had been part of 
the political establishment. As former politicians or high officials, they 
had been at the heart of the machinery of power, drawn from the inner 
circle of power, before being ruthlessly removed. The falls, the brutal 
disgrace, ordered by the powers in fact constitute a major political prin-
ciple. They allow allegiances to be built while maintaining a precarious 
status among political elites. Privileges are temporary, and their review 
thus permits the organization of a cyclical circulation of economic and 
political powers. Political removals can sometimes be accompanied by a 
confiscation of patrimony. In the best of cases, exile is granted,19 while 
others are destined to a very long term of imprisonment. Generally, the 
entire group caught in the turmoil is banished. By focusing on political 
prisoners, the Council of Europe thus touches a central element of the 
political logic functioning in the country. Moreover the confessions of 
some political prisoners20 allow a better definition.

Before describing this system any further, it is important to come 
back to the founding period of the current power. From 1990 to 1992, 
the end of the Soviet period was marked by an escalation of tensions 
that gave way to civil conf licts duplicated by a war of secession lead-
ing to military confrontation with the Armenian forces in Nagorno-
Karabakh.21 This period was marked by several attempts at a coup d’Etat, 
threats of paramilitary rebellions, and a chronic political instability. It is 
in this context of political degradation and military defeats in Nagorno-
Karabakh that President Elchibey (1992–1993) decided to appeal to a 
providential man in June 1993: Heydar Aliev. This former first sec-
retary of the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan (1969–1982) appeared as 
the only figure capable of restoring order. This period of civil troubles 
became a major reference in political discourses for denouncing the 
risks of the nation’s disappearance. Quickly, Aliev began taking control 
of the country with the hope of rapidly attracting foreign investments 
necessary for the exploitation of the hydrocarbon reserves and for the 
development of the country. He proceeded to purge a part of the politi-
cal body and security forces considered as potentially “harmful” to the 
country’s stability (Musabeyov, 2004). Between 1993 and 1996, no less 
than a dozen ministers, political opponents, rebels, military officials, 
or higher officials fell into disgrace. They were judged for different 
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political crimes: “attack on State security, attempt to take up arms, 
illegal possession of arms,” and so on.22 These people formed the hard 
core of the Council of Europe’s list23 of 716 political prisoners. They 
were judged by different jurisdictions (exceptional military or criminal 
tribunals), some of whose trials were denounced by the council as not 
respecting the principles of independent and fair justice. Punishments 
inf licted were judged excessive and discriminatory, whereas detention 
conditions were considered far removed from international standards. 
For all these reasons, the council classified these persons as correspond-
ing to the criteria defining of a political prisoner.

In 1994, a year after Aliev’s ascent to power, a ceasefire was signed, 
and the country gradually found some stability. The president then 
initiated a process of international recognition that the country needed 
to impose itself on the international political scenery, particularly, to 
assert its position in the conf lict over Nagorno-Karabakh. The new 
authorities were equally aware of the importance of adhering to major 
international bodies as much for national public opinion as for the 
recognition of the country’s sovereignty. In that context, Azerbaijan 
became a member of the Council of Europe on January 25, 2001.

Heydar Aliev appeared as the providential man of independence. 
Official historiography thereafter presented him as the founder of the 
nation and the country’s savior. On the contrary, for the clan of losers, 
the opposition, and the political prisoners, the supposed attempts at 
a coup d’Etat and political instability were only elements of the new 
president’s global strategy of seizing power and laying his hand on the 
oil resources. Surat Huseynov,24 in particular, one of the presumed 
political prisoners, held this opinion. This former soldier, decorated for 
his success in the Nagorno-Karabakh war, was also the leader of the 
Gangea military insurrection that had led to the Elchibey government’s 
fall in June 1993 (Musabeyov, 2004). He thus affirmed having facili-
tated Aliev’s arrival to power before being mercilessly removed:

I respect President Heydar Aliev, it is I who helped him come to 
power. When he was elected, he appointed me Prime minister 
in charge of military affairs and security. One day, he told me “I 
have a sixth sense and I think you are going to attempt a coup to 
seize power from me.” Some time later in October 1994, there 
was another attempt at a coup in Gangea by police forces, a wave 
of arrests followed.

I myself am from Gangea and it was an ideal excuse. I f led to 
Russia from where I was expulsed in 1997. I was condemned to 
lifetime imprisonment for high treason. More than 360 persons 
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had been arrested because of these events or because of their links 
with me.25

Azerbaijani authorities for whom the colonel cannot be considered a 
political prisoner addressed the Council of Europe in these words:26

When experts present Mr. Huseynov as a political prisoner, they 
forget the particularly serious actions he committed, among which 
the preparation and attempt at a terrorist act, attempt at murder 
in worse circumstances, kidnappings and illegal constitution of an 
armed group (. . .). Experts confirm that they did not have access to 
a copy of the judgment.27 Nonetheless, they make numerous refer-
ences to this judgment, especially when they say that “during the 
judgment more than 30 witnesses publicly withdrew their testimony 
that had been obtained under torture and that the Court ignored 
these facts,” but they had been badly informed and no trace of these 
elements could be found in the documents relating to this trial.

The authorities’ comments betray an inf lexible position, founded on a 
regime of incontestable truth. This position reveals a logic in which the 
authority in a position of power feels no need to justify itself. Despite 
the Council of Europe’s pressure to free the former soldier, the colonel, 
considered as a personal enemy of President Aliev, would be freed only 
after the latter’s death.28

The Council of Europe suggested that the government institute a 
global policy to free or grant these prisoners a new trial.29 For Strasbourg, 
their liberation is part of a necessary broader political process: of national 
reconciliation. It implies an amnesty law that must serve as an instru-
ment of regulation and appeasement of prior social and political conf licts 
(Wahnich, 2007). The Azerbaijani authorities’ response, in most of the 
cases, was to offer “pardon”30 to the prisoners under certain conditions. 
A number of prisoners were freed thanks to a series of decrees of par-
don. The terms are clear enough. To benefit, the applicant must address 
himself—in writing—to the pardon committee31 or to the president. A 
successful outcome of this procedure requires a formal recognition of 
facts and incriminating offences. By forcing the prisoner to acknowl-
edge his guilt for crimes that generally deny the political nature of his 
arrest, the procedure casts a shadow on his reputation. The confession 
obtained thus neutralizes his capacity for further political action.

The new “enemies of the people” must be excluded. Alikram 
Gumbatov, a former vice defense minister, guilty in the eyes of the 
authorities of separatist attempts also figured on the “list of 716.” 
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In his application to the European Court of Human Rights,32 he 
explains that he had first to renounce his Azerbaijani nationality to 
obtain presidential reprieve. On the day of his liberation, he was led 
directly from the prison to the airport from where he f lew toward the 
Netherlands where he obtained asylum.

Pardon in this context was not based on a national, civic, and social 
pact as in other circumstances of famous amnesties,33 and as the Council 
of Europe had hoped. Moreover, the procedures of eligibility to pardon 
remain vague and confusing. Together with rumors of corruption, the 
publication of decrees of pardon liberating both political prisoners and 
criminals undermined the spirit of national reconciliation expected 
from these liberations. Moreover, the recourse to pardon is a presiden-
tial prerogative that clearly emphasized the president’s absolute author-
ity on the process of pardoning.

The Council of Europe de facto supported or at least accompanied 
the process of rewriting history. To be receivable, demands of par-
don generally accredit the official vision of this initial troubled period 
of Azerbaijan’s history. Three cases would become emblematic with 
the Council of Europe mentioning them34 in the Opinion 222. The 
former interior minister Iskander Gamidov, leader of an opposition 
political party, was arrested and condemned to 14 years of prison in 
March 1995 for “abuse of power and diversion of funds on a large 
scale.” He was condemned for involvement in an attempted coup d’Etat 
in 1995. Alikram Gumbatov, former vice minister of defense, arrested 
in 1993, was condemned to death (changed to life imprisonment) for 
“high treason, usurpation of power and separatism.” He was accused of 
attempting to declare the independence of the autonomous Republic 
of Talysh-Mugan.35 Finally, Raqim Gaziev, one of the founders of the 
opposition party Popular Front and former minister of defense, was 
condemned to death (changed to life imprisonment) in 1995 for “abuse 
of power and diversion of funds on a high scale.” The latter was accused 
of a heavy military responsibility in the defeat of Azerbaijani troops in 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Official rhetoric used these three cases to symbol-
ize the three principal evils against which the republic had to arm itself: 
political instability, separatism, and chaos.

Sustainability of the Azerbaijani Political System

Heydar Aliev imposed an omnipotent concept of power that does not 
tolerate protest. It is clearly inf luenced by Soviet political culture that 
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relies on a personification of power through a personality cult and 
articulated in a demonstrative patriotism. Beyond the causes for their 
condemnation, these political prisoners represented a political logic to 
which the regime was attached. This logic offers the head of state the 
option of periodically banning a part of the political body. The indis-
putable leader exercises power by feeding various clientele networks 
often taking on a regional dimension. When Aliev became the new 
president of independent Azerbaijan, this former KGB officer reinstated 
a political game that had already proved its efficacy in Soviet times. He 
organized the distribution of powers between different regional fac-
tions and played up their rivalries for leadership. The leader positions 
himself as the umpire and manages rivalries between different groups. 
The question is to win the allegiance of different factions by inviting 
them to participate in political power. This guarantees them access to 
economic resources strictly controlled by the regime in place.

A position of power is forever precarious, and private property can 
always be revoked at any moment. Periodically, the president can orga-
nize the circulation of power. Part of the political body is then branded 
during a trip or a presidential discourse. Troublemakers are accused of 
corruption, plots, or nepotism, and the President uses these arguments 
to organize “purges,” enabling a circulation of power. This inclusive 
system permits a strict control to be maintained on participating indi-
viduals and groups. The new organizations of civil society, opposition 
groups, student associations, or small independent businessmen, who 
have emerged since independence, are not forcibly inclined to partici-
pate in this system. They are closely surveyed thanks to a police system 
controlling political, civic, and religious activities.

The profile and original trajectory of President Aliev can shed light 
on the choice of this system of management of powers. Coming from 
the territorial enclave of Nakhitchevan,36 he joined the KGB at the age 
of 20, climbed the rungs within this administration before embarking 
on a brilliant career within the Communist Party. He first became the 
KGB head for the Nakhitchevan province, then for Azerbaijan, and 
was subsequently appointed first secretary of the Central Committee 
of Azerbaijan’s Communist Party by Brejnev. He remained there until 
1982, when Andropov promoted him to the post of first vice prime 
minister of the USSR and member of the Politburo.37 His political 
career was particularly affected when he launched a struggle against 
corruption. Above all, this position permitted him to identify the polit-
ico-economic logics in his native republic. His detractors affirmed that 
he took advantage of this period to familiarize himself with this sphere 
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and somehow take control of these networks that diverted a large part 
of the Soviet plan production, instead of crushing them.

It is obvious that during this period, the Socialist Republic of 
Azerbaijan did not function only according to ideological demands and 
professional skills on Moscow’s orders. Nor was bureaucracy an imper-
sonal body of officials, but rather an aggregate network of familiars 
relying on logics of identities in particular to divert the plan’s objec-
tives. Heydar Aliev gathered a group of loyalists around him, consist-
ing of family, regional, and friendly connections. This “first circle” 
with a strong regional color in turn recruited persons of confidence 
who shared ties of solidarity based on the same logics. Aliev’s arrival 
to power thus opened unprecedented professional opportunities for the 
Nakhitchevani. In a few years, this faction occupied the higher spheres 
of power, particularly the presidential apparatus and law enforcement 
bodies (Sidikov, 2003). Aliev relied on the predominance of his regional 
faction but based his power on the distribution of remunerations to 
other networks of solidarity eventually mobilized, thanks to other 
regional solidarities. This conquest of power by a minority, especially 
considered by the urban elites of Baku as provincial and illegitimate, 
invited the resentment of those who felt themselves to be marginal-
ized in the exercise of power. They in turn decided to organize them-
selves or consolidate their network, so as to constitute a professional 
and political support.

One of the big strengths of this practice of power through networks 
is its capacity to mobilize across principles of loyalty and solidarity. 
Networks offer their members both professional opportunities, prom-
ising perspectives of matrimonial alliances, as well as economic oppor-
tunities. Individuals comply with a certain number of social obligations 
inherent to this form of patronage, such as the respect of authority and 
the solidarity ensuing from the network. This system permits an effi-
cient social control and the leader doubles his constitutional legitimacy 
with another form of equally indispensable political legitimacy. The 
supremacy of the family-regional network is strengthened by allegiance 
of other networks of solidarity that benefit from favorable arbitration. 
The management of these networks is founded on two contradictory 
logics aiming both at reinforcing the supremacy of a regional faction, 
while ensuring forms of redistribution of power to other factions at 
the same time. Regional factionalism becomes a determining element 
of the political and economic game on which the president relies for 
consolidation of his power.
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The ideal of stability, the highest principle of this political order, cor-
responds to a certain balance of forces and calls for an active manage-
ment of resources and centers of power. This kind of stability is ensured 
by a regular circulation of powers. This has a double objective: main-
taining the precariousness of power by unusual means such as margin-
alization, banishment, and imprisonment, while keeping all those who 
participate in the exercise of power under pressure. The former presi-
dent of parliament, exiled in the United States, described the system in 
his work Path to Democracy in these words:

The regime institutes the cult of a “family” (not in the exclusive 
sense of inbreeding), that includes the class of privileges. The fam-
ily is a closed clan, founded on corruption, expropriation of State 
property and extortion. [. . .] The logic is simple: “the foreigner,” 
even without having a lot of money can one day turn around 
and attack the “family.” Hence, everything the “family” consid-
ers representing “excessive wealth” will be expropriated; when 
individuals accept a role in this system, they pledge allegiance to 
their master. (Guliev, 1997)

It is interesting to note that this former member of the innermost circle 
was also a native of the province of Nakhitchevan. He had made a 
brilliant career, accumulating positions within the Soviet administra-
tion38 and jobs of responsibility in the petrol industry. In 1992, he was 
appointed vice president of Azerbaijan’s National Petrol Company, 
became vice prime minister, and then president of parliament in 1993, 
and thus became the second constitutional figure of the state.39 He was 
removed from power in 1995–1996 following widespread allegations of 
corruption and massive deviations of public funds.40 He was reproached 
for having accumulated considerable resources. He resigned in troubled 
circumstances and f led to the United States.

The system’s continuation lies in change. The circulation of power 
is a manner of preserving the power of the person who circulates it. It 
marginalizes possible rivals, and above all, reinforces the legitimacy of 
the leader by a demonstration of explicit force. This logic perpetuates 
itself in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, as the case of Colonel Huseynov dem-
onstrates. Before embarking on a military career, Huseynov became a 
rich entrepreneur in the region of Gangea. During the perestroika, he 
became an inspector in the textile industry, then the director of a fac-
tory. Both positions allowed him to engage in trade under the cover of 
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the plan, while enriching himself personally. In a few years, he became 
one of the biggest socialites of the “black market” and thus developed 
an important clientele network. His privileged relations with the Soviet 
military allowed him to lay his hand on a part of the arsenal placed in 
his region, during the retreat from Azerbaijan. In the 1990s, he then 
formed an armed faction linked to the Popular Front Party and partici-
pated with some success in military operations on the Karabakh front.

At the time, President Aliev had little support from the Gangea 
region, this former tsarist capital that had historically always shown 
proof of independence from Baku. Huseynov was also one of the 
founders of the Popular Front, a party removed from power by Aliev. 
Huseynov’s strategic links with an important party of the country, access 
to resources and economic networks of the region, military power, and 
the popularity of war veterans made him a serious potential rival. The 
colonel was then neutralized, thanks to a redistribution of powers in 
this region. The disgrace affected Huseynov as well as the entire group 
of solidarity living and working around him.

More generally, every person who concentrated too much power 
in himself was perceived as a hypothetical danger, particularly if he 
showed signs of emancipation. This person then became a source of 
potential trouble for the general political balance. Banishment on the 
pretext of serious accusations (corruption, betrayal, nepotism, and so 
on) appears to be a kind of “fuse,” allowing the president to ensure a 
political hegemony while satisfying local groups marginalized by the 
excesses of men in power. The troublemakers were branded as gravedig-
gers of national interest and marginalized politically.

The arrests of health minister Ali Insanov and minister of eco-
nomic development Farhad Aliev—a few days before the legislative 
elections of 2005—fall within the same logic. They were accused of 
having embezzled public funds. With the health minister, reputed to 
be the informal leader of an Azerbaijani solidarity network (YerAz),41 
the entire group was fined. The minister of economy and his network 
that had no real regional seat was also branded for his excessive enrich-
ment. Generally presented as “close to the USA and the West,” he was 
harshly put out of the running. The regime criticized his enrichment 
and growing inf luence, seen as a sign of independence and political 
power, and therefore a potential source of trouble.

These two rich and inf luential men had been arrested along with a 
dozen other high officials for attempting a coup d’Etat just a few days 
before the elections of November 6, 2005. They supposedly crossed 
the red line and their dreams of emancipation were considered to have 
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precipitated their fall. The fact that the former minister of health (1993–
2005), very close to and former friend of president Heydar Aliev (father), 
could be arrested by the young president Ilham Aliev, is another sign 
of the precariousness of the political position. He would nonetheless 
be condemned to 11 years of imprisonment after being judged guilty 
of embezzlement of public funds, power abuse, and corruption. As for 
Farhad Aliev, he was condemned to ten years of imprisonment for cor-
ruption, bad economic management, and diversion of public funds.

In Azerbaijan, all the higher political personnel know the rules of the 
games and the limits that must not be crossed. Political bosses know 
that they can be removed from power from one day to the next. The 
idea of an active political opposition does not enter into this model of 
state management. In fact, in this system the “opposition” refers not so 
much to the existence of a political group having ideological references 
distinct from those of the government, as to a part of the eliminated 
political body that could contest this specific political system and its 
authority, and therefore threaten its good functioning. Power presents 
these traitors and these corrupted as enemies of the nation. Each time, 
these arrests become the object of a real media game. State television 
channels show “the seizure of heaps of gold and jewels.” Journalists 
establish inventories of goods and properties of these robbers of the people. 
The humiliation hits an entire solidarity group that generally prefers to 
f lee the country.

However, this political logic of cyclical banishment of a part of the 
political body fits into a new globalized political configuration, where 
new actors intend to participate in the political process and eventually 
contest its logic.

The Concept of the Political Prisoner, Vector of 
Globalization by Means of Human Rights

In the post-Soviet era, the world of incarceration is a field that is emi-
nently linked to the survival strategies of power. It falls under the field 
of the unseen and the secret. Paradoxically, it is located at the center of 
the sacred field of power because of the history it attempts to hide by means 
of these leading personalities enclosed in it. The Council of Europe, by 
applying pressure on authorities for access to prisons and by obtaining 
liberations, hits the heart of the logic of the Azerbaijani political system. 
Moreover, the council initiated the creation and supports the actions of 
NGOs involved in the defense and humanitarian aid to the repudiated 
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of the Republic. It thus inevitably transforms the national political game 
by giving a new visibility to its banished. De facto, several thousands 
of detained will be liberated thanks to the council’s pressure,42 a sign of 
this country’s determination to honor, at least partially, its commitment 
vis-à-vis this organization.

The episode of political prisoners is not limited to a power strug-
gle between the Azerbaijani government and the Council of Europe. 
Hereafter, local NGOs impose themselves as inevitable actors. They 
become an essential intermediary between the parties. NGOs actively 
developed in Azerbaijan from 1992 to 1996 onward, on the morrow of the 
war in Nagorno-Karabakh (1992–1994) and the change of regime that 
followed with Heydar Aliev’s return to power. Chronologically, three 
groups of NGOs appeared during the first 15 years of independence.

The first group was very active within humanitarian programs des-
tined for refugees and displaced persons. It was this period that saw 
the creation of the Institute for Peace and Democracy (IPD),43 The 
Azerbaijani Centre for Human Rights (HRCA),44 the Azerbaijani 
Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly–ANC HCA,45 or even the Society for the 
Protection of Women’s Rights (SPWR)46 that counts among the most 
active. In many cases, their emergence is linked to the interventions of 
NGOs and foreign international institutions in the framework of their 
aid program. This for example is the case of the IPD, borne from the 
Azerbaijan Council of Dialogue of Women of Transcaucasus for Peace 
and Democracy, a program initiated in June 1994 by the American orga-
nization National Peace Foundation. Generally defined as “humanitar-
ian organizations,” these NGOs’ mandate covers a very broad field of 
action. The IPD mandate includes the tasks of: “democratizing public 
consciousness, sensitizing the population in the functioning of the rule 
of law, promoting the development of a market economy, supporting 
reforms, fair elections, conf lict resolution, environment issues, ques-
tions of women and youth.”

These organizations impose themselves as guides of transition and 
major partners of international institutions. They show great f lexibility 
in adapting their desires and serving as local mediators for international 
programs. They quickly learn the language and the mode of function-
ing of these organizations. They thus develop the role of an intermedi-
ary that suits international institutions as well as local authorities, which 
were initially satisfied with NGOs’ role as translator and interface during 
the humanitarian crisis. Switching very rapidly to Anglophone culture, 
they become ideal “implementing partners,”47 that is to say, local “sub-
contractors,” responsible for implementing programs. Organizations 
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for the protection of human rights are thus integrated into systems of 
international power,48 very often becoming their local branches. This 
lineage not only offers them international exposure, opportunities of 
dialogue, or theoretical contribution and finances, but also grants them 
some credibility on the national level. Their connection with powerful 
international lobbying organizations adds a kind of extraterritoriality 
to their status that seems to protect them from certain pressures.

Another characteristic is that a majority of these organizations’ lead-
ers are politically marked or associated with spheres of power under pre-
ceding regimes, and are therefore connected to “the inner circles” too. 
Arzu Abdullayeva was vice president of Azerbaijan’s Social Democratic 
Party,49 a party opposing the current regime to which she has remained 
very close. Leila Yunus50 occupied the post of vice minister for relations 
with the press in the defense ministry, in the Popular Front government, 
between 1992 and 1993. Novella Djafarova, director of the SPWR, 
was a close advisor of former president Elchibey as well as member of 
the Popular Front. Besides, the SPWR is the former feminine branch 
of this party, of which it was a part until 1995. These leaders pres-
ent themselves as representing the country’s authentic elite and sole 
democrats, chased out by the regime. They would be more sensitive to 
humanitarian values, human rights, and democratic reforms. Their dis-
course seduces international partners all the more as their relations with 
the authorities develop slowly. Gradually, these strong links between 
organizations for protection of human rights (NGOs) and the political 
opposition are implicitly established for local authorities—sometimes 
they are even confused with one another.

The council’s extensive campaign against political prisoners and for 
the promotion of human rights contributed to the appearance of a sec-
ond generation of NGOs51 in the years 1998–2002. These tended to spe-
cialize and to claim expertise in the field of protection of human rights 
and fundamental rights. The Azerbaijani Foundation for Democratic 
Development and Human Rights (AFDHR52) is one example. A former 
political prisoner, Hadji Murat Saddadinov, and his wife created it in 
2000–2001. The organization became a very important vector for cir-
culating information on presumed political prisoners. For the Council 
of Europe, the specific legitimacy of this militant—ex-driver of a con-
demned former military chief of staff53—made him a unique interlocu-
tor, for he was the bearer of a truth that could be considered authentic 
in this affair of political prisons. The organization regularly publishes 
new information on the situation of prisoners, and compiles, translates, 
and conveys lists of people declaring themselves as political prisoners, 
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to the council. Thanks to its activities, the AFDHR’s international 
reputation has developed quickly. Its president was led to express him-
self before the American Congress,54 and between 2001 and 2005 was 
invited quite regularly to the PACE’s sessions. This opening allowed 
him to build relations with other international NGO networks.55

De facto, the council’s intervention accompanied the NGOs’ tran-
sition from the status of collaborator of the state in the framework 
of humanitarian actions, to that of a political critic of the authorities. 
It is significant that the text of Opinion 222, concerning Azerbaijan’s 
application for membership of the Council of Europe, explicitly names local 
NGOs and attributes them a precise role, close to denouncing the 
state’s democratic deficiencies. The text stipulates the commitment “to 
release or to grant a new trial to those prisoners who are regarded 
as ‘political prisoner’ by human rights protection organizations, espe-
cially Mr Iskander Gamidov, Mr Alikram Gumbatov and Mr Raqim 
Gaziyev.” This mention was included on the demand of the rapporteur 
for Azerbaijan’s membership, sensitive to the evidence of local NGOs 
like HRCA, which was the first to establish lists of political prisoners 
for the council’s attention. Conveying the files of presumed political 
prisoners, with recommendations to the council, NGOs became a cru-
cial actor in the process of identification and acknowledgment of politi-
cal prisoners’ candidatures for pardon.

In this game of power, the political prisoner became a real resource, 
an object of transactions between NGOs, Azerbaijani political authori-
ties, and Strasbourg. A mechanism of triangular negotiation took shape: 
NGOs compiled lists that were communicated to the council, which in 
its turn, after having validated them, presented them to the Azerbaijani 
authorities for deliberation in the pardon committee. These lists sup-
ported an informal undertaking to rehabilitate and reintegrate the 
banished figures. NGOs acquired a central role in this enterprise of 
regulating political dynamics and reorganizing political networks.

The mobilization of international attention to the lot of political 
prisoners facilitated the allocation of new material resources to NGOs, 
allowing them to acquire financial autonomy while becoming depen-
dent on foreign manna. The issue of political prisoners became a major 
one, and other associations took over this promising theme, provoking 
a kind of escalation and a local reappropriation of the concept. Parallel 
lists of names of presumed political prisoners appeared, and rumors 
suggested that prisoners of all kinds (including criminals), could—with 
money—succeed in appearing on the lists communicated to the council. 
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In this context, these NGOs built themselves a promising niche in the 
new Azerbaijani configuration.

Thanks to Azerbaijani NGOs’ action in diplomatic circles, cases 
of violation of human rights and the issue of political prisoners were 
included in diplomatic agendas, under the title of the Universality of 
Human Rights and with regard to the council’s principles. Major inter-
national NGOs like Human Rights Watch or Helsinki Committee for 
Human Rights, contributed actively to the globalization of the debate 
on those human right related issues, which became an object of discus-
sion and international policy for Azerbaijan. These local and interna-
tional NGOs succeeded in sensitizing some international institutions56 
that introduced the principle of conditionality in their dialogue with 
Baku. These local political stakes were propelled to the global scale of 
international relations.

These NGOs thus mobilized new resources of power that destabi-
lized the traditional Azerbaijani game. Their privileged relations with 
the council, access to media, embassies, and youth, as well as their 
important financial resources from abroad escaped state control. Their 
role of “brokers” allowed them to penetrate national political spheres 
like appointing NGO members within the pardon committee. On the 
question of political prisoners, NGOs had at some point acquired a 
lever to inf luence national authorities.

Faced with this situation, authorities adopted more restrictive legisla-
tions on NGOs, particularly regulating the sphere of activities directly 
financed by foreign funds.

Transnationalization of the Azerbaijani Political Space

The third generation of NGOs that intervened from 2003 to 2004 
onward, were primarily movements of youth and civic action. A sub-
stantial number of youth organizations emerged, consisting of young 
people encountering difficulties in integrating themselves in the 
Azerbaijani political world. They formed movements (Dalga,57 Maqam, 
Yokh,58 Azerbaijan’s Orange Movement, and Yeni Fikir59), which in 
the impetus of revolutions of color attempted to initiate a new mode 
of political action in Azerbaijan. All these organizations began their 
activities60 by sensitizing the youth to the extent of corruption, the 
need to reform the system, and more or less violently started to criti-
cize the regime and its system of governance. The authorities in turn 
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supported the establishment of ally civic organizations in particular, to 
avoid independent movements acquiring a monopoly on the youth.

Their activities intensified during the preelectoral period preceding 
the legislative elections of November 2005, a poll that became politi-
cally strategic in the regional context of “orange revolutions.” They 
undertook a survey of electoral processes and formed a national coali-
tion in collaboration with opposition parties.61 They then concentrated 
their efforts on civic action, especially by operations of mobilization 
and by inciting electors to go and vote.62 These movements did not 
hide their models of inspiration, whether Ukrainian (Pora), Georgian, 
(Kmara) or Serbian (Otpor).

The rising popularity of these new NGOs, their orientation, and 
quick development, thanks to foreign funding, and above all their phil-
osophical aspirations, started to worry the establishment. Moreover, 
the rumor of a potential revolution in Azerbaijan during the 2005 
elections—announced and relayed by international media—crystal-
lized government fears. A Swiss deputy, imminent member63 of the 
PACE, in April 2005, declared about this poll: “It is possible that we 
are witnesses either of a free and democratic election or of a bloody 
confrontation between thousands of persons.” Tension mounted on 
the approach of elections, and authorities took measures to protect the 
integrity of their system of power. Youth movements faced the strong 
curbs imposed by the authorities. Demonstrations were limited, closely 
surveyed, and the authorities established a system for controlling politi-
cal activities in universities. Reaction hardened following a demon-
stration organized in June 2005 by “orange partisans,” where slogans 
demanding “Freedom” could be heard, and a very young population 
was seen circulating portraits of the American president and openly 
referring to the recent political events in Ukraine. Some militants were 
detained, and others were expulsed from their university, or became 
objects of pressure. The organization Yeni Fikir was violently sanc-
tioned by the authorities. Three of its young leaders64 were arrested 
and condemned (respectively, to seven, five, and four years of prison), 
accused “of actions destined to overthrow the Azerbaijani govern-
ment65 by violence.”

For the international community, and more particularly for the 
Council of Europe, a new form of political prisoners appeared, and 
authorities reinforced the means of coercion using new forms of politi-
cal expression. However, coercion could not control all the new forms 
of contestation that appeared in the interstices of the system, in particu-
lar, through the Internet.
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Conclusion

More recently, in 2009, a satirical video diffused on Youtube provoked 
a media stir in the country. It was inspired by a news item, mainly 
Baku’s purchase of an ass from Germany at the price of €12,000. 
The two young authors of the video, Emin Milli and Adnan Hajizade, 
presented the German ass arriving in Azerbaijan and denouncing the 
extravagance and ostentatious expenses of the Azerbaijani authorities:

“If reincarnation existed, M. Essel, would you like to live an 
ass’s life?”

“Well! Truthfully, in Europe, particularly in German, the life 
of an ass is very difficult. I would be very happy to reincarnate 
as an ass, on the condition that it be in Azerbaijan. Here one is 
truly loved and there are real perspectives for us. If you are ass 
enough here, you can obtain practically all you want. There is 
an atmosphere of tremendous ‘ass’ness’ and if I lived in this coun-
try, I would try to be even more of an ass! I would like to create 
an NGO here for the defense of civic rights of asses, but I have 
learned that the government wishes to change the legislation on 
associations. I fear I won’t be able to realize my project. Even asses 
no longer have the right to work in the associative sector! So if 
asses’ rights are f louted, what would happen to human rights?”

These two young people apparently engage in nonpolitical actions by 
relying on new cultural practices linked to Internet social networks. This 
new generation of leaders has emerged in the crucible of Azerbaijani 
youth movements, constituted by militants having studied abroad. One 
of the bloggers militated in local organizations for the defense of human 
rights. Their often critical and satirical interventions regarding govern-
ment do not formally fall within a political approach. Nonetheless, this 
video mocked the abuses of a regime, the government’s intentions to 
curtail civil society, and underlined the NGOs’ capacity to inf luence and 
play a role in the society. Some months after the diffusion of this video 
and following a disturbance in a café—apparently provoked—the two 
bloggers were condemned respectively to 2 and 2.5 years of prison for 
“hooliganism.” Their lawyers denounced a political arrest, and their con-
demnation raised a wave of protests from Amnesty International, inter-
national organizations, and more particularly, the Council of Europe.

The different examples evoked here mark an unprecedented step 
in the evolution of Azerbaijani politics. The regime faces a new form 
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of contestation of its power by local actors (students, youth move-
ments), interlocked into important transnational networks. These new 
actors are the unquestioned vectors of a new transnational culture in 
Azerbaijan. Authorities consider these actors as nonintegrated in the clas-
sic logics of Azerbaijani power and perceive them as a potential threat 
to the political order because of the external dynamics they propose 
to introduce in the country. The arrest for “hooliganism,” the cause 
of condemnation of several journalists and militants, is used so as to 
preserve national interest, by sanctioning all behavior that is deemed 
contrary to the cohesion of the system. The protestors are then accused 
of being mediators of foreign inf luence or as being manipulated by 
foreigners. Their condemnation is intended as a demonstration of force 
with an educational aim of calming overenthusiastic civic movements, 
which might contest the existing system of power, and antiauthoritar-
ian feelings.

The lot of political prisoners, the emergence of local NGOs, and new 
social practices of protest illustrate the numerous changes confronting 
the Azerbaijani political system. The political power seems trapped in 
the contradiction of opening up its political space. In this context of 
questioning the system, these new organizations bring to mind the role 
of environmental movements that had a significant impact on USSR’s 
political transformations at the end of the Soviet period.
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Political Prisoners in Azerbaijan 119

5. On this question see the reports on political prisoners in Azerbaijan and the resolutions 
adopted by the Council of Europe’s parliamentary assembly no. 1272 (2002), 1359 (2004), 
and 1457 (2005) on the follow-up of resolution 1359 (2004) and the response of the com-
mittee of ministers.

6. See among others, Resolution 1457 adopted in June 2005 by the parliamentary assem-
bly, which underlined that the Council of Europe “deplores that Azerbaijan authorities 
continued with arrests and condemnation of hundreds of people for clearly political 
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43. Institute of Peace and Democracy (IPD) founded in 1994 and still directed by Leila 
Yunus.

44. Human Right Center of Azerbaijan (HRCA) founded in 1993 and still directed by Eldar 
Zeynalov.

45. Azerbaijan National Committee of Helsinki Citizens’ Assembly (ANC HCA) created in 
1992 by its current president, Arzu Abdullayeva.

46. The D. Alieva Society for the Protection of Women’s Rights (SPWR), directed by Novella 
Djafarova.

47. Term used by UN agencies to designate their local partners.
48. Eldar Zeynalov (HRCA) is member of the International League for Human Rights (based 

in Geneva and New York). It has a consultative status in the United Nations and in the 
Council of Europe. He is also the representative of Amnesty International in Baku, and 
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of Glasnost’ Defense Foundation (2006), an international network of defense of human 
rights based in Moscow in partnership with IFEX (Canada)—International Freedom 
of Expression Exchange (1992)— which promotes Internet and free information. Arzu 
Abdullayeva is integrated in the network of the Assemblies of Citizens of Helsinki, an 
international network for the promotion of democracy and human rights, founded on 
the morrow of the fall of the Berlin Wall for the promotion of the principles of the dec-
laration of Helsinki (1975). She is also member of the International League for Human 
Rights. Leila Yunus and her organization IPD represent the local branch of the interna-
tional network for peace, International Fellowship of Reconciliation (IFOR) since 2004. 
The organization was founded in 1919 (Netherlands). Novella Djafarova is member of the 
International Council of Women, founded in 1888 at Washington and very active within 
feminist networks and the United Nations (Advisory status for Ecosoc, ILO, FAO).

49. Party of former president Ayaz Mutalibov, who presents himself as the opposition.
50. She presents herself as one of the founders of the Popular Front of Azerbaijan and directed 

the Independent Democratic Party (Vahdat) between 1991 and 1996.
51. Azerbaijan Committee against Torture (ACAT) presided by E. Behbudov; Society for 

Humanitarian Research directed by Avaz Hasanov and created in 1997.
52. Azerbaijan Foundation of Democracy Development and Human Rights Protection 

(AFDHR), directed by Rena and Murat Saddadinov.
53. Condemned to 14 years of prison and suspected of having participated in General Musaev’s 

attempted coup d’Etat. Freed by a decree of pardon in June 2000.
54. Congressional Record—Extensions of Remarks, March 30, 2007
55. Through the organization of seminars, conferences, various publications, and translation of 

documents of the council.
56. Some references to this issue of political prisoners can be found in the official documents 

of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). See report “Strategy 
for Azerbaijan, as approved by the Board of Directors on 18 September 2007,” reported by 
Human Rights Watch.

57. Dalga was created in February 2005, See http://if lry.org/forums/thread/1293.aspx 
(accessed in February 2012).

58. Formed in February 2005, its president directed the NGO coalition Society of Democratic 
Reforms and Civil Society Coalition of Azeri NGOs.

59. The most well known are Yokh ! (Non!), Dalga (the wave), Yeni Fikir (New Thought), and 
Maqam (It’s time).

60. The youth movement Dalga was created “to diffuse liberal values and promote the active 
participation of the young in the process of democratization.” Responsible for the protec-
tion of students’ rights, it established thematic campaigns denouncing corruption (with 
the help of Transparency International and American Jurists Association ABA–CEELI). It 
trained local electoral observers in collaboration with NDI. Maqam began its activities in 
March 2006 by translating Gene Sharp’s book From Dictatorship to Democracy (1993).

61. The Popular Front, Musavat Party, and the Azerbaijan Democratic Party.
62. Operations “get out the Vote.”
63. Andreas Gross was one of Azerbaijan’s corapporteurs of the monitoring committee of the 

PACE, the body responsible for ensuring that member states honor their commitments. On 
these grounds he visited Azerbaijan on several occasions. He enjoys a certain distinction in 
the civil society there.

64. Ruslan Bashirli (August 3), Said Nuri (September 12) and Ramin Tagiyev (September 16, 
2005), accused of having instigated a coup d’Etat.

65. Authorities accused them of having participated in a seminar organized by NDI at Tbilissi 
preparing for the regime’s overthrow. One of them was accused of having received money 
from an Armenian spy to finance these revolutionary operations.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

Participatory Decentralization in Bolivia: 
The Genealogy of an Institutional Transplant*

Dav id  R econdo

Structural adjustment was particularly radical in Bolivia. From 1985 to 
2000, governments of this country applied a veritable shock therapy, 
privatizing state firms and reforming public administration. As far as 
the latter was concerned, a process of decentralization was launched 
in a hitherto particularly centralized country.1 In the eyes of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, Bolivia was 
then one of the best students of the Latin American class or at least the 
most assiduous. Faced with the state’s withdrawal from the national 
economy and its territorial reorganization, agencies of international 
cooperation and NGOs of all kinds invested heavily in the field. Bolivia 
became a laboratory for decentralization policies: hundreds of munici-
palities were created, and an original system of citizens’ participation 
in local public affairs was implemented. This experience was the result 
of an entangled intervention of both local and national transnational 
actors. It then spread to the entire continent as a reference, a “best 
practice” to follow.

Bolivian decentralization can be considered neither as a simple 
mechanical response to orders from Washington, nor as a sovereign 
act of local creation. Vernacular and external dynamics converged and 
nourished each other to the point of becoming inseparable. The gene-
alogy of political change then required the restoration of a process of 
dialogue and mutual inf luence between apparently divergent norms 



David Recondo126

and strategies. The convergence of antagonist positions created the 
conditions for a transplant: external elements (if at all externality can 
be clearly established) “borrow” from the local level only if they have 
meaning in the eyes of “native” actors and serve their own interests. 
This chapter shows how local actors (Bolivians) with clearly distinct 
but converging trajectories contributed to promoting a new configura-
tion of relations between society and state through the municipaliza-
tion of territorial administration and the establishment of participatory 
systems at the local level. Instructions from donor agencies strength-
ened its dynamics and strongly inf luenced results. All the same, these 
did not quite meet the expectations of various parties or local and mul-
tilateral actors.

Actors of Reform: From the Periphery to the Center

The law of popular participation (Law no. 1551, April 2, 1994) was 
the first step in participatory decentralization with its most famous 
outcome being the creation of 311 municipios2 (instead of the hitherto 
existing 24).3 In each of these municipios, a system of citizen partici-
pation in municipal management was implemented. This reform was 
initiated by the president of the republic, Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada 
(1993–1997 and 2002–2003), who confided its elaboration to a team 
of experts led by Carlos Hugo Molina. Half a dozen people elaborated 
this new legal norm that shaped the territorial configuration of the 
Bolivian state from 1994 to 2009. Let us look more closely at these 
people, who they are and what they have in common beyond their dif-
ferences in personality and trajectory.

Goni, an Atypical “Chicago Boy”

When Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada decided to join politics in 1979, 
he was an outsider. True, he was not a stranger to the Movimiento 
Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR),4 which he had joined as early as 
1951, but his initial training was not oriented toward politics. He stud-
ied philosophy at the University of Chicago, contrary to the neoliberal 
managers of regional governments coming from that university’s School 
of Economy. Before creating his own mining firm, he devoted him-
self to cinema, though without much success. Goni made his entrance 
into politics as an accomplished businessman,5 fired by a determina-
tion to change the conditions of the country’s economic development. 
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A self-made man, he bought bankrupt mining farms and constituted a 
considerable capital by taking risks. At the time Goni swore by busi-
ness freedom and suppression of bureaucratic and corporatist obstacles. 
It would however be extremely reductionist to consider him as a simple 
member of a new elite formed in the United States, participating in 
the diffusion of the neoliberal credo. Goni certainly spent his youth 
in the United States, and his opponents did not miss an occasion to 
reproach him for speaking Spanish with a strong English accent. Goni 
comes from Cochabamba, the country’s third city and capital of a par-
ticularly fertile agricultural department. He is the bearer of a strong 
regional identity. In a country as centralized as Bolivia, where for many 
years the core of the leading class came from La Paz (seat of executive 
and legislative powers and economic capital), the single fact of being 
“cochabambino”6 forms a distinction and largely explains Goni’s decen-
tralizing vocation. Nor do the former president’s “provincial” origins 
constitute a sufficient explanation for his commitment to such a radical 
reform. His experience in the United States and his success in Bolivia’s 
mining industry forged his strong liberal convictions. Goni’s choice did 
not refer uniquely to a rationality based on his interests (the privatiza-
tion of the Bolivian mining and energy sector) but were also oriented 
by values. Throughout his political career, he multiplied his attacks 
against the Bolivian rentistic culture and denounced corporatism. This 
kind of position oriented his measures as minister of planning under the 
presidency of Victor Paz Estenssoro (1985–1989). He attempted, even 
if unsuccessfully, to decentralize education and health policies, in par-
ticular (to the advantage of departments and municipalities). Goni was 
convinced that his country’s underdevelopment was intrinsically linked 
to a shareholder culture that systematically obstructed any initiative to 
innovate, invest profitably, and create wealth. This culture was repro-
duced by a corporatist regime whose operational logic was precisely to 
place society under state guardianship. Society was thus reduced to the 
passive role of receiving goods and public services distributed according 
to clientelist logic. The same conviction led Goni to violently opposed 
Santa Cruz’s regionalist elite7 when it demanded decentralization in 
the interests of departments. In fact, the former president reproached 
this elite for living only on its private income (they were essentially 
landowners) and lacking all entrepreneurial initiative. Hence, his pref-
erence for a decentralization that would be beneficial to municipes and 
less likely to benefit regional antiliberal elites.

His position as the head of one of the country’s most dynamic mining 
firms obviously explains his promoting privatization of state firms and 
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decentralization to the advantage of local governments and civil soci-
ety. Comparative studies on structural adjustment in the Andean region 
show to what extent the neoliberal programs implemented clearly dif-
fer from one country to another, despite their obvious homology and 
relative simultaneity (Conaghan, Malloy, and Abugattas, 1990). This is 
due to the characteristics of coalitions of actors who support reforming 
governments. Thus, in Bolivia, leaders of the mining industry sup-
ported the policies of Víctor Paz Estenssoro and Goni (one of them) 
between 1985 and 1989, and from 1992 to 1997, while in Ecuador, for 
example, the neoliberal agenda was undertaken by an industrial elite 
whose interest lay in seeing that the state continues to support its sector 
by preferential fiscal policies, subventions, and a progressive opening of 
trade barriers (Ibid.: 23).

Thus, the international context and the directives of multilateral 
agencies have an impact only through the intervention of these coali-
tions of national interests and strategies of actors they regroup. The 
same applies to the kind of reforms implemented. The two components 
of the neoliberal agenda (privatization and decentralization) have quite 
different features and rhythms from one country to another. In most 
of the Andean countries, decentralization targeted intermediary lev-
els of administration (departments and provinces). The World Bank’s 
recommendations were rather inclined to improve the management of 
public resources and particularly avoid too massive a break up of terri-
torial administration (Lacuisse, 2009). The choice of municipalization 
in Bolivia is therefore not an automatic response to directions from 
Washington. Quite the contrary, from 1988 to 1992, a Swiss/World 
Bank cooperation financed a program (EMSO),8 whose objective was 
to prepare a project of decentralization beneficial to departmental gov-
ernments. The path chosen by Goni thus signified a bifurcation.

Political Activism and Municipal Expertise: 
A Connected Vernacular Approach

Ideological brokers played a key role in the elaboration and applica-
tion of decentralization programs. In Bolivia, Goni surrounded himself 
with a team of young, highly qualified experts. Most of these 40-year-
olds had worked in NGOs or in academic circles. They were leftist 
activists even if they were not generally engaged in a political career. 
Carlos Hugo Molina, the head of this team, was a fervent defender 
of the country’s municipalization. He was very representative of this 
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group of intellectuals who would draw up the law of popular partici-
pation and ensure its implementation. Carlos Hugo came from Santa 
Cruz, where he studied law. Since his childhood, he was submerged 
in a milieu that criticized the Bolivian state’s centralization. Indeed, 
the province of Santa Cruz experienced an economic growth and a 
demographic boom9 from the 1930s onward, a year which saw the 
first exploitations of petrol deposits. It was also the cradle of federalist 
struggles in the nineteenth century.

Carlos Hugo readily evokes his great grandfather Andrés Ibáñez, 
the pioneer of federalist revolts in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, who was executed by the central government troops in 1877 
(Molina, 1997). The local elite did not cease to demand departmental 
autonomy. These demands expressed and shaped both a strong senti-
ment of regional identity around the idea of the Camba nation10 cru-
ceñidad.11 Carlos Hugo nonetheless radically opposed the discourse of 
the Cruceña elite. According to him, decentralization was favored by 
the elite in the perspective of controlling regional power and fiscal 
resources transferred by the central state, through the duplication of a 
strong centralization on a departmental scale that would be beneficial 
to the city of Santa Cruz (Ibid.). Moreover, he rejected a xenophobic 
anti-indigenous discourse. Carlos Hugo himself led a regionalist move-
ment of the cultural kind in the 1970s.12 This movement was based 
on promoting music, literature, and regional folklore in general. Its 
defense of the municipalist cause therefore fitted into a primary cul-
tural socialization and a professional experience confronted with an 
authoritarian centralism. Finally, his experiences abroad, in Mexico, 
where he studied law at the National University at the beginning of 
the 1980s, then in Central America, where he was the ambassador 
of his country to Costa Rica, strengthened his convictions (Ibid.). In 
fact, in Mexico, the municipe’s autonomy was sanctioned by the 1917 
Constitution, even if the centralism of the postrevolutionary regime 
pushed numerous social movements and opposition parties to demand 
an effective decentralization. In Central America too, partly because 
of the small size of the isthmus countries, the municipality is the only 
level of territorial administration below the central state.

Preference for decentralization through the municipio rivaled another 
community-type proposal. The latter emphasized the village commu-
nity and was carried out by activists of the native and peasant causes 
such as Miguel Urioste, MBL activist 13 or Iván Arias, former collabo-
rator of the NGO CIPCA,14 created by Jesuits at the beginning of the 
1970s. When he was deputy in 1993, Miguel Urioste stood for a law on 
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communities that aimed to recognize traditional village institutions as 
the first level of territorial administration.15 Miguel Urioste, along with 
the Katarist leaders16 like Aymara Victor Hugo Cárdenas, vice presi-
dent of the Republic from 1993 to 1997, considered that the municipio 
was an “occidental” and above all, urban institution (imposed by the 
Spanish). In fact, the 24 municipal governments existing in 1993 were 
to be found in the capital cities of the departments and provinces.17

At the beginning, this project interested Goni who saw native com-
munities as a source of social capital, and like many others at the time 
somewhat idealized the republican and democratic nature of commu-
nity institutions. Above all, Goni felt that the empowerment of com-
munities would be a means of undermining the power of regional 
political bosses and departmental elites. In the same way, he conse-
quently thought it possible to remove communities from the control of 
peasant trade unions articulated around CSUTCB ( Molina, 1997).

Nonetheless, privileging the community stratum would have led 
to a breakup of the administration into 12,000 territorial units with 
unequal technical capacities.18 The priority of rationalizing the admin-
istration of fiscal resources and development planning finally prevailed, 
and the solution of territorial municipalization was favored. The pro-
posal carried by Carlos Hugo Molina consisted of transforming the old 
sections of provinces into municipios; the result was the creation of 311 
municipalities, a majority of which was then on considered to be in the 
rural zone.

Political Strategies under “Good Governance”

The convictions of political actors certainly shed light on their deci-
sions, but they acquire meaning only in a particular configuration 
where power games and power relations are decisive. The neoliberal 
moment was one of conversion to a managerial vision of public admin-
istration; from then on, the aim was to render this more efficient, less 
costly, and therefore less susceptible to being phagocyted by corrup-
tion. Thus the World Bank promised decentralization as a universal 
solution to the problem of inefficient centralized bureaucratic struc-
tures and as a means of fighting corruption, by allowing taxpayers to 
directly control the allocation of fiscal resources. Local governments 
(provincial or municipal according to the contexts) became recipients 
of aid to development, and states were invited to transfer them a sig-
nificant part of fiscal income as well as new skills. Except that this new 
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paradigm carried by an epistemic community (Carlos Hugo Molina 
was very well integrated in international networks of ref lection on 
decentralization) does not translate into public policies only because 
some Bolivian actors find it particularly interesting. The transplant 
works only when the norms thus diffused by networks of international 
cooperation meet—and serve—the strategies of local actors.

Goni and his governmental team had one top priority: break up the 
source of opposition to their project of structural reform. Corporative 
organizations (trade unions) and regional elites (whose mentality and 
repertories of action, according to the president, were equally corporat-
ist) had to be weakened. Goni wished at all costs to avoid the advent of 
a decentralization that would benefit the departments because the latter 
would strengthen regional elites and emphasize inequalities between 
regions. Thus, municipalization was mainly considered to be a mea-
sure destined to steal a march on projects of decentralization promoted 
by regional elites, in particular by those of Santa Cruz.19 As for the 
trade unions, Goni had already tried to undermine their inf luence by 
transferring the administration of health and education programs to the 
existing municipalities in 1985. The government had to retreat before 
the mobilization of trade unions of these two sectors (Molina, 1997). In 
1994, with municipalization and the establishment of systems of citizen 
participation in planning and supervizing policies applied by munici-
palities, Goni pursued the same goal of neutralizing trade unions. He 
thus wished to apply his reform programs including privatization of 
state firms to the hydrocarbon sector, telecommunications, electric-
ity, railways, and metallurgy. The trade unions and the Cruceña elite 
baptized the new legislative arrangements as “cursed laws.”20 For the 
trade unions, these laws were only responses to the IMF’s orders. For 
the Cruceña elite, they only ref lected the national popular centralism 
of the MNR (Goni’s party) that wished to continue controlling the 
periphery through the intervention of weak municipal governments.

Participatory Decentralization

The originality of Bolivian decentralization was its participatory com-
ponent. A system of participatory planning was applied at the munici-
pal level. Its “active” subjects were basic territorial organizations 
(Organizaciones Territoriales de Base, OTB). This new category aimed to 
provide a single juridical base to three kinds of organizations: peasant 
communities (represented by local committees of peasant trade unions 
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since 1952), native people, and neighborhood councils ( juntas vecina-
les). Each of these organizations was to be registered on the record of 
OTBs, according to a cantonal territorial jurisdiction. Once legally 
constituted, OTBs were represented within the supervisory committee 
(comité de vigilancia) whose mission was to supervise the realization of 
the municipal development plan (elaborated every four years) and the 
annual activity plans. The principle of such an arrangement was simple: 
give “organic” expression to local civil society henceforth endowed 
with a role of comanagement with the municipal council, but also con-
trol local government. The authors of the law were thus fired by a 
determination to acknowledge existing de facto institutions and com-
munity organizations, which however lacked juridical skills.21 Giving 
a similar status to natives was no doubt the most innovative dimension 
of this reform. The goal was to attribute effective power to traditional 
authorities (mallkus, jiliri mallkus, jacha’ mallkus, and so on) in the 
matter of local administration. These authorities had been relegated 
to an essentially ritual role since the revolution of 1952. Henceforth, 
native territorial units (ayllu22 and karka23) were acknowledged and 
given a power of representation in public decision and social control 
bodies.

The law’s ambiguity lay in the position occupied by trade unions 
and in general by sector organizations (professional associations of all 
kinds) in this new system. The president’s intention, we have seen, 
was to marginalize the latter by creating new subjects of a territorial 
and not sectional nature. But the historical nature of rural Bolivian 
trade unions allowed them to aspire to the same recognition as OTBs. 
Indeed, from the agrarian reform of 1953, peasant trade unions were 
territorialized with each local committee representing the whole of the 
population and fulfilling quasigovernmental functions in the absence of 
other public authorities. This was the most concrete expression of the 
postrevolutionary corporatist state: the local representation of the trade 
union served as a transmission belt of the state apparatus through the 
intervention of provincial, departmental, and national centers of cor-
poratist organization. Municipal authority was remote or quite devoid 
of any effective power, and local delegates of trade unions constituted 
the nearest authority. In the regions of the Altiplano, the traditional 
system of local government was often replaced by the peasant trade 
union. All the same, in a number of cases, the fusion of traditional and 
trade union structures gave rise to a veritable institutional syncretism. 
By a simple change of name, ancient village authorities became the new 
heads of the union at the local level. In 1994, it was therefore impossible 
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to distinguish the trade union’s peasant community from the native 
community, so inextricably interlinked were these organizations.

In these circumstances, the official approval of OTBs gave way to 
conf licts because different local organizations were competing for rec-
ognition as the only legitimate expression of the community. Trade 
unions clearly took over this field in a way so as not to lose the power 
they had hitherto exercised. The most diverse configurations then 
emerged: in some cantons, OTBs were formed by former union rep-
resentatives without generating any particular opposition; elsewhere, 
traditional authorities were delinked from the trade union structure, so 
much so that several OTBs confronted each other to represent the same 
villagers. Progressively, these rivalries were politicized with political 
parties seeking to clientelize OTBs in their race for local power and 
during their management at the head of the municipality, so as to neu-
tralize supervisory committees.

The Strategic Appropriation of the Participative 
System by Peasants

Even today, the leaders of the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS),24 
beginning with the president of the republic, Evo Morales, consider 
that the law of popular participation is a neoliberal reform aimed at 
dividing communities and neutralizing movements of protest. They 
also see it as a strategy to shift attention from the privatization of key 
sectors of the economy. In 1994, the union of Cocaleros to which Evo 
Morales belonged, criticized the law with the same vehemence as the 
Cruceña autonomous elite. However, the Cocaleros were the first to 
occupy the local spaces of power created by municipalization. In fact, 
since 1995, they created a “political instrument,” the Assembly for the 
Sovereignty of the People (ASP), and in alliance with the Izquierda 
Unida party won ten municipes and 49 seats of municipal councilors in 
the department of Cochabamba (Albó, 2002; Do Alto and Stefanoni, 
2008; Zuazo, 2008). Henceforth, municipalities and supervisory com-
mittees became a path of access to politics for sectors that had hitherto 
been excluded.

Some years later, the ASP became a political instrument for the sover-
eignty of the people (IPSP),25 and not being able to obtain direct official 
authorization as a party because of the draconian conditions imposed 
by the electoral law, its leaders sought recourse to the MAS, an already 
ancient party without electoral force. During the subsequent municipal 
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elections (1994, 2004), the MAS-IPSP retained control over the municip-
ios of Chapare,26 while continuing to win seats in municipios in the rest 
of the country. Evo Morales’s victory in the December 2005 presidentials 
and the MAS-IPSP majority win in parliament were to a great extent 
the result of this long process of conquest of local powers. The municipal 
space and participatory systems created by the law of popular participa-
tion were a veritable school of government for officials previously trained 
in trade unionism. Above all, exercising local power allowed these activ-
ists to create a base of electoral support far broader than that of their trade 
union. Interviews conducted with MAS-IPSP parliamentarians reveal 
the extent to which the passage not only through municipal councils but 
also through supervisory committees played an important role in their 
trajectories (Zuazo, 2008). The new political class that acceded to power 
between 1995 and 2005 from the periphery to the center was largely 
a result of decentralization with participation promoted by Gonzalo 
Sánchez de Lozada; a reform paradoxically denounced by MAS-IPSP 
leaders as having been imposed by the IMF.27

The Strategic Adaptation to State Norms: 
The Example of Jesús de Machaqa

Norms of good governance promoted by the law of popular partici-
pation were the object of indigenization.28 This law is not limited to 
a simple instrumentalization of electoral opportunities offered by the 
“localization” of power. In societies like Bolivia, characterized by a 
strong sociocultural heterogeneity and a weak territorial integration, 
the norms and techniques of government promoted by the state con-
stitute immaterial resources for social actors. Brokers29 from various 
local societies seek to capture original resources so as to increase or 
strengthen their power. In Bolivia, the municipalization of the territo-
rial administration was also the object of these kinds of strategies where 
candidates mediating with the state and agencies of foreign cooperation 
competed to capture the new resources allocated by different donor 
agencies. The transplant of the new municipal system succeeded pre-
cisely because local elites saw in it a means of redefining political power 
relations at the local level.

The example of the municipio of Jesús de Machaqa, created in 2002, 
marvelously illustrates the manner in which norms of good governance 
are appropriated locally and lead to a reinvention of traditional forms of 
local government. This process led to the consolidation of an Indianist 
elite trained in NGOs close to the Catholic Church.
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The municipio of Jesús de Machaqa lies in the province of Ingavi, 
120 km west of La Paz, in the heart of the Altiplano. Its territory cor-
responds to the marka of the same name whose roots go back to the 
precolonial period. The majority of its 15,000 inhabitants are Aymara. 
The territorial organization reproduces a traditional matrix: communi-
ties (hamlets or the lot of more or less dispersed houses) are regrouped 
in ayllus, themselves distributed in two parts (Parcial arriba and Parcial 
abajo), the headquarters of the marka (and the current municipality) 
being located in the village of Jesús de Machaqa, seat of the parish. 
Until the agrarian reform of 1953, each half regrouped six ayllus; the 
demographic balance and the territorial division were gradually trans-
formed with the proliferation of unions and cantons, so much so that 
today there are 19 ayllus assembling 80 percent of the population in 
Parcial abajo and seven ayllus assembling 20 percent of the population in 
Parcial arriba. Contrary to most of the former markas of Altiplano and 
the central valleys (region of Cochabamba), most of the land remained 
in the hands of the peasants under a regime of collective property.

The genealogy of the local political organization ref lects a strategy of 
adaptation to the institutional offer from the state and external agents of 
development. Even the organizational history of this collectivity is that 
of the successive appropriation of mechanisms of legitimate mediation, 
with the latter changing in relation to the dynamics of state deploy-
ment or its relative withdrawal.

Throughout history, the marka remained the main territorial refer-
ence, but the forms of local government were constantly transformed; 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the system of cacicazgo pre-
vailed, in which the local nobility exercised power in a hereditary 
manner on the scale of the marka (Albó, unpublished; Colque and 
Cameron, 2009). They played a crucial role in the preservation of ter-
ritory by buying communal lands from Spanish authorities, avoiding its 
appropriation by colonialists, and limiting the development of the haci-
endas.30 At the level of the ayllus, authority was exercised in a rotational 
fashion: all the married men of the community were called to serve 
it by occupying different posts of collective interest, according to an 
ascending logic of merit.31 In principle, each community member had 
to fulfill these unremunerated functions as payment for the usufruct 
of land. The village chiefs—called mallkus or jilaqatas—exercised their 
posts together with their wives32; their term of office lasted one year. 
These “community officials” were appointed by all members holding 
rights33 through a public vote.34 From the eighteenth century onward, 
justices of peace (corregidores) from outside Jesús de Machaqa were sent 
by the colonial authorities to govern the marka. Their essential role was 
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to levy tribute and exercise justice. Furthermore, the abuse of power 
provoked numerous revolts from the native population. Parallel to this 
authority imposed from outside, the traditional system of mallkus reap-
peared without much change. The republican period from indepen-
dence (1825) to the revolution (1952) did not imply any radical change 
in the local political organization except that the liberal state promised 
to privatize the land, which partly broke up the community system of 
division of plots. The four haciendas set up in the locality experienced 
a boom during this period. A justice of peace appointed by the central 
state always exercised authority (Colque and Cameron, 2009).

The most radical break occurred with the 1952 revolution, and agrar-
ian reform was brought into effect from 1953 onward. This led to the 
dismantling of haciendas and the redistribution of land among local 
peasants. The system of collective property was thus restored under the 
aegis of the trade union. This time, the state penetrated the community 
structure by establishing a tight network in the territory: the commu-
nity at the cantonal level became the basic unit of the trade union. From 
this point forward, the trade union’s secretary general exercised author-
ity. The mallkus’ role was limited to one of moral authority, essen-
tially responsible for resolving neighborhood or domestic conf licts. The 
relation with the state henceforth went through trade union authori-
ties elected by community members.35 The government structure was 
thereafter pyramidical, extending from the central unions (at the level 
of the marka) to the local unions (at the community level) by way of the 
subcentral union (at the level of the ayllus). The central union of Jesús 
de Machaqa was in turn integrated into the departmental federation of 
unions, and this to a national confederation. The corporate state thus 
penetrated the entire territory by playing upon coercion, clientelism, 
and cooption of leaders coming from the communities at the same time. 
The graded system of communal authority was destructured; from then 
on, political ascension depended even more on the relationship with the 
union hierarchy than on service rendered to the community.

The Retreat of the State and the Re–Indianization 
of the Local Government

The corporate state entered a crisis toward the end of the 1960s. This 
did not bring the expected results in terms of economic development. 
It was in this context that the young urbanized and educated aymaras 
founded Katarism36 (Le Bot, 1994; Albó, 2002). This ideological current 
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developed with great force in the 1970s and 1980s, slowly penetrat-
ing peasant unions and ending with the creation of the single Union 
Confederation of Peasant Workers of Bolivia (Confederación Única de 
Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia, CSUTCB). The state beat a relative 
retreat in the countryside, particularly, with a drastic diminution of 
aid to agriculture. The unions that served as channels of communica-
tion for peasant demands and government aid shriveled, benefiting the 
movement for the recuperation of community organization traditions. 
The assertion of identity and the promotion of native forms of local 
government filled the vacuum left by the state and its mechanisms of 
mediation. Above all this re-indianization took off at the very moment 
when international cooperation and NGOs replaced the state as sup-
pliers of material aid. The structural adjustment led to a reconstitution 
of the social scene: the former union intermediaries ceased to function 
and gave way to new brokers close to the Catholic Church.

At Jesús de Machaqa, young officials received training thanks to the 
support of the Company of Jesus that took over at the end of the 1980s 
when an unprecedented drought ravaged the countryside. Two NGOs 
played a central role in helping salvage the local economy: CIPCA37 and 
CETHA,38 both created by Jesuits (Colque and Cameron, 2009). They 
participated in a socioeconomic diagnosis and a complete development 
plan in 1989. The appeal for the “restoration” of identity39 and traditional 
political organization40 was at the heart of this plan. This was the success-
ful conclusion of a long pastoral work inspired by principles proclaimed 
by the Vatican Council II and the second general conference of the Latin 
American episcopate. CETHA in particular became a veritable hothouse 
of community leaders who would subsequently militate for the creation 
of a municipe native to Jesús de Machaqa (Calvo, 2010).

The re-indianization of Jesús de Machaqa was strengthened by Indian 
mobilizations that took place at the national and continental level 
between 1990 and 1992 in the context of the 500th commemoration of 
the discovery of Americas. It was a time to assert Indianness as the basis 
of a state model and to instate a democracy respectful of ethnocultural 
diversity. Political agreements signed by all the political parties at the 
end of 1992 partly met these demands: signatories committed them-
selves to reforming the state on the eve of the general elections of June 6, 
1993, and in particular to implementing a real decentralization.

During this time, the new Indian elite at Jesús de Machaqa com-
pletely reorganized the local government. The former central union was 
replaced by a new structure called MACOJMA: Marka of Ayllus and 
Communities from Jesús de Machaqa.41 In the first place, the operation 
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curiously resembled a simple change of names and titles: former union 
secretaries became mallkus again, and the general secretary of the union 
(at the level of the marka) became the jach’ mallku. But the adjustment 
went well beyond a semantic dressing: the incumbents of the func-
tions of mallkus (at the level of the village community), jiliri mallkus 
(at the level of the ayllu), and jach’ mallku (at the level of the marka), 
otherwise exercised in parallel to the representatives of the unionists, 
became the only legitimate local authorities and their appointment had 
to follow the principle of thakhi,42 that is to say, services rendered to the 
community according to an upward logic of merit. Above all, the gen-
eral secretariat of the central union was replaced by a Cabildo43 formed 
of all the mallkus, one of them being appointed by his peers (the jacha 
mallku) to speak on behalf of the entire marka.

After long collective ref lections nourished by anthropological exper-
tise,44 a “native” government was thus (re)established. The operation 
related typically to the invention of tradition45: principles of author-
ity such as community service, reciprocity, man/woman duality in 
the exercise of authority, respect of elders based on the prestige con-
ferred by rendering services to the community during their lifetime, 
and so on, were established as government norms. All traces of the 
union structure were carefully erased. At the same time, the group 
of former collaborators, parish technicians, and NGOs consolidated 
moral authority. These young managers acted as development brokers 
because they contributed to the drain of resources from international 
cooperation, the latter being particularly sensitive to their community 
and multicultural discourse. Formally, they appeared as the  éminence 
grise of traditional authorities, gathered in the heart of the Cabildo. 
They shaped the latter’s autonomist discourse, elaborated MACOJMA’s 
internal rules, addressed requests to the government, and submitted 
projects to agencies of international cooperation. They accompanied 
the Cabildo authorities in their administrative approaches and their 
campaigns to raise funds from public and private donors. This role of 
“technical” mediation would be applied in the political arena in the 
framework of the participative decentralization of 1994.

The Indigenization of the Decentralized and 
Participatory Norm

Participatory decentralization applied by the law of popular participa-
tion reinforced the movement of reorganization of community powers. 
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The new local elite used the structure of political opportunity repre-
sented by this reform to confirm its authority and promote the creation 
of an indigenous municipal government. The context was character-
ized by a redeployment of the state and a fall in NGOs. These were 
strongly criticized by members of Cabildo who reproached them of 
taking decisions on their own and managing funds in an opaque man-
ner. They even accused them of diverting a part of the funds obtained 
in the name of the community. Decentralization on the contrary, 
implied the automatic transfer of 20 percent of taxes levied by the state 
to municipes, in addition to supplementary resources corresponding 
to special programs and revenues from the remission of the external 
debt granted by industrialized countries (HIPC’s initiative).46 This new 
f low of finances from the state contributed to reorienting the strategies 
of local brokers who henceforth staked on municipalization.

In 1994, a new municipe of Viacha was created, which included Jesús 
de Machaqa. Viacha was a city of 65,000 inhabitants, practically on the 
periphery of La Paz and did not share the peasant-aymaras cultural fea-
tures of Jesús de Machaqa. The machaqueños leaders would nonetheless 
play the game of the new territorial configuration by participating in 
the municipal elections of 1995. By making an alliance with the UCS 
party,47 the Cabildo thus succeeded in getting two municipal council-
ors from Jesús de Machaqa elected. Simultaneously benefiting from the 
1996 agrarian law, MACOJMA leaders worked on the transformation 
of common lands into native community lands (Tierras Comunitarias 
de Orígen, TCO). This new juridical status guaranteed the inalienable 
nature of the lands. At the same time, community leaders got most of 
the ayllus accredited as basic territorial organizations (OTBs), which 
guaranteed their representation in Viacha municipality’s supervisory 
committee. As in the time of “unionization,” local society adapted to 
the institutional offer coming from the central state through its cus-
tomary or emerging leaders while trying to draw the maximum profit. 
All the same, a dramatic difference existed between these two his-
torical moments. In the 1990s, community leaders were not satisfied 
with submitting to state orders but went beyond what the law permit-
ted, establishing an autonomous local government based on norms and 
institutions characteristic of indigenous society (Colque and Cameron, 
2009; Calvo, 2010).

In fact, from 1995 onward, leaders from Jesús de Machaqa decided 
to promote the creation of a municipe corresponding to the territory 
of the marka. Participation in the municipal council of Viacha did 
not bear fruit. The machaqueños councilors complained of systematic 
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discrimination and accused the mayor and the rest of the municipal 
council of not allocating to Jesús de Machaqa the resources that were 
rightly due to it. The approach of the machaqueños was significant of a 
strategy implemented by rural communities elsewhere, in Bolivia and 
in Latin America, in the framework of decentralization: seeking access 
to the category of municipe as the surest means of canalizing resources 
allocated by the state (Dehouve, 2003; Recondo, 2009). This strategy 
of access to state resources converged with the strategy of localization 
of power applied in Bolivia by Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada. The neo-
liberal project of relieving the state converged with the assertion of a 
project of communal autonomy from below carried by an emerging 
Indian elite whose objective was precisely to drain the resources allo-
cated by the state to the new territorial administration. The norms of 
good governance promoted by the government and its experts on state 
reform transplanted themselves on a peripheral movement carried by 
an elite that replaced the former union leaders while setting itself up as 
a defender of indigenous customs.

The new municipality of Jesús de Machaqa was legally created in 
2002 after long negotiations between the authorities of the Cabildo 
and the central administration. The municipal government was formed 
during the elections of December 2004. The electoral procedure imple-
mented once again falls under the invention of tradition: the Cabildo, 
advised by “organic” intellectuals of the community, set up a mode 
of appointment in two stages. In the first place, the ayllus, regrouped 
in five demographically equivalent districts, designated five candidates 
and their deputies. In the second place, the Cabildo appointed the one 
who would occupy the posts of alcalde from the five tenured.48 In all 
cases, the appointment was done in the traditional way: electors stood 
behind the candidate of their choice in a row; he who won the major-
ity was elected. As far as the alcalde was concerned, the two Cabildos 
(the one of Parcial arriba and the one of Parcial abajo) agreed to appoint 
a candidate from a different district at each new municipal election so 
as to ensure the rotation of the post between the five regroupings of 
ayllus. The law anticipated that the election would be “ratified” by 
an individual and secret vote in the ballot box on December 5, 2004. 
Despite the agreement established by the two Cabildos, three dissi-
dent candidates presented themselves on MAS and MNR lists. Finally, 
the MAS won two seats in the municipal council thus preventing the 
territorial representation agreed upon beforehand49 (Albó, unpub-
lished; Colque and Cameron, 2009). This incident showed the degree 
to which community consensus was fragile, and the “traditionalist” 
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current, even if in majority at that moment, could not claim unanimity. 
The 2004 election nonetheless permitted the leaders trained in the cir-
cles of the NGO and the church inf luence to seize power in the very 
new municipal government.

The electoral procedure established was hybrid; it revived traditional 
elements,50 while adapting them to municipal organization (new ter-
ritorial scale, new organization, and so on). It was a local creation, 
not anticipated by the law but which at the same time answered the 
demands of the municipal administration promoted by decentraliza-
tion. Tradition put up with the new institutional configuration and 
partly diverted the spirit of the law. Indeed, this aimed at the institu-
tionalization of a republican system at the local level, founded on the 
principle of individual citizenship (“one man, one vote”). The legisla-
tor thus wished to put an end to corporatism, as far as the constitution 
of the local government was concerned, reserving a place for collective 
dynamics with the principle of social control through the committees 
of supervision whose subjects, this time, were collective (basic territo-
rial organizations).

At Jesús de Machaqa, the individual exercise of citizenship was mar-
ginal because the collectivities (community, ayllus, regrouping of ayllus) 
took the decisions after discussion (orders by consensus weighs heavily 
over individuals). Even the system of social control established by the 
law was interpreted in a particular way since the Cabildo, consisting 
of representatives of communities (malkus, jiliri mallkus, and jacha’ 
mallkus), tended to appropriate this function to the detriment of the 
supervisory committee, which serves even more as a channel for the 
participation of machaqueños—regrouped in ayllus once again!—to 
the planning of municipal policies. The collective, even corporate logic 
(the community being the unit on which representation and the decid-
ing subject was based), thus won over the logic of individual-citizen 
envisaged by Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada when he ordered the elabo-
ration of the law of popular participation.

This communitarization of popular participation is quite an unfore-
seen result of a decentralizing and participating norm whose inspiration 
is liberal, and which conveys a modernizing vision of territorial admin-
istration. The norm of good governance is thus indigenized at the same 
time as native traditions are profoundly transformed under the combined 
impact of municipalization and assertion of an Indian elite. The shake up 
of tradition was so profound that against all expectations during the fol-
lowing elections in April 2010, MAS partisans won the municipal elec-
tions against the MACOJMA list (Calvo, 2010). There too, the logic of 
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strategic adaptation to the state offer prevailed: the “masist” state presided 
over by the trade unionist Evo Morales reestablished the corporate-sectoral 
mechanisms (peasant organizations and activists affiliated to the MAS) as 
legitimate channels of mediation with society, to the detriment of corpo-
rate-territorial mechanisms that preceding governments had privileged. 
Indianists were thus marginalized, whereas new brokers closer to the party 
of the government and its “mass organizations” took on the relay.

Notes

* I wish to thank Verónica Calvo, Hervé Do Alto, and Salvador Romero for the critical obser-
vations they made to a preliminary version of this chapter. It goes without saying that I am the 
only one responsible for the final result. 

1. Until 1994 the president of the republic appointed provincial authorities.
2. Here the municipio is the equivalent of a municipality. It designates both the municipal 

government and the corresponding territorial circumscription.
3. Today, there exist 327 municipios.
4. The Nationalist Revolutionary Movement party founded in 1942, worked toward bring-

ing about an alliance between the middle class and the working class. The party played a 
key role in the 1952 revolution. The first MNR governments (1952–1964) installed uni-
versal suffrage and promoted a series of economic and social reforms including agrarian 
reform and the nationalization of mines.

5. Diminutive by which Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada is known in politics.
6. Native of Cochabamba.
7. Santa Cruz is one of Bolivia’s nine departments. Situated in the east of the country (on the 

frontier with Brazil and Paraguay) it experienced an exceptional economic boom from the 
1930s onward. Today, a great part of the national petrol industry is concentrated in Santa 
Cruz as well as breeding and agriculture intended for export. Since the nineteenth century, 
this region saw the development of an autonomous movement (federalist and regionalist).

8. Economic Management Strengthening Operations (EMSO) was a project that aimed to 
help the Bolivian government in decentralizing health, education, and transport policies.

9. The Santa Cruz department’s demographic explosion was above all due to the migration 
from Altiplano and abroad: Middle East and Asia.

10. Expression designating persons from the department of Santa Cruz as opposed to Collas or 
natives of Altiplano, Andean region of Bolivia.

11. Expression designating the cultural identity of natives of the department of Santa Cruz.
12. Movimiento Cultural Jenecherú (The Jenecherú Cultural Movement) .
13. Movimiento Bolivia Libre: Free Bolivia Movement, founded in 1985 by dissidents of the 

historic Movement of the Revolutionary Left (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, 
MIR).

14. Centro de Investigación y Promoción del Campesinado. Center for Research and Promotion of 
the Peasantry.

15. Personal interview with founder of Fundación Tierra, La Paz, Bolivia, June 24, 2009.
16. Katarism is a political movement formed by Indian intellectuals (of Aymara ethnic group) 

within peasant trade unions of Bolivia from the end of the 1960s. The name comes from 
Tupaj Katari, the leader of the 1781 Indian rebellion against colonial authorities. A kind 
of Indian nationalism or Indianism, Katarism formulates a radical criticism of policies of 
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cultural assimilation led by the Bolivian state, and calls for the establishment of a multicul-
tural democracy founded on the right of the Indian people to self-determination. A radical 
tendency of this movement demands the creation of an Aymara nation-state.

17. Corregidores are supposed to represent the prefect in rural cantons, but they have no privi-
leges and no budget.

18. Personal interview with a major figure of the 1994 Popular Participation Reform, La Paz, 
Bolivia, July 2, 2009.

19. Personal interviews with three major figures of the 1994 Popular Participation Reform, La 
Paz, Bolivia, June 24 and July 2, 2009.

20. The laws in question are those of capitalization (privatization of state firms), education, and 
popular participation.

21. Personal interview with a major figure of the 1994 Popular Participation Reform, La Paz, 
June 24, 2009.

22. Ayllu designates a group of families having a common ancestor—real or presumed—and 
inhabiting a common territory. Other than the link of kinship, the basis of community sol-
idarity was the collective ownership of land or services (ayni), as well as religion (Catholic-
animist syncretism).

23. Marka designates a set of Ayllus interlinked by a common history and an identical ethno-
linguistic identity.

24. Movement toward socialism, party founded in 1987 by dissidents coming from the left 
wing of the Bolivian Socialist Falange.

25. Instrumento Político para la Soberanía de los Pueblos.
26. Fief of producers of coca in the department of Cochabamba.
27. Personal interviews with two major figures of the 1994 Popular Participation Reform, La 

Paz and Santa Cruz, Bolivia, June 24 and 29, 2009.
28. Processes of appropriation of institutions installed by colonial powers by colonized societ-

ies. On the indigenization of the state in Africa, see Bayart (1996).
29. Here the term “broker” designates an individual who plays a role of an intermediary 

between a given collectivity and the state or donors of foreign funds. On the notion of 
broker as mediator in systems of development, see Blundo (1995) and Mosse (2006).

30. Large landed estates.
31. Each individual began by fulfilling management tasks before fulfilling jobs of authority 

carrying prestige.
32. Principle of chacha-warmi or man/woman, father/mother duality.
33. Every married adult cultivating his own land was a citizen of the ayllu with full rights.
34. Electors stood in a row behind the candidate of their choice.
35. The principle of duality man/woman was broken, men being henceforth the only ones to 

decide.
36. See note 16.
37. See note 15.
38. Centro de Educación Técnica Humanística y Agrícola. Center of Humanist and Agricultural 

Technical Education, founded in 1978 by the Jesuit parish of the village of Qurpa, at Jesús 
de Machaqa.

39. Language, clothes.
40. System of community bodies, rotational and annual exercise of power.
41. Marka de Ayllus y Comunidades Originarias de Jesús de Machaqa.
42. Literally “path of life”: a set of jobs of collective interest that the individual must fulf ill 

during his life.
43. Municipal Council.
44. The Jesuit anthropologist of Catalan origin, Xavier Albó, co-founder of CIPCA, as well as 

several anthropologists and historians of Aymara descent (ascendance) (Roberto Choque, 
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Félix Layme, Esteban Ticona), contributed to the “reconstitution” of community tradi-
tions by their numerous publications on the history of Jesús de Machaqa and gave “techni-
cal assistance” to local leaders.

45. Here we use the expression forged by the historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
(1983) in their study of the construction of national identities in Europe from the end of 
the eighteenth century. The two authors show how traditions created by European elites 
played a fundamental role in the integration of nations (by inculcating a common mythical 
past) and the construction of the modern state.

46. Highly Indebted Poor Countries. Program implemented from 2001 onwards.
47. Unión Cívica Solidaridad [Solidarity Civic Union]. Party created in 1989 by a brewery busi-

ness leader Max Fernández who presented himself as an alternative to traditional parties.
48. Mayor.
49. Two of the members of the MACOJMA list corresponding to five circumscriptions had 

to renounce their seats within the council so as to leave the place to those elected from the 
opposition according to the principle of proportional representation.

50. One feature of traditional norms was the alternation of authorities between holders and 
deputies with partial mandates. The criteria of eligibility took into account earlier posts 
(e.g., experience of mallku for eligibility to the job of municipal councilor and alcalde) and 
the queuing system as the mode of election.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Democracy Promotion, Local Participation, and 
Transnational Governmentality in Afghanistan

A le ssandro  Monsutt i*

The Emergence of a Transnational Governmentality

Afghanistan—a country evoking images of poverty and mass migra-
tion, violence, and religious extremism to a Western audience—may 
seem a strange place to study the effects of democracy promotion. Yet 
Afghanistan is the destination of thousands of experts who conceive 
their endeavor within the framework of a struggle between the values 
of modernity (democracy, human rights, women’s empowerment, sec-
ular education, accountability, to mention but a few), the archaisms of 
tradition, and the corruption of the state system. Such an international 
involvement may recall to mind the presence of the Soviets in the 1980s 
who, in addition to their harsh military occupation, also implemented 
a development policy consisting of female emancipation, literacy cam-
paigns, and land reform. But, more generally, Afghan history has been 
shaped recurrently by external actors. Building on the polity that the 
Pashtun tribes had created during their military advances of the mid-
eighteenth century, modern Afghanistan came into being in the second 
half of the nineteenth century through the action of colonial powers. It 
is only at that time that the very name of the country was established, 
when the Russians and the British fixed its frontiers, making it a buf-
fer state between their respective possessions in Central Asia and the 
Indian subcontinent.1
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Keeping such an historical dimension in mind, the main objective of 
this chapter is to examine the emergence of new forms of sovereignty 
linked to the action of transnational institutional actors. An examina-
tion of the National Solidarity Programme (NSP), a much-celebrated 
rural rehabilitation program funded primarily by the World Bank, will 
highlight how the political economy of conf licts and postconf licts is 
inf luenced by the circulation and the use of resources brought through 
transnational channels. It will show how political games at national and 
local levels are evolving in relation to the presence of UN agencies and 
NGOs that are implementing reconstruction projects.

In a frequently quoted, seminal essay that explores the contemporary 
politics of globalization, Ferguson and Gupta (2002) make two points. 
First, states are spatialized not only through metaphors and symbols, 
but also through mundane bureaucratic practices that are characterized 
by verticality (the state is above civil society and then local communi-
ties and families) and encompassment (an ever-widening series of circles 
from the family to the local community and then nation-states and the 
international community). In such a mainstream model, civil society is 
conceived as a zone of mediation between the upper level of the state and 
the ground level of local groups. Second, Ferguson and Gupta stress the 
rise of networks of international and nongovernmental organizations 
around which a loose world of activists gravitates. New forms of power 
emerge that rely not only on benevolence and welfare programs but also 
on coercion and repression. This vast bureaucratic transnational sys-
tem includes UN agencies (the United Nations Development Program 
[UNDP], the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
[UNHCR], the World Health Organization [WHO], the World Trade 
Organization [WTO]), the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), party foundations (such as the National Democratic Institute 
for International Affairs or the International Republican Institute in the 
United States, or the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung and the Konrad Adenauer 
Stiftung in Germany), charity foundations (e.g., the Open Society 
Institute of the speculator and philanthropist George Soros), think tanks 
(such as Brookings Institution and International Crisis Group), and other 
nonprofit institutions that promote democracy (like the International 
Foundation for Electoral Systems, which logistically helped to organize 
and monitor elections in places such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Kyrgyzstan, or 
Ukraine). Environmentalist or religious transnational groups (Christian 
or Islamic) and so-called grassroots associations must also be included in 
the picture. All these structures constitute networks that span various 
countries. By their actions, they complement and sometimes challenge 
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more familiar forms of state spatialization and participate in a reconfig-
uration of governmentality between states and nonstate entities. They 
contribute to the transnationalization of state-like practices and then to 
the emergence of new relations between politics and territory. The cur-
rent disdain for the state as an institution capable of managing social life 
and the celebration of the virtues of civil society may be understood in 
such a broad context.

Ferguson and Gupta’s analysis (2002) is based on a comparison 
between India and Africa, where the respective weight of the state and 
NGOs is different. But the authors’ main points are valid for many 
other places. In a country such as Afghanistan, organizations of civil 
society are not below the state, and they will not replace it; rather they 
will coexist with it. They are supported by a vast transnational appara-
tus of governmentality that blurs the distinction between the local and 
the global, the national and the international. Classic Weberian social 
sciences link the nation-state with the development of bureaucracy as 
more rational and efficient forms of organization. By contrast, contem-
porary scholarship increasingly acknowledges the existence of over-
lapping and often competing sovereignties within and across national 
borders (Hansen and Stepputat, 2006) that involve benevolence and 
welfare programs as much as coercion and repression. These layered 
and segmented sovereignties, partly linked to the action of the vast 
bureaucratic transnational system described earlier, are particularly vis-
ible in Afghanistan.

The chapter begins by exposing the ideals of participatory democ-
racy at the community level that are promoted by the World Bank 
through the NSP. The NSP national conference held in Kabul in 
November 2007 serves as a connecting thread to successively bring out 
the larger narrative of progress and international solidarity, the acquisi-
tion of a new habitus through participation in discussion workshops, 
the reconfiguration of the social geography of the Afghan rural world, 
and the complexity of stakes in national politics. Finally, the discus-
sion returns to issues of transnational governmentality and emerging 
forms of sovereignty, which are particularly visible in a country such 
as Afghanistan.

An Ideal of Community Building: The NSP

The NSP is the main project of rural reconstruction underway in 
Afghanistan.2 Launched in 2003, it is funded primarily by the World 
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Bank through the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) and 
administered by the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 
(MRRD). Field implementation is organized on a district basis by 29 
facilitating partners (FPs) that comprise one UN agency, 21 interna-
tional, and seven national NGOs.3 The program aims to bring recon-
struction funds directly to rural people by establishing local community 
development councils (or CDCs)4 that are elected democratically by 
secret ballot, and whose function is to manage local development. 
According to the official rhetoric:

The National Solidarity Programme (NSP) was created by the 
Government of Afghanistan to develop the ability of Afghan 
communities to identify, plan, manage and monitor their own 
development project. NSP promotes a new development para-
digm whereby communities are empowered to make decisions 
and manage resources during all stages of the project cycle. The 
program will lay the foundation for a sustainable form of inclusive 
local governance, rural reconstruction, and poverty alleviation. 
(National Solidarity Program, 2006: 1)

The program is presented as based on Afghan traditions, such as hashar5 
and jirga,6 as well as on the Islamic values of unity, equity, and jus-
tice. A first phase covered the period from May 2003 to March 2007 
and reached 17,300 communities.7 A second phase was underway from 
April 2007 to March 2010 and was meant to reach 4,300 additional 
communities, for a total of 21,600 communities, or 90 percent of the 
24,000 villages or rural settlements8 and an overall budget of US $929 
million.9

The structure of the whole program is pyramidal, with each step of 
the implementation and each partner theoretically subjected to criss-
crossed monitoring and evaluation. The NSP may be divided into 
several stages: community mobilization leading to the election of the 
CDCs; building the capacities of the CDCs’ members and more gener-
ally of the local people; preparing the development plan and submitting 
various subprojects; and, finally, implementing the projects. Supported 
and guided by an FP, the CDC must prepare a community develop-
ment plan, which identifies development priorities and proposes some 
concrete projects. The program brings together various institutional 
actors. Because the World Bank does not have a presence at the level 
of rural villages, it subcontracts to specific NGOs—officially selected 
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through a competitive process—thus, creating a structure of action at 
the national scale of patronage and power.

Two types of projects are eligible: public infrastructure (water sup-
ply and sanitation, irrigation, clinics, school building, environmental 
management) and human capital development. The NSP does not fund 
the construction or rehabilitation of government and religious build-
ings. The communities may receive AFS 10,000 (approximately US 
$200.00) per family up to a maximum of AFS 3,000,000 (approxi-
mately US $60,000). This means that there is an incentive for the 
local population to form communities made up of 300 families at the 
most. Afghans conceive of a domestic unit as one of people eating 
food cooked in the same pot; the unit often including more than two 
generations. However, with a curious lack of sensitivity to the Afghan 
cultural context, the concept of family is defined in official NSP docu-
ments as “a husband, a wife (or wives), and unmarried children; or a 
single head-of-household (male or female) and his/her unmarried chil-
dren” (National Solidarity Program, 2006: 7).

A series of measures are planned to ensure the participation of 
women at each stage of the overall process (election, participation in 
the decision-making process, and implementation). A tripartite agree-
ment must be signed between each CDC, the relevant FP, and the pro-
vincial office of the MRRD. Supported and guided by the FP, it is the 
main duty of the CDC to prepare the community development plan, 
conceive some concrete projects, and submit them to the MRRD, and 
eventually to implement them. An external consultant oversees the 
financial aspects of the project. Between 2003 and 2007, it was the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), the 
German group for technical cooperation, and, since 2007, Maxwell 
Stamp, a private economics consultancy based in London.

For many actors and observers, the NSP can produce positive 
changes. Among a vast corpus of reports that stresses the merits of 
the program, Nixon (2008) thinks it is necessary to overcome the dis-
tinction between governance and development. He considers that the 
CDCs have the potential to assume more responsibility, although sev-
eral logistical issues should be addressed. In such a perspective, there 
is a need to formalize the role of the CDCs beyond the NSP man-
date and allow them to become effective governance institutions at the 
local level. Others are more skeptical. In spite of having worked for the 
same research organization as Nixon (the Afghanistan Research and 
Evaluation Unit10), Brick (2008) sees the mere election of CDCs as an 
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insufficient condition to create accountability. Although these councils 
are supposed to derive their legitimacy from the local population, their 
very existence depends on the inf lux of resources drained through the 
MRRD and the FPs. Brick demonstrates how the CDCs can compete 
with the existing functional mechanisms, such as elders’ deliberative 
assemblies, which have proved to be relatively efficient in mediating 
disputes and providing public goods.

By identifying beneficiary communities, the NSP produces a new 
division of Afghan territory and thus alters the preexisting principles 
of social organization. The ideal of community building and participa-
tory democracy carried on by the NSP is based on the supposed virtue 
of a civil society. As will be demonstrated, local groups in Afghanistan 
are in contrasting political arenas, characterized by competition for the 
rare resources, where different political entrepreneurs are struggling—
often with violent means—for power.

A Narrative of Progress and International Solidarity

In the fall of 2007, I attended the NSP national conference in Kabul, 
in the very place where the June 2002 and December 2003–December 
2004 loya jirga were held. This location symbolizes the practices of delib-
eration that accompany the (re)construction of the Afghan state taking 
place under the thrust of the international community. CDC delegates 
came from all of the country’s provinces. Their presence and the diver-
sity of their origins represented the national community to be built.

Tuesday, November 13 was a big day because President Karzai 
addressed the delegates. Security measures were exacting. One had to 
wait a long time in the early morning cold and submit to the guards’ 
authoritarianism before being able to enter the compound where huge 
tents had been set up to hold the meetings. Toward 9 a.m., the noise of 
a helicopter was heard. A wave of excitement ran through the crowd, 
and several persons rushed to the front rows. But another 15 minutes 
passed before Karzai made his entrance—nearly surreptitiously—by 
way of a lateral access. He shook some hands while making his way to 
the stage, accompanied by Ehsan Zia, the minister of rural reconstruc-
tion. With intentional simplicity, he addressed the assembly: “Salâm 
aleikom sâheb, khosh âmadi!” (Good morning Gentlemen/Ladies. You 
are welcome!). He made a sign to the audience to take their seats before 
he sat down at the main desk. Two screens on either side of the big tent 
alternately showed images of the orators and the public.
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Several people spoke. An MRRD representative first spoke in Pashto; 
then a young man wearing a cream-colored Western suit recited a surat 
from the Koran. Finally, there was a short welcome speech by a woman 
dressed in bright yellow, who then gave the f loor to Minister Zia. The 
latter spoke in Persian. He began with the usual greeting to the mem-
bers of government, the diplomatic body, and the representatives of 
the United Nations. He sang the NSP’s merits, underlining that for the 
first time in its history, the Afghan people (mardom) were taking their 
destiny in hand. He insisted on the close collaboration between the 
government and the rural population in the 34 provinces of the coun-
try. Some of his sentences were punctuated by applause, but his voice 
was often drowned out by the humming of the helicopters overhead. 
Several CDC delegates then spoke in Pashto or in Persian, depending 
on their geographical origins.

Finally it was Karzai’s turn. The public rose to its feet, but he imme-
diately made a sign to the people to sit down, adding an ostentatious 
courtesy by saying “merabâni!” (“It is very kind of you!”). On several 
occasions during the speech, someone from the public stood up to 
manifest his support, sometimes by reading a small note, sometimes in 
verse. The president began speaking in Persian to greet the delegates 
and again welcomed them. He referred to a recent bomb attack in 
which several dozens of people (59 according to the estimates he had) 
had died, including an inf luential Shia member of parliament. “Ami 
kâr sâhi nist!” (“Such an action is unjust”), he thundered, demanding 
the public’s support. He mentioned the diverse geographical origins of 
the victims of the bomb attack as if to symbolize the country’s unity 
when confronted with blind violence. He shared his grief, but contin-
ued with the hope of seeing the country develop: “38,000 villages are 
finally benefiting from reconstruction projects.” Progress was visible, 
he noted with a small anecdote to illustrate the country’s electrifica-
tion: “I was returning to Kabul by plane at night and saw numerous 
small lights on the ground: ‘Where are we?’ I asked the pilot—‘We are 
f lying over Afghanistan!’ he answered.” This progress has been possible 
thanks to help from the international community ( jam‘a-ye jehâni) that 
is helping Afghans even if they have committed all kinds of atrocities, 
he commented.

In the middle of his speech, Karzai switched to Pashto. He men-
tioned international terrorism, Al Qaeda, the Taliban, the process 
initiated at the Bonn conference in late 2001, and the constitution. 
He rendered homage to the victims of jihâd, who have increased year 
after year and whose sacrifices made victory over the Soviets possible. 
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He also spoke of migration, of the Afghan diaspora in London, New 
York, Washington, Shahjah, Mashhad, or Islamabad, which deprived 
the country of its living strength. “This should not recur!” He stated 
that Afghanistan is henceforth “on the path of progress” (dar râh-e 
taraki). The fact that it was now possible to produce sewing needles was 
sufficient proof. He took out a pen from the pocket of his waistcoat and 
showed it proudly to the crowd saying it was made in Afghanistan. A 
man in the middle of the hall got up to express his enthusiasm. After 
looking at him, Karzai greeted him in Uzbek. There was vigorous 
clapping in the audience. He kept going and showed a packet of electric 
switches produced in Herat and then a cable. The president ended his 
speech by proclaiming that buying products made in Afghanistan—
and not only melons—was a patriotic act. Amid the crowd’s hurrahs, 
he came down from the stage, made his way toward the public, shook 
hands, and went toward the women’s corner to greet them, bowing 
slightly before leaving. It was 11.30 a.m.

The alternating use of Persian and Pashto symbolized the country’s 
unity and made clear that it was not composed only of Afghans—a 
term historically reserved for Pashtuns. It indicated the subtle hierarchy 
of languages on the national stage: Persian and Pashtu for the speeches, 
with a few sentences in other languages to give them a place, even 
if subordinate. The presidential speech displayed the delicate balance 
between an appeal to national pride—in his rather discreet reference 
to the victory over the Red Army—and the recognition of interna-
tional aid. He illustrated the tension between the national and suprana-
tional levels. In November 2007, Karzai insisted more on the latter by 
giving greater weight to the support of the international community 
than to anti-Soviet resistance. But things changed with the presidential 
elections of August 2009. Accused of benefiting from massive frauds, 
Karzai fell back on national values and increasingly presented him-
self as someone who was struggling to safeguard the sovereignty of 
Afghanistan against Western interference. This evolution in his speech 
and political alliances can be detected in his attitude toward the NSP 
and local government.

The Workshop Culture: Acquiring a New Habitus

The NSP’s national conference was an opportunity for delegates 
representing CDCs to establish contacts, perfect their knowledge 
of procedures, and exchange thoughts or views on the strong points 
and weaknesses of the program. It may also be seen as the setting for 
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acquiring a habitus shared with people working in similar structures 
across the country and thus strengthening the sentiment of belonging 
to a particular group that distinguishes itself from the rest of the popu-
lation by its commitment to development. The workshops (grupkâri or 
kâr-e grupi, literally “group work”) are places where subjectivities are 
constructed and negotiated in novel ways.

I attended one of these discussion workshops. Dressed as a Westerner, 
I sat down in a corner and did not intervene in the debates. My pres-
ence invited no particular curiosity or question; CDC members 
seemed accustomed to having experts of all kinds accompany them 
in their activities. Some men were wearing the turban, but those with 
bare heads were quite numerous. Several women were present, strictly 
veiled, but none wore the burqa, which envelops one from head to toe. 
When the women spoke, the men listened to them, nodding heads 
with ostentatious deference.

A delegate from the eastern part of the country, wearing a waist-
coat, a pakul,11 and sunglasses, opened the session with a long prayer 
in Arabic. He then spoke in Pashtu. Another delegate followed, also 
beginning with a prayer in Arabic (but a shorter one), then spoke in 
Persian: “khwârhâ-ye aziz, berâdarân-e gerami” (“Dear sisters, dear broth-
ers”). He began his speech by extolling the victory of the Afghans 
over adversity and the defense of religion and continued with the mer-
its of the NSP, which was bringing services directly to the population
 and thus sealing the link with the government. The discussion then dealt 
with the points for improvement in the future, particularly the articula-
tion between CDCs and provincial authorities. Men and women rep-
resentatives of CDCs and employees of the MRRD or FPs all boasted 
of the merits of the NSP when they spoke, declaring that the program 
had brought democracy to the level of villages. Expressions of “wahdat-e 
mardom” (unity of the people), “taraki-ye mardom” (progress of the people), 
“bâzsâzi-ye watan” (reconstruction of the homeland), were repeated like 
mantras by each speaker. The boundary between members of FPs and 
CDCs seemed fuzzy, and I understood, with some surprise, that some 
people were both at the same time. The discussion was organized around 
a f lip chart on which staff from the ministry and NGOs noted the main 
points addressed, with the idea of carrying them forward to the manag-
ing bodies of the NSP. At the same time, small secondary groups formed 
fairly quickly. Some groups made an effort to highlight the positive 
points of the program, to limit the deviations, and strictly apply the rules 
of the participative procedure defined by the NSP. Others, after mouth-
ing some sentences of praise borrowed from conventional rhetoric, stated 
their grievances. They complained about receiving insufficient amounts 
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to make real contributions to the development of their places of origin 
and underlined the necessity for more ambitious projects, thought out at 
a supravillage level (roads, district hospitals, and so on).

Beyond the content of the debates, technical questions and propos-
als for improvements, how these workshops were organized and con-
ducted profoundly marked the minds and behaviors of the participants. 
The lack of gender segregation, in particular, was an oddity in the 
Afghan rural world. As if to make the situation acceptable and man-
age their discomfort, men and women were extraordinarily polite. 
The delegates seemed to negotiate multiple belongings through the 
body language and words they used. They were present as members of 
CDCs, a development structure that is directly dependent on interna-
tional aid rather than any administrative entity. Their fealty certainly 
was to the MRRD and, therefore in theory, to the Afghan state but 
also to the World Bank, to the experts who had conceived the NSP, 
and to the international community that was financing it through the 
ARTF. This constellation provokes subtle changes in the modes of 
socialization—of habitus in Bourdieu’s terminology—these systems of 
long-lasting arrangements, “structuring structure,” that organize social 
practices and the perception of these practices, but also “structured 
structure” that is inf luenced by the division of society into various cat-
egories.12 Despite their differing points of view, all the participants in 
these workshops agreed on the importance of maintaining the “field” 
that gave them the possibility of gathering under the loya jirga’s tent 
in the Afghan capital, a place symbolically charged with power. Their 
link to the NSP brings them resources and status. Members of CDCs, 
the staff of the MRRD, and various partner NGOs are interdependent 
in a certain market. Integration into this market implies the acquisition 
of specific values or behaviors and how to implement them. Like any 
social field, the NSP changes practices and perceptions while produc-
ing new distinctions. This process takes place in a social space charged 
with relations of power in which adherence to the principles of NSP 
does not exclude insertion into the segmented structures of tribal soli-
darity or clientele networks set up by the parties and local strongmen.

Local Politics: The Overlapping Sources 
of Solidarity and Conf lict

During the NSP national conference, I met the representative of the 
CDCs from the district of Jaghori where I had earlier conducted 
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fieldwork. He was a young man with a thin, carefully trimmed mus-
tache. He was wearing dark-colored trousers, a jacket, and an impec-
cably white shirt and seemed to want to give himself a modern look. 
He had recently opened the first Internet café in one of the main 
bazaars of the district. He had spent some time in Iran and Pakistan 
and had encountered the Internet in Indonesia, where he had traveled, 
like many Afghans, with the hope of clandestinely entering Australia 
(Monsutti, 2009).

Socialized and educated abroad and literally connected with the 
global world by his professional activities, this CDC representative sym-
bolized the emergence of a class of men and women whose social and 
political activities are linked to resources—both material and immate-
rial—made available by the presence of international and NGOs. At the 
same time he is a stakeholder in the complex power games of his native 
region through his link to a resistance commander who was recently 
expelled by the district chief appointed by the central government. But 
the NSP has a far deeper impact than giving visibility to people who 
are inevitably involved in factional struggles; it contributes to redefin-
ing the social and political geography of the Afghan rural world.

It is not rare to observe the administration of districts sheltered in 
modest premises, be it a simple shop in the bazaar or a compound 
going back to the precommunist period. Common sights include an 
official wearing a turban and sipping a cup of bitter tea, a Hermes type-
writer, or perhaps an old Soviet jeep. What a contrast these are to NGO 
offices—particularly those benefiting from NSP manna—with their 
young employees, their generators, and their four-wheel drive vehicles 
made in Japan. Waving the f lag of donor countries, the ostentatious 
presence of these organizations tends to wipe out the visibility of the 
Afghan state at the local level and confine it to the field of police con-
trol and its trail of abuses. Such a situation illustrates the range of mul-
tiple and segmented sovereignties that characterizes Afghanistan as well 
as many postcolonial states in Asia and Africa.

The district (uluswâli) of Jaghori,13 the origin of my interlocutor, lies 
in the east of Ghazni Province, on the southern fringes of Hazarajat.14 
Despite the constant migratory f lux, the demographic pressure remains 
intense. Farming is hard; every plot of ground that can be cultivated 
is used. Small terraces are arranged for irrigated agriculture, using 
underground canals, and some orchards cheer up the landscape. Wheat, 
beans, fruits (apples, apricots, mulberries), and nuts (almonds and wal-
nuts) are the main products. More than agriculture, the economy is 
actually based essentially on the financial contribution of the men who 
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work in the coalmines around Quetta, Pakistan, or do manual labor in 
Iran (Monsutti, 2004, 2005).

The official limits of the district are not clearly defined. In local 
discourses and representations, but also by the social practices, Jaghori 
can be divided into a little more than 20 regions (manteqa), which have 
never, however, been officially acknowledged. Each manteqa consists 
of several hamlets (qaria) scattered near the irrigated plots. Many qaria 
are occupied by more than one descent group, but almost no descent 
group is grouped in only one location. In other words, kinship and resi-
dence are not congruent. The inhabitants of the region are related by 
many overlapping obligations. First, belonging to a patrilineal lineage 
imposes a number of duties: revenge, mutual financial aid (e.g., in case 
of marriage, to put together the bride price), and participation in com-
mon celebrations—in short, a diffuse solidarity and the feeling of shar-
ing a common destiny. The other types of kinship relations (through 
the women, by the mother, sister, or wives) are often less compelling 
and allow more f lexibility. Second, the inhabitants of the same hamlet 
often own in common one or two irrigation canals whose maintenance 
they ensure and whose water they share, following a predefined cycle. 
These rights are transmitted from one generation to the next with the 
land, and are successively divided among the heirs from the time the 
canal was built. If this tight cohabitation and interdependence can cre-
ate conf licts, it also imposes concessions. Third, several hamlets may 
join efforts to maintain a place for reunions with a religious goal (e.g., 
the member) and to pay the services of a mullah who can ensure Koranic 
readings and basic teachings (Edwards, 1986; Bindemann, 1987: 43).

In addition to the many different kinds of solidarity ties, endemic 
insecurity characterizes social relations and everyday life in Jaghori. 
The region was comparatively untouched by fighting during the Soviet 
occupation. However, as in the rest of the Hazarajat, internal conf licts 
and sociopolitical upheavals have been profound, reaching a proportion 
unknown in the tribal war. Settling of feuds can be murderous, more 
so now that everyone owns heavy arms (automatic guns or even rocket 
launchers and f lamethrowers). The beginning of the 1980s witnessed 
merciless conf licts between two emerging classes of leaders: the secular 
intellectuals, often from well-off families and affiliated to parties of 
Maoist inspiration, and the Khomeinist militants, returning from Iran 
and generally from a more modest sociological background. In the early 
1980s, the latter group gained control over most of Hazarajat (Roy, 
1985: 194–205; Harpviken, 1996). After defeating their opponents 
and in spite of their ideological proximity, two movements inspired 
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by Khomeini—the Sazman-e Nasr (“Victory Organization”) and the 
Sepa-ye Pasdaran (“Army of the Guardians”)—bitterly struggled for 
power (Ibrahimi, 2009).

In 1989, the Red Army retired from Afghanistan. Afraid of being 
excluded from peace talks, the Hazara leaders understood that unity 
was the way to salvation. Because of recent disruptions, this unity could 
only be built on a new ideological ground, that of Hazara identity. 
With the active support of Iran, the main Shiite factions strove to bury 
their past disagreements and agreed to form a vast unitary movement, 
the Hezb-e Wahdat-e Islami-ye Afghanistan (“Party of the Islamic 
Unity of Afghanistan”). The reins of power remained in the hands 
of the religious leaders, but the new party also incorporated many 
secular intellectuals (soldiers, engineers, doctors, and teachers). They 
tried to become indispensable and to again play a political role by cre-
ating NGOs that provided health care, education, or the construction 
of roads.

In contrast to such a recent history of conf lict, the NSP looks for an 
ideal level of solidarity, where the interests of all converge. Assuming 
that the jihâdi commanders and, more generally, the stakeholders, are 
discredited among the population, this community-building approach 
aims to facilitate the emergence of a new class of notables sensitive 
to the values of the donors, with the ultimate goal of fostering social 
cohesion and horizontal ties of cooperation in the social fabric of rural 
Afghanistan. In such a tense and fragmented context, that an optimal 
subsidy of resources is paid by the NSP to communities of 400 house-
holds represents an incentive to division. In the district of Jaghori, as 
elsewhere in Afghanistan, the number of CDCs set up by the NSP 
largely exceeds the number of manteqa. In quite a few cases, political 
factions within each manteqa (often borne of older parties, particu-
larly Nasr and Sepah) form distinct CDCs, with the aim of indepen-
dently gaining access to the resources provided by the program. Local 
politics is structured around a subtle blurring of solidarities and rival-
ries where the strongest obligations entail major sources of tension. 
Unlike the well-known model developed by Sahlins (1965) to account 
for the social dimensions of exchange, the circle of general reciproc-
ity in Afghanistan is one in which violence is not uncommon. The 
ideal of community building and harmony promoted by the NSP is 
in sharp opposition to the recent past when different local actors were 
struggling for power. Far from being a space of solidarity, local and 
territorial groups of rural Afghanistan—whether vaguely called “com-
munities” or “villages”—must be conceived as political arenas where 
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people compete as much as they cooperate for the scarce resources, such 
as water, land, migration connections, aid money.

National Politics: The Stakes of Rural Rehabilitation

During the national conference of the CDCs, some representatives of 
the MRRD and of the Ministry of Agriculture quarreled. The for-
mer reproached the latter for being passive; the latter—backed by their 
colleagues in the Ministry of the Interior (MoI)—accused the former 
of becoming conceited about their privileged relations with donors of 
international funds, leading them to exceed their prerogatives. Indeed, 
the MRRD sought to transform CDCs into a tool of local gover-
nance,15 whereas the MoI believed that the CDCs had encroached on 
the prerogatives of the existing administrative structures.

The contrast is also embodied in the premises of the two ministries 
in Kabul as well as in the body language of its officials; it is more-
over rich in lessons for understanding how social relations are criti-
cally inf luenced by access to the funds of the international community. 
The Ministry of Agriculture is in the war-torn neighborhood of Kart-
e Sakhi, in an old building in which the marks of combat are still vis-
ible. Relatively light security measures express this institution’s mar-
ginality. The civil servants present seem to rejoice at the arrival of a 
visitor who offers them the occasion to exchange some words over a 
cup of tea. On the other hand, the MRRD occupies a new complex to 
the south of the city of Kabul, not far from the old Darul Aman Palace, 
constructed in the 1920s by the reformer king Amanullah. Access is 
protected by security measures worthy of a Western airport. The atmo-
sphere is quite different: various buildings in a well-maintained park, 
young technocrats with moustaches and well-cut jackets, seem to be 
constantly running between two appointments. These two places and 
the officials inhabiting them underline the heterogeneity of the Afghan 
state apparatus and illustrate the differentiated integration of various 
ministries into the networks of transnational governmentality. The 
MRRD attracts numerous funds through the NSP and other programs 
of reconstruction. It constitutes a site of power that is more important 
than the Ministry of Agriculture.

This contrast does not prevent the circulation of elites between 
diverse structures of the Afghan state: Mohammad Hanif Atmar, one 
of the promoters of the NSP and MRRD from 2002 to 2006, was suc-
cessively Minister of Education from 2006 to 2008, before becoming 
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Minister of Interior; Mohammad Asif Rahimi, who was vice minister 
of Rural Rehabilitation and Development in 2007 became Minister 
of Agriculture in 2008.16 Moreover, there are many Afghans as well as 
international experts who credit Hanif Atmar with future presidential 
ambitions. The MRRD will have served him—it is said—as a spring-
board to construct a political clientele across the national territory; his 
name will remain attached to a period of optimism and expansion of 
the NSP rather than to the end of the program.

The disagreement between the MRRD and the Ministry of 
Agriculture about the role of the CDCs was resolved with the estab-
lishment of the Independent Directorate for Local Governance (IDLG) 
by a decree on August 30, 2007 by President Karzai. This move ref lects 
a certain centralization of power. The responsibility of supervising 
provincial governors, district chiefs, and provincial and municipality 
councils was withdrawn from the MoI and entrusted to the new office, 
which had an explicit mission to connect people with the government 
and achieve significant improvements in service delivery at the subna-
tional level. With the IDLG, Karzai also seems to have disavowed the 
MRRD’s ambitions. Some leaders of the new entity, narrowly linked 
to Karzai, reproach the MRRD for going it alone and not coordinating 
with the rest of the government. They oppose the idea of CDCs trans-
forming themselves into administrative structures of local governance 
and adhering to the text of the 2004 Constitution that foresees free, 
general, secret, and direct elections of village, district, and municipal 
councils for a period of three years (IDLG, 2007).17 In such a perspec-
tive, the CDCs are one institutional partner among others and cannot 
claim to be more than bodies emanating from civil society, responsible 
primarily for development projects.

Beyond the rhetoric of improving the coordination and promoting 
good governance, security, development, and economic growth, the 
creation of IDLG seems to ref lect the president’s will to work closely 
with traditional rural elites in the hope of stabilizing the country’s rural 
regions rather than with men and women committed to the principles 
of democracy and human rights. This shift of attitude did not pre-
vent the coexistence of different strategies. At the very moment when 
Hamid Karzai was praising the support of the international community 
during the national conference of CDCs in November 2007, he was 
maneuvering behind the scenes to form a big coalition with the future 
presidential elections in mind. This realignment of political alliances 
appeared clearly when Karzai succeeded in winning the support of sev-
eral historic leaders of the war who had earlier been hostile to him, 



Alessandro Monsutti162

such as Abdul Rashid Dostum and Haji Mohammad Mohaqiq. After 
the presidential elections of August 2009, marred by allegations of mas-
sive fraud, tensions heightened between Karzai and the foreign powers 
present in Afghanistan, mirroring the evolving relations between the 
Afghan government and its international protectors.

In such a quickly changing political atmosphere, the momentum of 
the NSP seems to have run its course. The program is still celebrated by 
the government and the donors as an example of success, but its politi-
cal importance has fallen in the context of repositioning and redefining 
alliances. The case of NSP nevertheless shows that humanitarian assis-
tance is now part of politics in Afghanistan. It is one of the resources 
that concerned parties are seeking to use in their struggles for power, 
even if the program could never really fulfill its initial ambitions of 
covering the entire national territory.

Reshaping Sovereignty: Transnationalization and 
Depoliticization of Power

The NSP is one of many “schemes to improve the human condition” 
studied by James Scott (1998); it is one more expression of this “will 
to improve” described by Tania Murray Li (2007). The rationale of 
such a development program is to convince rather than to coerce and 
gives its full significance to the concept of “governmentality,” coined 
by Foucault: the “government of mentality.” As illustrated by the NSP, 
the will to improve is translated into explicit programs in two steps 
corresponding to the main tasks of the CDCs: first, identifying the 
needs and the problems that have to be solved; second, translating these 
problems into technical terms. In so doing, the issues are simultane-
ously rendered nonpolitical. Indeed, building his analysis on an agri-
cultural project in Lesotho, James Ferguson (1994) has shown how the 
development apparatus is an “anti-politics machine” that fails to address 
political-economic questions related to the control of the means of pro-
duction and the structure of inequalities.

In their planning and action, humanitarian and development experts 
tend to overlook the political relations that produce and reproduce 
inequalities of status, wealth, and power. “They focus more on the 
capacities of the poor than on the practices through which one social 
group impoverishes another” (Li, 2007: 7). Poverty is considered an 
unfortunate condition rather than the result of asymmetrical relations. 
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Identifying and supporting vulnerable people is then sufficient to 
empower them. Educating and training people becomes more cru-
cial than changing social structures. Development programs are thus 
not abortive schemes; they are fragments of reality and induce specific 
effects on the social life of millions of people around the world. For its 
planners, the primary goal of the NSP was to enhance the capacity for 
action of local communities—to give them the ability to define their 
own development priorities. The real impact of the various projects 
that have been implemented on everyday life may be debated beyond 
the apologetic tone that characterizes the official discourses of the dif-
ferent institutional partners. There is no doubt that bridges have been 
built and wells dug with the resources channeled by the NSP. But did 
the program create better living conditions for the rural people? Did it 
bring more social justice, more economic and political equality? Did it 
enhance transparency and popular participation?

Yet, the significance of a project such as the NSP is far from being 
limited to its explicit intentions. It must be considered beyond its success 
or failure in terms of postconf lict reconstruction and development. It 
contributed to the expansion in the rural regions of a pyramidal bureau-
cracy with national and international elements intermingling.18 At the 
time of the presidential election of 2004, the NSP was much celebrated 
by Hamid Karzai. Its importance seems to have become more modest 
with the realignments of alliances preceding the successive election of 
2009. In spite of its lost momentum, the NSP has served as a point of 
entry for the central government to become more visible at the local 
level. As an Afghan interlocutor once told me with a disenchanted 
detachment, “It was a subsidy given by the international community to 
Karzai’s first presidential campaign.” Burdened by its dependence on the 
foreign presence and the progress of the insurgency, state power remains 
weak in Afghanistan. But the NSP is an element of the vast humani-
tarian and development apparatus that reconfigures the subjectivity of 
people, transforms social relations and personal aspirations, and teaches 
new terminologies and body gestures. The workshops organized at dif-
ferent levels by the NSP seek to target a group of entrepreneurial people 
who are expected to become factors of social change in passing on the 
message at a lower level. Besides the technical dimension of the training, 
these workshops also convey values, such as participatory democracy, 
aversion to corruption, and absence of gender segregation.

If we follow Ferguson and Gupta (2002) on transnational govern-
mentality, the idea that there is a vertical relation between the state, 
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civil society, local communities, and families is misleading. The grass-
roots dimension of many associations of the so-called civil society is 
tenuous compared to their level of dependence on their international 
donors. Organized in apparently horizontal networks spanning national 
borders, these associations and their animators adopt a discourse of 
human rights, democracy, and legibility. The subtle—and often not so 
subtle—problem of their popular representation and legitimacy remains 
unnoticed. Although the programs they implement are very alien to 
the centralized planning described by Scott (1998), it appears that the 
high modernist project of rationalizing human life does not belong 
exclusively to states anymore, but is increasingly taken over by overlap-
ping transnational networks that carry out state-like practices across 
various polities.

These transnational networks, as we have seen, channel resources 
that may be used in social and political struggles. The presence of 
alternative and sometimes competing resources contributes to a vast 
range of multiple and segmented de facto sovereignties19 in places like 
Afghanistan and many other postcolonial states in Asia and Africa. 
Transnational institutions implement state-like programs, thus contrib-
uting to the emergence of “multiple and layered forms” (Hansen and 
Stepputat, 2006: 309) of sovereignties.20

A state such as Afghanistan has an old history of external inf lu-
ences (it was already a historic pattern with British subsidies during the 
nineteenth century) that may limit state sovereignty but also enhance 
it. Without its own revenue, the government in Afghanistan—with a 
high level of internecine competition between various ministries and 
offices—may build some legitimacy by being associated with the dis-
tribution of international aid. The state is spatialized in a very con-
crete way into distinct territories. Civil servants are indispensable 
intermediaries for crossing different spatial and administrative barriers, 
as much for transnational institutions as for the national population. 
There is a coexistence between a layered and divided state apparatus, 
with multiple and segmented de facto sovereignties on the one hand, 
and the pervasiveness of the nation-state as the unique organizational 
entity of today’s international politics (with a homogenization of the 
world political geography since the end of the colonial empires) with 
the emergence of new forms of transnational governmentality on the 
other. In our specific case, one may wonder if Afghanistan will be like 
Rimbaud’s drunken boat: seduced at first by the waves of the global 
sea, but switching from exaltation to debasement, brought finally to its 
own deliquescence.
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Notes

* This chapter is based on a field research funded by the Agence nationale de la recherche, 
France. I am grateful to the Program in Agrarian Studies, at Yale University, where I had the 
opportunity to develop and present my work during the academic year 2008–2009. I am in debt 
to the people who have provided intellectual support and insightful comments on earlier ver-
sions of this paper (in strict alphabetical order): Susanna Fioratta, Yan Greub, Shah M. Hanifi, 
Karen Hébert, Kay Mansfield, Keely Maxwell, Boris-Mathieu Petric, Laura Sayre, James Scott, 
K. Sivaramakrishnan, Nandini Sundar, Arundhati Virmani. An expanded version of this text 
has been first published in Comparative Studies in Society and History 54(3), July 2012.

1. See Schetter, 2005; and Hanifi, 2008.
2. See the sites: www.mrrd.gov.af/ ; and www.nspafghanistan.org/.
3. See http://www.nspafghanistan.org/default.aspx?Sel=17 (accessed in February 2012).
4. In Persian, shurâ-ye enkeshâfi. “Community Development Council (CDC): A group of 

community members elected by the community to serve as its decision-making body. 
The CDC is the social and development foundation at the community level, responsible 
for implementation and supervision of development projects and liaison between the com-
munities and government and nongovernment organizations. The CDC can be formed 
in a village where a minimum of 25 families are settled, and communities with less than 
25 families are encouraged to join with others to establish the CDC” (National Solidarity 
Program, 2006: vi).

5. A kind of collective voluntary work meant to assist a neighbor or to improve community 
infrastructure.

6. “Jirga/Shura: traditional Afghan village councils comprised of elders. Under NSP, com-
munities are free to elect community members of their choosing to their Community 
Development Council, which may or may not include members of existing jirgas or shuras” 
(National Solidarity Program, 2006: vii).

7. “Community: A community must have at least 25 families to be eligible for a block grant. 
Small villages frequently join together to meet this requirement. For this reason, the total 
number of ‘communities’ targeted by NSP will always be less than the 38,000 ‘villages’ 
estimated to exist in Afghanistan” (National Solidarity Program, 2006: vi).

8. The notion of village is not clear when applied to the Afghan context. “Village: As of 
2007, it is estimated that 42,000 villages, also referred to as ‘rural settlements’, exist in 
Afghanistan. Previous estimates were as low as 20,000. No accurate census data is avail-
able and it is unclear if consensus has been reached on a working definition of ‘village.’ 
Ground evidence shows that several of these ‘villages’ comprise less than 25 families. 
Going by the NSP requirement that a ‘community’ must comprise a minimum of 25 families, 
and experience during NSP Phase I, it is estimated that the villages would translate to 
around 28,500 NSP communities, thus creating the average of 1 NSP community = 
1.474 rural settlements. However the current average used is 1 NSP community = 1.583 
rural settlements” (http://www.nspafghanistan.org/default.aspx?Sel=15; accessed on 
March 19, 2009).

9. As a term of comparison, the annual budget of the Afghan state is US $960 million, 
accounting for 93 percent from international assistance.

10. www.areu.org.af/.
11. The hat made famous by Ahmad Shah Massud.
12. See for instance Bourdieu (1979: 191).
13. The district covers 1,855 sq. km and has a population of more than 150,000 with an aver-

age of 6.7 persons per household ( Johnson, 2000: 46). Given the region’s climate, the 
high altitude, and rare precipitation (less than 300 mm every year, Geokart, 1984), the 
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population density (about 80 inhabitants per sq km) is very high. When recalculated on the 
basis of people per square kilometer of cultivable land, the population density of the Behsud 
region (Wardak Province, with somehow comparable ecological conditions to Jaghori) for 
instance, is greater than that of Bangladesh ( Johnson, 2000: 46).

14. The central part of Afghanistan, inhabited mostly by Persian-speaking Shiites.
15. See: “Community Development Council: [. . .] Its initial mandate is to oversee implemen-

tation of the NSP activities within the community. However, it is envisioned as a perma-
nent local governance body that will take on additional responsibilities beyond NSP as it 
matures” (National Solidarity Programme, 2006: vi).

16. A similar circulation is found among the district chiefs and provincial governors. It permits 
Karzai to redistribute positions, and consequently, resources to his allies and clients while 
preventing them from forming stable political strongholds.

17. See more specifically Art. 137–141 of the 2004 Constitution of Afghanistan (Islamic 
Republic of Afghanistan, Office of the President: http://president.gov.af/sroot_eng.
aspx?id=68, accessed in February 2012).

18. Similarly, the project in Lesotho described by Ferguson has been a development failure, but 
it allowed the government to gain control over the opposition strongholds in the moun-
tains: “It did not bring about ‘decentralization’ or ‘popular participation,’ but it was instru-
mental in establishing a new district administration and giving the Government of Lesotho 
a much stronger presence in the area than it had ever had before” (1994: 252).

19. Classically understood here as the “ability to kill, punish, and discipline with impunity 
wherever it is found and practiced” (Hansen and Stepputat, 2006: 296), but also the capac-
ity to protect through benevolence and welfare programs.

20. Postcolonial states are characterized by what Hansen and Stepputat call “outsourced sover-
eignty” (2006: 307).
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

NGOs and the State: Clash or Class? 
Circulating Elites of “Good Governance” 

in Serbia*

Theodora  Vetta

In 1990, James N. Rosenau (1990), a leading figure of international 
relations studies, announced that we are now entering an epoch of 
worldwide turbulence. The fragmentary consequences of economic glo-
balization and new technologies have come to undermine state author-
ity and sovereignty over territory and people. Rosenau argues that the 
long-established state-centric world has given place to an autonomous 
multicentered one, where nonstate actors, both from below and above, 
have gained a protagonist role in world politics. Within this trend of 
globalization studies and among these new “players,” particular atten-
tion is paid to NGOs. Indeed, in many parts of the world, the late 
1980s and early 1990s have witnessed a boom of NGOs, a sheer growth 
in their number, scale, and inf luence. This phenomenon, now referred 
to as the “global associational revolution,” was matched by an increas-
ing literature recognizing NGOs as a new social actor in the arena of 
global governance.

No doubt, scholars’ reasoning of NGOs’ role is far from univocal; 
it depends not only on the discipline, traditions, and methodological 
approaches but also, most importantly, on the very ideological orienta-
tions of the scholars themselves. Therefore, authors as different as Lester 
M. Salamon and Helmut Anheier (1994) and Robert W. Cox (1999) wel-
comed the virtues of civil society. From a liberal perspective, the NGO 
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boom represented the upsurge of an active citizenry; civil society was 
taking its revenge (Badie, 1998: 50). Stimulated by a communication 
revolution and equipped with Putnam’s social capital (2000), it was 
finally liberated from the specters of the corporate state. More left wing 
and neo-Gramscian supporters saw in NGOs forms of social resistance 
and rising social movements, ready to radically challenge capitalist rela-
tions of domination. Both approaches share an idealistic view of NGOs 
as organizations representing some kind of hope for the future. At the 
same time, a growing number of studies have taken a more critical 
stance toward them. In the most radical version, they are treated as a 
neocomprador bourgeoisie in the service of neoliberalism or imperial-
ism (Petras and Veltmeyer, 2001; Hours, 2002).

However different these approaches are, the majority of them share 
two common elements. First, there is almost an obsession with new-
ness, a dramatic tone of the millennium moments we are witnessing 
because of the by default recent globalization. This approach of clear-
cut periodization may be extremely misleading because by observing 
unprecedented transformations everywhere, we can silence historical 
continuities that explain current phenomena. Besides, authors like 
Arrighi (1997), Hirst and Thompson (1996), Friedman (2005), and 
Wallerstein (2000), with their emphasis on Braudel’s longue durée, have 
shown that globalization is not such a current phenomenon after all, 
without of course denying the particular characteristics of our present.

Second, the majority of multicentric approaches are based on an ana-
lytical schema of society where on the one side stands “the state” and 
on the other “nonstate actors.” They presuppose a dichotomy between 
homogenous sectors and most often a conf licting relationship between 
them. Sovereignty, and where it resides, seems to be the main question 
while the main answer can be summarized as: neoliberal globalization 
reduces the power of the state. NGOs as its carriers/promoters contrib-
ute to this erosion of sovereignty, for good or for worse.

NGOs have recently attracted growing attention from anthropolo-
gists working on different contexts around the world. Therefore, apart 
from macrostructural analyses, we have gained more thick descriptions 
of concrete settings of social interaction. Since Fisher’s (1997) call for an 
ethnographic approach (and even before), many anthropologists have 
produced more subtle and refined analyses of NGOs’ intervention and 
the state, both theoretically and analytically (Comaroff and Comaroff, 
1999; Ferguson and Gupta, 2002; Kamat, 2002; Hilhorst, 2003; Mosse 
and Lewis, 2006 to name just a few). In fact, the assumption that nei-
ther the state nor the civil society is monolithic but maintain a more 
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complicated, interpenetrating relationship would be a starting point or 
even a given for most anthropologists. However, these anthropologi-
cal insights are still marginal compared to mainstream political science 
approaches that produce the knowledge base for policy making on state 
building and development interventions.

This chapter continues this dialogue by further deconstructing the 
state/NGO clash. Starting from ethnographic data on the welfare 
reform in Serbia, collected since 2007, I argue that instead of the much 
presumed NGO/state dichotomy, we gain more insight into social real-
ities if we analyze the new political configurations since 2001 in terms 
of circulating elites, implementing the same political project through the 
two sectors. Questioning this given representation of society is of pri-
mary importance. Obviously, social realities are far more complex than 
abstract theoretical schemata. Nevertheless, in our case, these analytical 
categories should be an integral part of the research object. First of all 
because they tend to essentialize social structures and obscure, rather 
than reveal, social relations of power. But most importantly because 
they are deployed not only by academic scholars but by the social 
actors themselves in order to stigmatize certain practices and valorize 
others. The question we should be asking is: Who deploys this “state 
vs NGO” distinction, when and to what ends? By paying attention to 
class-formation processes, alliances, mobility, and everyday practices of 
particular social groups, we can contextualize and historicize the f loat-
ing signifiers of state and civil society.

Good NGOs, Bad State, and Welfare Reform

The first NGOs in Serbia, in the contemporary sense, were founded in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. Many had their origins in the social and 
new social movements of the 1970s and 1980s, particularly women’s 
and students’ movements. Their main mission was to oppose the eth-
nic war and assist its victims in the context of the violent breakup of 
Federal Yugoslavia, the subsequent humanitarian crisis, and the massive 
inf lux of refugees. During the 1990s, NGOs were the main recipients 
of the booming international aid since the state was under international 
sanctions. After the fall of the Milosevic regime in October 2000 and 
the entry of donors in large numbers, there was a huge increase in the 
number as well as the size of local NGOs.1 This was also the result of 
donors’ priorities funded under the label of “building civil society” 
programs (Brown, 2006; Vetta, 2009). At the same time, NGOs also 
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hosted people who f lew into the country after 2000 in order to cover 
expert positions. However, NGOs were not the only ones enjoying the 
trust of donors, as they did during the 1990s. The donors also shifted 
their attention and priorities after 2001, from standard humanitarian 
assistance to the reform of the market and state institutions, making 
the state the main target group of their operations. Today, Serbia is a 
potential candidate country for EU accession. Even though the most 
mediatized negotiations for EU integration seem to cover the Kosovo 
question and the full cooperation with the International Criminal 
Tribunal for former Yugoslavia, the country is currently undergoing a 
process of state building in order to meet the requirements of the 1992 
Maastricht Treaty for potential members.

All political groups in government since 2001 advocate reform for all 
sectors. It should be fast but serious according to EU standards but rela-
tively cheap, certainly democratic, and deep but smooth. Ultimately, 
reform should change who people are and how they feel about them-
selves and their society. The institutional and policy changes, and to a 
great extent the direction they take (at least in policy) under the vigilant 
eye of the European Commission, are indeed a strict conditionality for 
further EU accession and support from all major donors like the World 
Bank, IMF, USAID, and so on. However, we should avoid understand-
ings based on simplistic assumptions about the omnipotent international 
actors and their imposition on weak governments. The reforms are both 
the product of their hegemony and of local ownership of in situ elites.

The concept that provided the framework of institutional reforms 
was good governance. This emphasis points to at least two trends in the 
global policy discourse: first, political liberalization programs of the 
late 1990s, in contrast with earlier ones of the mid-1980s to mid-1990s, 
moved away from policies dismantling the state (Weiss, 2000). Second, 
good government policies reveal the increasing interest accorded to the 
third sector. The creation and empowerment of synergy among public 
institutions and civil society are judged as essential in order to achieve 
good management of public affairs, reduce high levels of corruption, 
and guarantee political and social stability.

The social welfare system reform is a field where both state and 
donors’ policies insist on partnership between the state and the NGOs. 
Vesna, an assistant minister in her early 30s, emphasized the need for 
reform and marketing:

If society is reformed, then people will have more money, it’s all 
about money. Then they will have different needs, they will try 
to look for different services for them. For example, maybe, you 
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don’t want to go to a Center for Social Work all the time and 
for your own comfort you prefer to pay for a service and stay 
home. These alternatives will evolve as soon as there is a demand 
for this. It’s about developing this social market. For me, every-
thing is about the market. The state shouldn’t have any monopoly. 
Without competition there is no quality and choice. [. . .] Our 
main issue is decentralization. NGOs should be the main partners 
in this process. We try to push people toward that sector. Lots of 
people are now opening NGOs, it’s a market. They see there is a 
demand there so they do it, and they should!

At first sight, the new policy discourse seems to have moved away from 
harsh new public management concepts. Keywords such as “contracts” 
gave way to “partnership,” “efficacy” to “public sector values,” and 
“competition” to “democracy.” However, the goal remains the same. 
Following general trends on welfare reform in other countries (Minogue 
et. al., 1998; Robinson, 1997; Stubbs, 2003; Clarke, 2004), it is judged 
essential to introduce market mechanisms like managerial capacities, 
f lexibility, and competition. In the name of democratization and decen-
tralization, the partial privatization of social services (either by business 
companies or NGOs) is encouraged so as to make public institutions 
more competent and effective. There are two basic principles; the state 
should not be the only financer, organizer, and service provider; second, 
greater responsibility is demanded from individuals to provide security 
for themselves and their families. The inclusion of other stakeholders 
will eventually guarantee the maximization of services and their better 
adaptation to the beneficiaries’ needs (Matković, 2006; Brkić, 2002).

In 2003, the Serbian government, supported by the European 
Agency for Reconstruction (EAR), the government of the Kingdom 
of Norway, and the government of Great Britain, founded the Social 
Innovation Fund (SIF)2 within the ministry of labor, employment, and 
social policy. The mission of this “transitory” agency, technically sup-
ported by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), is to 
finance pilot welfare projects based on the collaboration of NGOs with 
public Centers for Social Work (CSW) or other state institutions. This 
formula would provide a mechanism that will guarantee stakeholders 
their right to choose among available social services.

Zoran, a program manager of SIF, explained the reform plan to me:

SIF is funding annual programs [. . .]. They are implemented by 
CSW in partnership with NGOs. [. . .] This partnership aims at 
building trust between them, and it is also necessary that they work 
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together, because from the analysis it is obvious that the CSW can-
not do it themselves. And they shouldn’t! Some services are better 
if they are implemented by NGOs. It is much cheaper and NGOs 
are better placed to handle and, if necessary, adopt different ben-
eficiaries. They don’t need to follow protocols, they can establish 
themselves and disappear in one day if necessary [. . .]. In 2000, a 
new form of NGOs had emerged. They were mainly initiated by 
donors’ money entering the country for humanitarian programs. 
Those were dealing with specific issues like Roma people, IDPs 
and refugees [. . .] you know every time issues became popular. But 
these people acquired huge knowledge and experience and when 
humanitarian donors left, they founded their own professional 
NGOs. So we want to involve them. We try to work as much as 
we can with the local government that is supposed to organize 
several services, some daycare centers for children, people with dis-
abilities, elderly, youth clubs, homecare, shelter houses and drop-in 
centers for violence victims [. . .] these are those community based 
services that are to be developed at the local level. What is typi-
cal is that municipality gives money to the CSW to do this. We 
want to change this pattern so that we have more NGOs delivering 
these services; [. . .]. In this way we will have a more decentralized 
and democratic welfare system. People should start taking care of 
themselves and clients would be able to choose what they need.

Some Theoretical Issues

If we try to understand this social transformation by applying analyti-
cal tools such as the state/NGOs dichotomy, we very easily arrive at 
explanations such as those discussed in the introduction of this chapter. 
As suggested, in the “era of globalization,” the nation-state is not any-
more capable of representing its citizens’ interests and ensuring their 
well-being as it did in the past. Subnational and transnational actors 
(NGOs can be both at the same time) are making claims and have 
assumed functions that undermine the states’ sovereignty and territori-
ality (Sassen, 1996; Strange, 1996). Within the framework of the recent 
“death of Fordism,” the focus is on neoliberal polices “dismantling of 
the state” by privatizing functions previously assumed by state institu-
tions. NGOs are the best carriers of such a trend since they fill the gap 
created by a withdrawing welfare state.
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Indeed, a close look at perhaps the majority of the projects imple-
mented by NGOs in Serbia could foster the argument that regards 
them as key actors in the proliferation of neoliberal governmentality. 
NGOs do deploy particular technologies through numerous projects, 
like trainings for new entrepreneurs, counseling for the unemployed, 
alternative social provision, and so on. These constitute normalizing 
social practices that structure the possible field of actions of others 
and could ultimately create an entrepreneurial subject that would fit 
in the desirable capitalist system. What we are certainly witnessing is 
an emerging governmentalization of NGOs. But using the NGO/state 
dichotomy within globalization or post-Fordism framework does not 
represent a historically informed analysis.

First of all, NGOs’ engagement in the apparatus of governmental-
ity is anything but new even if in these last two decades it seems far 
more intense and professional. No doubt, the state was the main target 
of development aid and theory after the Second World War, but even 
so, numerous private actors from religious groups to Marxist solidar-
ity associations were present in the so-called developing countries. 
Furthermore, as early as the beginning of the 1970s, Rostow’s “big 
push” or “take-off” approach to development, which had driven heavy 
industrial and infrastructure projects, gave way to a new conceptualiza-
tion in which programs were mostly oriented toward satisfying basic 
human needs like health, education, and employment (Rist, 2001). 
Microprojects were valorized as a better path to achieve those goals. 
NGOs, perceived as having comparative advantages of f lexibility, cost 
efficiency, and ability to operate at the local level, came to be regarded 
as the best implementing partners. NGOs did acquire new significance 
in the context of a postcommunist world because they came to rep-
resent participative democracy. It seems to me that the real novelty 
surrounding NGOs in the last two decades originates precisely in the 
particular subjectivity they came to represent: an active self-initiating 
and self-responsible individual. In this context, NGOs, apart from 
being project implementers, became a project in themselves.

Moreover, such a totalizing discourse of the “neoliberal dismantling 
of state” creates a contextual analysis that cannot grasp sociohistorical 
complexities in time and space (Peck and Tickell, 2002; Clarke, 2008). 
It presupposes the existence in the past of a powerful sovereign state that 
has nowadays ceased to exist or is about to vanish. Obviously, such a 
view reproduces an ideal type of state. An étatisation of society where the 
state is omnipresent never occurred, since no state has ever succeeded 
in exercising absolute control over its subjects and borders (Mendras, 
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1999). Most importantly, such approaches, by raising “newness” to the 
level of an axiom, create some kind of historical rupture between the 
“glorious welfare times” and post-Fordism, for example, while they 
fail to acknowledge historical continuities necessary for understanding 
social change and transformation. George Baca in his article “Legends 
of Fordism” (2005), puts a finger on the historical errors that reify post-
war welfare policies in order to dramatize the changing era of Harvey’s 
“f lexible accumulation”:

 By employing the ideal of fordism as if it were an analytical 
framework, Harvey has short-circuited important questions about 
continuities between welfare capitalism and f lexible accumula-
tion. The limitations of his framework have prevented him from 
discerning that fordism existed as an ideological claim, which 
industrial elites used to rebuild national economies and imperial 
holdings from the wreckage of World War II. The postwar wel-
fare was a complex set of disciplinary strategies that led directly 
to the very upheaval that Harvey limits to the early ’70s. In this 
way, he ignores the serious question of how each political and 
economic regime—not just the f lexible regime—reformulates the 
relationship between individuals and the state. (2005: 37)

By understanding the scaling back of welfare as a devolution, we reify 
the state before the “era of globalization” as a singular and homologous 
institution based on popular sovereignty, while failing to analyze the 
underlying disciplinary rationale of welfare since the late 1800s, intended 
to discipline and regulate les classes dangereuses at every given historical 
moment (Ewald, 1986; Piven and Cloward, 1971). After all, anthro-
pological insights on welfare reform in postcommunist countries with 
an emphasis on persisting family/ethnic/religious ties and patronage 
networks in social security arrangements have sufficiently challenged 
both the rhetoric of the omnipresent state in socialism and the singular 
division between public/private, state/nonstate, and formal/informal 
types of social provision (Thelen and Read, 2007).

“When Others See War I See Too Much Connection”

As mentioned before, the state, far from being some kind of victim of 
globalization, is the main promoter of its own “decline.” If local NGOs 
are contributing or facilitating the withdrawal of the welfare state by 
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trying to become alternative service providers, planners, consultants, 
or evaluators of the reform, the Serbian ministry of social affaires not 
only does not seem threatened but, on the contrary, is encouraging 
such a development through its policies, projects, and mechanisms. The 
partial privatization of welfare is recognized as profitable by the state 
itself.

But putting the state and the NGOs under the same governmentality 
frame, and by observing an alliance between them in implementing the 
same political project, is not enough. We should take one step further 
in trying to grasp the power dynamics related to class structuring.3 The 
new welfare policies in Serbia are not promoted by any state institution. 
And not all NGOs would embrace them. Reform is a top-down pol-
icy, a conditionality for EU integration. Instead of evoking an alliance 
between an abstract state and a homogenous NGO sector, we should 
refer to those central state institutions on the higher level of hierarchy 
like the ministry and various policy planning agencies, as well as estab-
lished and highly professional NGOs engaged in project monitoring, 
evaluation, and policy consultancy around social issues. The fact that 
they occupy crucial decision-making and policy-planning positions 
enables them to govern, that is, to structure the possible field of actions 
of others. As we will see later on, other state institutions like the CSW 
and the NGOs, involved in actual service provision, hold totally differ-
ent positions, interests, and ideas.

The conceptual schema of state/NGOs becomes even more prob-
lematic when one realizes that quite often it is the same group of peo-
ple circulating between inf luential NGOs and higher state institutions. 
Since the first democratic government was formed in 2001, a substan-
tial number of prominent NGO experts and activists were transferred 
to high positions in state bodies, for example, to the ministry of educa-
tion, social affairs, and economics, in different state agencies such as 
the poverty reduction office, the EU integration office, the SIF, and 
various embassies around the world. These transfers are not permanent 
or long-term ones. The eventual formation of a new government or 
the end of a development project prompts an exodus from state insti-
tutions toward the NGO sector only until the right time arrives for a 
comeback.

Such a reality represents something of an embarrassment to NGOs’ 
donors advocating the mainstream view that NGOs are politically 
neutral platforms for citizen aspiration, from which idealistic, mission-
driven individuals seeking social change spring into action. However, 
for NGOs this “anomaly” is justified in terms of expertise. Janka is 



Theodora Vetta178

35 years old and is one of the people on the move. When asked about 
her professional trajectory she said:

I was working for an international NGO at first and I had the 
opportunity to travel to Washington and Africa, meet and talk to 
people. I acquired first hand knowledge of poverty related issues. 
So when the government invited me I joined them. But there 
is nothing political in that. I joined them because I was expert 
on such projects and I could show and help them draft policies. 
I didn’t join any political party. I’m not a member of a political 
party. That was strict business relations, expertise [. . .] a lot of 
NGO-people were transferred to the government. But it was a 
reasonable development. Serbia is a very small country and during 
the wars there was a huge brain drain. So there are only a few peo-
ple with real capacities to implement reforms, and in general you 
don’t find them in state institutions. These people are so unwilling 
to change, they don’t have modern education and how to say it, 
they work in the [. . .] communist-style!

What we are witnessing here is the emergence of a new technocratic 
class that cuts across the supposing separate and homogenous sectors 
of state and civil society. Even if this group of experts is not self-sus-
tained, since their survival and reproduction depend enormously—if 
not exclusively—on international developmental aid, I would like to 
consider them as elites keeping in mind their high accumulation of dif-
ferent capitals (Bourdieu, 1979 and 1986) and their power of inf luence. 
Deeply involved in what Sampson (2003) has called a “project soci-
ety,” all these people constitute a particular social group with particular 
characteristics and strategies for their reinforcement and reproduction.

First of all, they have middle class origins (Lazić, 2005) and live 
only in urban settings (if not only in the capital). As an informant told 
me, the NGO sector was the urban middle class’ main channel for 
survival in difficult times. Furthermore, they hold higher education 
diplomas, lots of them from abroad; they enjoy high salaries compared 
to the country’s standards; they have the opportunity to travel abroad 
for trainings and conferences; and their movement among sectors has 
multiplied their spheres of inf luence and given them privileged access 
to knowledge and information. It has also resulted in the establishment 
of a very close social network—very often linked through family ties—
including high NGO staff, consultants, and donors, and local politi-
cal and economic leaders. Most importantly, they have accumulated a 
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“technocratic capital” mastering the English development jargon and 
management techniques; this is translated into a symbolic capital as 
well. They consider themselves modern/cosmopolitans as opposed to 
traditionalist/nationalists, and donors recognize them as such. While 
they enjoy the legitimacy and the cultural status of belonging to some 
independent civil society, they constantly move through state and non-
state institutions. But even when they join the government, they do not 
self-identify with it. Politics, they say, is a dirty job. It corrupts people. 
They just offer their expertise according to the spirit of “good gover-
nance.” Actually, their constant movement is not framed as a choice; 
there is a need for them to intervene. “Because,” as the former minister 
of social policy and a current NGO expert told me, “If we were wait-
ing from the bottom, we would wait 2,000 years!” So much for their 
grassroots character!

However, despite this depoliticized self-referential discourse, one can-
not help but observe the very close connection that most of these NGO 
experts maintain with almost all the major so-called democratic par-
ties (Demokratska Stranka, DS; Demokratska Stranka Srbije, DSS; G17; 
Liberalno Demokratska Partija, LDP). A part of the explanation is to be 
found in the absence of clear limits and the harsh political and economic 
situation during the formative period of the first NGOs and political 
parties after the introduction of multipartism in 1990, but these social 
trajectories would need another paper to address them. However, this 
closeness is also rooted in pragmatism since political parties represent 
one of the main social channels to “get things done.” Lots of experts are 
indeed party members or work very closely with them. There are cases 
where prominent civil society organizations became parties themselves. 
The anti-Milosevic social movement of the 1990s and later NGO Otpor 
became a political party in 2003 but lost the elections, and some of its 
members were then incorporated into the ruling Democratic Party. A 
much more successful end was met by the quasitechnocratic NGO and 
then political party of economists G17+. With the slogan “expertise 
above politics,” it has managed to be part of every government since 
2001, holding key positions, apart from being the ministry of economy 
and regional development.

Even if these developments have fed public confusion as to where 
the boundaries between state and NGOs lie, they indicate at least two 
trends: first, a certain degree of “NGOization” (Kamat, 2002) of the 
former social groups and movements, and a further shift from nongov-
ernmental politics to state government politics. Of course, not all these 
NGO experts were part of political struggles in the 1990s. A considerable 
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number of them f lew into the country after the fall of the regime in 
2000 to occupy donor-funded expert positions in government or NGOs. 
However, the professionalization of those groups of persons who were 
mobilized during the wars is unquestionable. As in other postcommunist 
countries, numerous donors gave generous funding for what was called 
“building civil society.” Local associations were even hyperexposed some-
times to formation trainings. These projects provided technical assistance 
for founding new NGOs and “capacity building” programs in order to 
foster their organizational structures and cultures. These trainings vary 
from technocratic courses on strategic planning and public speech skills 
to spiritual new-age meditations and value-orientation kits.

Ivana, program director of an NGO, former adviser in the ministry 
of labor and member of the Democratic Party (DS), laments:

When I compare this period now from what we had before 2000 
I could say that we somehow lost that activism [. . .] maybe this is 
normal, I don’t know. Maybe that wasn’t normal, that time, you 
know, when you had to risk your life to work in a NGO. But then 
you had the feeling that you were working for something really 
important, for society, for the country, for people, and you were 
ready to risk many things to achieve that [. . .]. And there is not that 
much dedication. Now you work at your project professionally as 
you would work in any other business. And I have that feeling and 
I know lots of people who have the same sense [. . .]. Many of those 
activist NGOs, including ours, now skipped to educational pro-
grams, capacity building, and education for unemployed women, 
which we would never have thought of. We lost our activism. You 
know, also because you don’t know how to fight this. I mean offi-
cially it’s a democratic government, it won through democratic 
elections. It publicly proclaims its democratic values and attitude. 
But in practice it’s not your ally and friend. So we don’t know how 
to fight, you don’t have an enemy like Milosevic for example and 
it’s much harder to deal with this.4

Marija, a colleague of hers shares her feelings while expressing her fears 
about the future of the NGO sector:

This is how we live. This is the problem with the sector. You know 
all the time you have deadlines, all the time, when you tick one 
deadline there is another one waiting at your door. You can see 
that (she shows me a huge time schedule on the wall for February 
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and March full of notes and post-its). It is an exhausting job. And 
it is our everyday life. It is something that unfortunately cannot 
change. This is the way things are [. . .]. If you are successful, you 
cannot behave without structures and procedures. Success intro-
duces bureaucracy. And this is something that people who started 
spontaneously and committed couldn’t even imagine doing. They 
were in the streets and all of the sudden they have papers and 
timesheets and reports [. . .] some of the people just can’t deal with 
this and they give up. It is a difficult kind of work [. . .]. Sometimes 
I feel that the way we work now [. . .] and we have to do it, we 
have to have auditing, to obey deadlines, to write projects [. . .] but 
then, where is the fun? This is a stress; it will kill the sector in the 
long term. If there is too much of professionalism, this is not good. 
There must be a balance.

No doubt, people’s engagement in the NGO world and the embrac-
ing of a “project-culture” has definitely altered the way of dealing 
with sociopolitical questions, their conceptualization, and the potential 
repertory of given solutions. When addressing a social issue within 
the frame of a project, by definition it has to be manageable, moni-
tored, and evaluated. Their daily life has also changed dramatically. 
Management, proposal, and report writing, fundraising, and constant 
stress to meet deadlines perhaps constitute the biggest part of those 
people’s daily routine. But apart from those who argue that better man-
agement gives better results, most of the people complain about the 
heavy bureaucratic demands of donors for project proposals and audit-
ing. Nevertheless, they consider this as an irreversible situation. As an 
informant told me “We are civil society. But we are paid civil society. 
And this has its consequences.”

Stigmatizing Reform “Resistance”

The state/NGO dichotomy where the first is evil and the last virtuous, 
is not displayed only by scholars as part of their analytical repertory. 
It is also an emic account, an abstraction that takes life and meaning 
when used by the informants themselves. But if, as we saw above, the 
gap between state and NGOs is not such a clear one after all, one can-
not but wonder why these people support a strong negative discourse 
against the state? First we need to clarify that none of these NGOs have 
any kind of anarchist ideals, none is dreaming of a stateless society. 
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On the contrary, many of their projects are directly involved in the 
state-building project: the creation and empowerment of a liberal regu-
latory state. Efforts such as trainings for state personnel in schools, pris-
ons, centers for social work and ministries, projects on development of 
local administration capacities, constitutional reform, and so on. NGOs 
are not opposing the idea of the state since the latter is conceived either 
as a historical given or as a naturalized independent variable serving the 
common good. What they stand against is its malfunctions. Since these 
are never questioned according to historical and structural causes but 
because of corruption and communist cultural legacies, NGOs’ “resis-
tance” does not represent any kind of threat.

Vesna continues her narration by offering some explanations for the 
slow pace of the welfare reform implementation:

The biggest problem is with the reform of CSW [centers for social 
work]. I think the biggest problem is management. In CSW, you 
have professionals and experts like social workers, physiologists, 
educationists etc. they are doing a great job. But they have no idea 
about management. What if you have an excellent professional 
who has never heard of strategic plan before? Is it going to work? 
No! CSW don’t have such skills. These people need to be trained 
to raise their capacities. And project management is in fact a very 
simple thing. Now with all these projects from UNDP, bla bla, 
management became something mythical! As if it is so difficult 
and complicated. It is just rational. With good management there 
is less bureaucracy! People in Doms [public institutions for vulner-
able groups ], if you go ask them, just what is their “goal” [. . .]5 they 
won’t know what to say. They don’t even know what a “goal” is! 
It’s so basic! It’s the standards of a project circle management! It’s 
so simple and does not require any money for it. It’s important for 
young people to enter these institutions. How to reform a person 
who is 50 years old? Impossible [. . .] either way, people from the 
institutions have to reform now with the de-institutionalization 
process. All those people should be re-trained in order to provide 
other services, like [. . .] some could be part of the mobile teams. 
But on the one hand they are afraid of unemployment and on the 
other hand they don’t do anything! They only learnt to wait! They 
should think ahead and prepare themselves to follow the changes. 
It’s their responsibility to get ready. They shouldn’t just stand and 
wait; they should develop their skills according to the needs of the 
market.
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A pejorative discourse about state employees is deployed by people 
working in all levels and sectors. Ivan, director of a big NGO, sum-
marizes a widely shared view:

Practically there is a common element in all public institutions, 
not only in CSW but also schools, primary healthcare centers [. . .] 
wherever you go at the local level, people are still very frustrated 
and even intimidated by the reform and what is going on. The 
state has started the process of reform but it is not always transpar-
ent and clearly presented. And people have this transitional syn-
drome, we are in transition, we were supposed to be a long time 
ago but we have started now. So people in CSW are very much 
afraid of what will be done, will they keep their jobs? If yes, what 
it will look like? They constantly complain that they are over-
loaded and they are! But because they still keep their old type of 
work. We held lots of trainings to inform them first what reform 
is all about, and now we provide direct technical assistance by an 
external consultant. We try to enable them to grasp and accept 
the reform. But they are still reluctant to say “we will survive this, 
we will work,” because they are still afraid, “oh god how will I 
manage?” I understand this. During university studies, you learn 
a lot of theories at an abstract level, a bunch of information is 
loaded onto your brain and no one teaches you how actual work 
is done. Unfortunately almost everywhere, 90% of their time was 
spent sitting behind their desk, waiting for customers to come to 
them! And even if they were supposed to go do fieldwork, they 
didn’t! Just sitting there and sitting. It is this communist culture; 
you only wait for everything to happen. If not, well, it just didn’t! 
How can we now change people’s mentality? They need to be 
modernized. But the average age is now 40–50–60, so they think, 
god I just want to go to my peaceful retirement, I don’t want to be 
reformed, I want to finish my job in the same way as I started it!

We can see how a caricature of CSW employees is constructed both 
in technical and in psychological/cultural terms. These people are said 
to have a “transitional syndrome” and a fear of their own incapacities. 
Those fears are based on very pragmatic insecurities, like losing one’s 
job, but people are scared only because they cannot fully understand 
and embrace the reform and not because the reform includes a downsiz-
ing of job positions because of “expert surplus.” As the discourse goes, 
CSW employees are unfortunately middle aged and difficult to train. 
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They are equipped with parochial knowledge of old-style universities. 
They have no management skills. Actually, it is not only the quality of 
their knowledge that poses problems but their mentality itself, of sit-
ting and waiting “from cradle to grave.” The only solution seems to be 
some kind of generational revolution where young people with “mod-
ern cultures” will automatically bring some kind of re-genesis.

Not so surprisingly perhaps, a similar discourse is sometimes 
deployed for NGOs working directly as service providers. Back in the 
1990s, during the ethnic wars and international sanctions, humanitar-
ian NGOs supported by international donors were basically the only 
actors providing social care, substituting the insolvent CSW. However 
after 2000, the humanitarian crisis moved toward the east and so did 
the donors. NGOs in provision do not really support liberalization pol-
icies promoted by NGOs in policy planning and consultancy. On the 
contrary, they want their services to be incorporated into the central 
budget, in order to secure their sustainability since funding became 
scarce.

Branko, a former NGO expert working as advisor in the ministry of 
social policy, comments on such a development:

Here, it’s not like in other eastern countries in the 1990s where 
NGOs were really liberal, advocating privatization of welfare. 
Here it is more about welfare mix and [. . .] well, to tell you the 
truth, NGOs here are retrograde. They want to become part of 
the budget, because they are afraid that they won’t have any funds 
of their own. That’s the easy way. But then, what will be their 
motivation? If they know that money will come anyhow, there 
is no pressure to be qualitative or innovative. What will be the 
driving force? How will they be independent of the state if they 
are financially dependent on it? I don’t know. I’m very skeptical of 
these NGO attitudes. This is not so much here in Belgrade but in 
the small towns. People there are not so open-minded, they don’t 
see their interest. There is still this communist style; they want to 
depend on the state. The state should give some money perhaps, 
but as a donor amongst others and only to a certain extent. Like 
the Norwegian government for example. They say: so we have 
20 million, we want to do that. Then there is call for proposals, 
selection of NGOs; you give them money, they give you what you 
need, thanks, bye! That’s it, we do our job, they do theirs. If it is 
like that ok. If not, you just give money, but what do you take in 
exchange? NGOs will eventually become like CSW.
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The power of such narratives lies in their capacity to create the dif-
ferenciation. The discourse of NGO experts fosters the opposing 
schema of state/civil society division by constructing a very charac-
teristic image of the state: as a parochial almost premodern institution, 
lacking competent human resources and expertise, having embraced 
some communist culture of dependency and helplessness; sometimes 
nationalistic, deeply corrupted and unethical, heavily bureaucratic, and 
malfunctioning; and to sum up, as an inefficient structure, unable to 
protect and serve its citizens and the common good. Such a representa-
tion, be it close or not to reality, certainly has one effect: it creates and 
legitimizes the need of expert NGOs’ intervention since the latter are 
conceived as the absolute Other of the state. They are educated and 
skilled, cost effective and professional, efficient and f lexible, moral and 
cosmopolitan, and really democratic. There is a moral dimension in 
their self-identification; they present themselves as humanists, standing 
above opportunist political games and self-interest while having one 
foot in civil society organizations legitimizing their claim to represen-
tativity or their capacity to feel “the pulse of the people.” Their media-
tion for the reform of society appears to them as vital.

However this stigmatization of the state as we have seen does not 
apply to all its institutions: the ministries are reform’s allies after all, 
whereas the CSW are to blame for not understanding and implement-
ing it. The same “alienation” is also attributed to more grassroots 
NGOs in service provision because of their demand to be incorporated 
into the national welfare program so as to secure the services they pro-
vide and their own existence. Ultimately, class relations between all 
these groups are nicely framed within the reform-resistance explana-
tion based on cultural stubbornness and physiological frustration. Since 
reform is believed to best serve people’s needs, resistance is explained 
by people’s fears and incapacity to embrace it and not by their under-
mined working rights and their symbolic dispossession that reform 
unfortunately brings with it.

Conclusion

To conclude, a neoliberal governmentality is a political reasoning that 
has been deployed in Serbia through numerous NGO projects. After 
all, aid is an exercise of power, which operates in a “disciplinary” 
mode. However, this development does not presuppose a simplified 
clash between state and nonstate actors where the state is globalization’s 
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victim and the NGOs its substitute. It is important to note that the 
mushrooming of NGOs founded or empowered through numerous 
donors’ “civil society programs” did not achieve their goal to create 
and consolidate a “vibrant civil society” or some new liberal subjectiv-
ity. Neoliberalism as a regime of truth produces a particular type of 
knowledge and rationalities that enhance particular ways of subjectifi-
cation. However, creating the conditions of becoming is one thing and 
becoming is another, and here perhaps lie the limits of Foucauldian 
approaches. Of course, if the best “art to govern” is through the for-
mation of particular subjectivities that eventually will govern them-
selves, then NGOs as a form of social organization incarnate the ideal 
neoliberal subject: the expression of modern and democratic-oriented 
active citizens. This ideal citizen-model is based on making individu-
als responsible, and on the development of a culture characterized by 
self-help initiatives as opposed to the so-called communist culture of 
dependency.

However, grassroots organizations are very rare cases; there are very 
few volunteers. The severe economic context following the deep struc-
tural crisis of the 1980s, the ethnic wars and sanctions of the 1990s, 
and the liberalization reforms after 2000 did not leave much space for 
“active citizens” ready to take their future into their own hands during 
their free time. In fact, one of the biggest problems of welfare reform 
is that there are no such grassroots NGOs to locally provide social ser-
vices previously assumed by state institutions and CSW. The ministry 
is really pushing for such a development, but most of the times it is the 
same people working at the CSW who are founding their own NGOs 
for extra activities and income.

It is even harder to tell whether such a subjectivity exists among these 
technocratic circulating elites. Project life has deeply changed these 
people’s way of living and dealing with politics in general. After the fall 
of the Milosevic regime in 2000, and with the exception of some femi-
nist groups, political activism gave way to professionalism and bureau-
cracy. But having participated in perhaps a hundred formative trainings 
does not automatically mean that they have acquired some kind of new 
identity or subjectivity. These are constantly contested and negotiated 
on the ground around particular moments and situations that arise each 
time. NGOs have become entrepreneurial especially when they fund-
raise and compete in the market of projects. But this, as we saw above, 
does not compensate for what is supposed to be “an autonomous self-
responsible agent of civil society,” the ideal subject of our era, liberated 
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from the “specters of the state,” the “anachronistic political parties,” or 
Gellner’s “tyranny of cousins” (1995: 33).

This chapter has focused on deconstructing the overstated state/
NGO conf lict, which, far from being an accurate analytical tool, is 
itself a partisan discourse, part of a particular liberal thinking. Apart 
from theoretical concerns, ethnography reveals how this narrative 
dichotomy constitutes a prominent discourse deployed by particular 
actors in order to stigmatize a “parochial state” and valorize “modern” 
NGO practices. Paying attention to the formation of an expert class 
that cuts across the two sectors helps us unmask this schema, revealing 
that these modernist categories are more of claims and programs than 
truths. It is important to bring state and nonstate actors under the same 
frame of governance. They are both an integral part of a wider politi-
cal dispositif, along with international organizations, transnational net-
works, and intermediary agencies, structuring those critical junctures 
(Kalb and Tak, 2005) between the global and the local. The so-called 
underdeveloped, post-conf lict or “transition” sites like Serbia offer 
privileged insights into the understanding of these emergent political 
arenas and the emanating questions of power and sovereignty.

Notes

* I would like to thank Mark Schuller for setting up the panel “NGOs in an age of neoliberal 
(non)governmentality” at the American Anthropological Association conference in 2009 where 
this paper was first presented. I am deeply grateful to Elizabeth Mertz and the review committee 
of POLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review for I have enormously benefited from their 
comments and remarks on an earlier version of this article.

1. According to the registration lists of the ministry of human and minority rights, 196 new 
organizations were registered in 1994; 2,800 in 2001, while by June 2006 the number of 
new registrations increased to 10,500. (Paunović, 2006: 49)

2. http://www.sif.minrzs.gov.rs/ (accessed on February 2012).
3. At this point we should avoid an overstated conf lict between Foucault and Marxism 

(Gold, 1990; Kumar, 2007). Even though many of Foucault’s followers would argue that 
his analysis of power has rendered class as an analytical tool somehow parochial, his own 
writings do not at all exclude Marxian historical analysis. Back in the 1970s, Foucault’s 
interpretation of power offered a critique to a reductionist Marxism and its pretentions 
as a totalizing historical theory. Power, Foucault tells us, is not emanating from a central 
sovereign authority repressing the rest in order to control them. That represents a rather 
narrow understanding of social conf lict. Power, the ability to modify somebody’s actions, 
is omnipresent and nonsubjective. This assumption does not attribute to power some kind 
of mystical, postmodern dimension. Rather it means that power is always and only relational 
and therefore not possessed by anybody since we all participate in it. Most importantly, 
power is intentional and not equally distributed between individuals and social groups. 
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Foucault’s analyses apply to an already class-based society. Analytical tools like class and 
governmentality are complementary rather than opposing in trying to tackle both wider 
structural power relations and their specific localized technologies and strategies.

4. The interview was conducted in 2006, during the rule of Kostunica’s conservative 
Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS). The DS party was in the opposition at that time.

5. She refers to standard categories of strategic planning, like “mission,” “vision,” “goals,” 
and so on.
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Lazić, Mladen. Promene i Otpori. Beograd: Filip Visnjic, 2005.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Multiple Sovereignty and Transnationalism 
in a Nation-State: Aga Khan Development 

Network in Hunza, Pakistan

Shafqat  Hussa in

Introduction

Democracy and development are normally associated with the experi-
ence and conditions of Western European modernity. As mentioned 
in the introduction to this volume, Western powers presented democ-
racy and its promises to the newly decolonized third world, partly to 
dissuade them from joining the ranks of communism and partly as a 
means of achieving social and economic development. In the second 
half of the twentieth century, democracy became part of the discourse 
on human rights, as access to basic necessities was termed a human 
rights issue that only democracy could address. It was however unclear 
as to how democracy was supposed to promote human development 
and protect people’s rights. The general ways in which we understand 
this connection is that democratic societies give rise to a secular public 
sphere, called the “civil society,” where social actors vie for power and 
interests and in the end reach a settlement that is beneficial for all: the 
invisible hand of Adam Smith, sort of. The belief in this magical power 
of democracy in bestowing such qualities on the public sphere are, 
however, not misplaced as European experience does point to this very 
effect of democracy in many Western liberal and social democracies. 
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But as mentioned in the introduction of this volume, democratic expe-
riences tend to be contextual, and what works in one context may not 
necessarily work in others. Despite this, we saw an increased association 
of democracy and development aid throughout the world in the dying 
years of the last century. Clearly, as anthropologists have shown, such 
a coupling is not only simplistic and false, it can be counterproductive 
and violent when implemented (Lewis, 2005; Sardon, 2005).

One of the most fundamental features of Western liberal democracy 
is the proclaimed absence of religion in public life. Thus, religion plays 
no part, or is supposed not to, in the mediating relationship between 
state and society in matters such as social and economic development. 
In this chapter, I present the case of a development NGO in which 
secular ideas of good governance, entailing a democratic structure, is 
implemented within a broader religious superstructure. Drawing on 
my personal experience of working for the Aga Khan Rural Support 
Program (AKRSP) in the mid-1990s, I look at the ways in which ide-
als and ideas of democracy based on good governance come to inform 
the daily practices of the Ismailis of Hunza. The AKRSP is one of the 
many programs of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN), 
which is a cluster of economic, social, and cultural development insti-
tutions, or a large transnational NGO, working under the leadership 
of the Aga Khan, the spiritual and religious head of the Ismaili Muslim 
community of Hunza. I show how the religious, social, and welfare 
institutions of the Aga Khan enfold secular modernist development dis-
course, based on universal participation and empowerment of com-
munities. The experience of working for and with the AKDN for the 
people of Hunza stands in stark contrast to the lack of opportunities 
for the people of Hunza to participate in the democratic process at the 
national level because of their history of entanglement with the state of 
Kashmir: a disputed region between India and Pakistan.

Political History

At the time of partition in 1947, Hunza was a semiautonomous state 
of the Gilgit Agency, which in turn was under the administration of 
the British who had held it under a 60-year lease from the Kashmir 
state since 1935. After partition and following a short war over the 
issue of which nation—India or Pakistan—was the rightful inheritor 
of the state of Kashmir, Hunza came under Pakistani administration as 
a special case. The state of Kashmir was divided between Indian and 
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Pakistani control, with the Pakistani part including the semiautono-
mous state of Hunza. Although the people of the area had hoped that 
joining Pakistan in 1947 would enable them to join the federation as 
a province, the issue remained unaddressed by the government, and 
Gilgit Agency continued to be ruled under the draconian Frontiers 
Crimes Regulation (FCR), an administrative and legal code introduced 
by the British to indirectly govern those areas located on the imperial 
frontiers. The FCR was exactly as its name entails—concerned with 
the suppression of crime in the frontier region. The name suggests that 
in the official and administrative colonial discourse, crime and fron-
tier societies were inseparable, and what was needed there was not the 
proliferation of normal “civilizing” forms of governance, but rather 
control over crimes. Unsurprisingly, the set of rules and procedures 
under the FCR paid very little attention to the political and civil rights 
of the population because it was accepted, implicitly, that these people 
did not yet have what it takes to become politically conscious and self-
ruling state subjects. After 1947, under the FCR, a Pakistani political 
resident exercised legislative, judicial, executive, and revenue powers 
over the region at the discretion of the federal government (Raman, 
2004: 196). The people of the region (now called Gilgit-Baltistn, GB) 
were deprived of access to high courts or to the Supreme Court; in 
their place a mainly ceremonial position of chief courts was established 
(Ali and Rehman, 2001: 37). During this period, internal matters of 
the state of Hunza continued to be governed by its own laws and regu-
lations, while the external affairs were handled by the Pakistani politi-
cal resident (Sokefeld, 2005).

During the 1960s, under the military regime of General Ayub Khan, 
there was pressure from an increasingly politicized GB population to 
abolish the FCR, as part of a wider leftist movement in the country 
seeking to implement propoor socialist reforms. Many young peo-
ple from the GB had left the area during this period to study and/or 
work, some going to the cities of Lahore and Rawalpindi, but most 
to Karachi, and were thus exposed directly to the leftist movements 
gaining ground in Pakistani cities at the time. Many of them became 
active supporters of the new Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), formed in 
1967 by Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, who had resigned in 1966 from his posi-
tion as foreign minister in Ayub Khan’s military government. Ghulam 
Mohammad, a Wakhi man in his late 60s who now runs a hotel in 
Passu in the upper Hunza valley popular with budget tourists, told me 
about his experiences when he worked as a wage laborer in Karachi 
during the 1960s. While working in a chemical factory, he joined the 
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trade union and participated in rallies against the military ruler Ayub; 
he recalled how he learned the art of politics, oratory, and mobilization 
during this time, along with many other politically active men from 
the GB. Ghulam Mohammad and other trade union members from the 
GB presented their demands for the abolishment of the Hunza state to 
the PPP leadership.

The PPP had been the winning party in West Pakistan (henceforth 
to be referred to simply as Pakistan) in the 1970 election, and in the 
aftermath of the secession, the PPP became the first political party, 
postpartition, to attempt to engender a pluralistic political conscious-
ness based on the principle of unity in cultural diversity (Toor, 2005: 
331),1 emphasizing, for example, the common history of the region in 
an ancient Indus civilization (Verkaaik 2004: 40).2 Shifting away from 
the emphasis of the two-nation theory on a shared Islamic identity, the 
Indus Valley Civilization theory focused on a common cultural history 
and geography based on the Indus River and specifically the “civiliza-
tions” associated with it. This new state’s nationalist discourse meant 
that the minority society, especially those in the mountainous north of 
the country, became worthy of cultural protection as symbols of the 
country’s glorious past.

Although the motives behind the PPP government’s focus on diver-
sity and federalism have been questioned, and written off by some as 
little more than populist tactics (Talbott, 2005: 229), there were impor-
tant practical implications. It was in this context of valorizing regional 
differences that the PPP government granted more autonomy to the 
remaining provinces (Talbott, 2005: 229), which in the case of the 
Gilgit Agency meant the abolishment in 1972 of the FCR, and in 1974 
the abolishment of the semiautonomous state status of Hunza, despite 
the desire of the Mir to maintain that status. The Gilgit Agency was 
combined with Baltistan, a former district of the Kashmir state, which 
Hunza also broke away from in 1947, and came under Pakistani admin-
istration to form the Northern Areas (NAs, later to be renamed as 
Gilgit-Baltistan) of Pakistan. This move was welcomed by the major-
ity of the people from the Gilgit Agency and the state of Hunza. The 
building of the Karakoram Highway that connects Pakistan with China 
integrated Hunza further into the Pakistani economy and society, thus 
weakening Hunza’s historical connection with the Central Asian world 
(Hains, 2004; Marsden, 2005).

The historical connection of the Gilgit Agency with the former 
state of Kashmir was, and still is, a major sticking point preventing the 
GB from achieving fully f ledged provincial status with full political 
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representation. In recent years the people of GB have tried to disassoci-
ate their fate from that of Kashmir, arguing that they have no cultural, 
ethnic, or linguistic relationship with the Kashmiri people, and that, 
therefore, the final status of the GB should be resolved separately from 
the solution of Kashmir (Kreutzmann 1995: 218).

The continued failure of the Pakistani state to respond positively 
to the political demands of the people of the GB, including Hunza, 
has spawned an atmosphere of disenchantment and disdain among the 
people toward the Pakistani state and politics. Indeed, many locals have 
aptly described their political history as “out of the frying pan into the 
fire.” Apart from the 1960s and 1970s, when, under the government of 
Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, the GB was promised further political representa-
tion, all other periods of Pakistani political control over the region are 
popularly expressed as illegitimate and illegal.

Ismailism and the “Trans-Nation”

Hunza today comprises three main ethnic groups—Buroshos, Wakhis, 
and Shinaki—each with different languages. The Buroshos have always 
been the majority and the most powerful group in Hunza. Traditionally, 
these people have practiced mixed mountain agriculture—pastoralism 
and crop raising. Today, they work in nonagricultural sectors such as 
the Pakistani army, tourism, NGOs, and private frims. Though the 
Buroshos still enjoy traditional power, especially in the central valley 
of Karimabad, the Wakhis of the north are climbing the social mobility 
ladder by taking advantage of opportunities opened up to them with 
the abolishment of the semiautonomous state status of Hunza.

Apart from a handful of villages in the central Hunza valley, most 
people in Hunza are Ismaili Muslims who follow a living and pres-
ent Imam, the Aga Khan, as their religious and political leader, who 
they believe to be the only valid interpreter of the true meaning of 
Islam.3 During the reign of the Persian Qajjar dynasty in the eigh-
teenth century, the ceremonial title of “Aga Khan” was given to the 
Ismaili Imam of the time and has continued to date. In the 1840s, the 
first Aga Khan moved to Bombay (Daftary, 1990), where the com-
munity established itself, and in the early twentieth century, Aga Khan 
III, Sir Sultan Mohammad Shah, played a major role in financing the 
Pakistani movement. He was also the president of the All India Muslim 
League between 1906 and 1913 (Aziz, 1998). The present Imam, Prince 
Karim Aga Khan, lives in Aiglemont outside Paris. In addition to his 
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role as spiritual leader of the Ismailis, he is the head of a number of 
philanthropic institutions, under the umbrella of the AKDN. Today’s 
Ismailis in Hunza were converted to Ismailism from twelver Shi’ism in 
the sixteenth century by Dai’ (Ismaili religious missionaries) sent from 
Central Asia.4

Ismailis as a global community are scattered all over the world, and 
constitute nothing more than a small religious minority group in any 
state. Despite their scattered nature, however, Ismaili communities are 
directly linked with a highly centralized and hierarchical structure of 
religious and nonreligious institutions under the direct authority of the 
living Imam, the Aga Khan.

 Ismailism has undergone major changes under the current Imam, 
Prince Karim, Aga Khan the IV, though the changes were built on ear-
lier reforms made by previous Imams. The Imam before this one, Sir 
Sultan Mohammad Shah, Aga Khan the III, initiated internal reforms 
within the colonial context and, alongside other modernist Muslim 
scholars of the subcontinent such as Mohammad Iqbal and Jamal ud-
Din Afghani, emphasized the modernization of Islamic thought. He 
sought both to modernize his followers, without destroying their tra-
ditions and identity, by providing financial assistance5 and to organize 
them under a hierarchical administrative structure called the council 
system (Daftary, 1990: 523).

The structure of the council initiated by Aga Khan the III is built 
upon the existing Ismaili institution of Jamat, or local congregation 
worshipping together in a single Jamat Khana (house of worship). Each 
Jamat is run by a local Mukhi (the social and religious leader of the 
congregation, as well as the treasurer) and a Kamari (an assistant to the 
Mukhi, also responsible to act as an accountant and streamline the collec-
tion of tribute and other dues) (Daftary, 1990: 514). Under the changes 
initiated by Aga Khan the III, each Jamat was under the supervision 
of a local council, headed by a president. The council was empowered 
to recommend officers for the local Jamat Khanas, and resolve conf lict 
within the community—acting like local courts (Daftary, 1990: 529). 
The local council, in a system that continues to this day, is the smallest 
unit of governance looking after a geographically determined Jamat or 
congregation, usually at the village or valley level. Each local council 
is part of a regional council, and several regional councils make up a 
national or a federal council. The federal council is then linked to the 
Aga Khan. This nested hierarchy of councils is designed to look after 
the affairs of the community at different scales, dealing with issues of 
social change at the different levels. By the 1970s, the local and regional 
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councils had been formally established in Hunza, replacing the earlier 
systems of hereditary Pirs, who came from the Badkshshan region of 
Afghanistan and were not under the direct administrative and doctri-
nal control of the Aga Khan. There are currently about half a dozen 
local councils in Hunza represented by one regional council.

 The main function of the council system is to deal with the gover-
nance of personal and communal responsibilities—marriage, divorce, 
and inheritance—as well as social and economic development, includ-
ing health and education (Daftary, 1990: 525–528). Local councils took 
over the administration of the Jamat, such that the Jamat Khana was 
no longer simply a house of worship but also a center for social and 
economic activities. The Mukhi and Kamaria of a Jamat Khana have, 
in theory, a separate link with the Aga Khan for religious activities 
and collection of religious taxes (Sa’adullah Beg, pers. comm.) but rely 
on the local council for matters that they cannot address themselves, 
such as dealing with the national government and implementing the 
modernizing vision of the Aga Khan. The Aga Khan reaches directly 
down to the Jamat through his farmans, or edicts, which deal with 
issues of education, social welfare, economic cooperation, and gender 
roles and balance. These farmans are read out on every Chand Raat, or 
on the fifteenth of every lunar month at the nightly gathering of the 
entire community belonging to this particular Jamat in a Jamat Khana. 
Since the Aga Khan does not issue a new farman for every Chand 
Raat—which is monthly—each local council or Jamat selects from the 
previously issued farmans those that are most suitable for the current 
social and political conditions. Since Ismailis are scattered all over the 
world, there is no reference to a geographical community, rather the 
general message of the previous and existing Imams to Ismailis all over 
the world, was to become responsible citizens of their particular coun-
try of residence.6

The AKRSP is a project of the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF), the 
wing of the AKDN that deals with social development issues. The 
AKRSP is an integrated rural development program and aimed from 
the start to develop social institutions in local communities through 
which physical and technical inputs could be channeled. To this end, 
communities were required to organize themselves into village orga-
nizations (VOs) (later women’s organizations—WOs—were added 
to ensure the full participation of women), with a basic administra-
tive structure including a president, manager, and general member-
ship. The inputs channeled through the VOs and WOs included skills 
development in the areas of natural resource management and business 
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development, the provision of improved breeds of livestock and plants 
and extension services for these, credit and savings facilities, and major 
infrastructural projects, most commonly irrigation channels.

Although the AKRSP works in both Ismaili and non-Ismaili 
communities in the NAs—including Baltistan, which has a major-
ity Shia population with almost no Ismailis, and Chitral in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa (KPK), which has a majority Sunni population, though 
a sizeable Ismaili minority—it has been most well received, and is 
hence most active, in the Hunza subdistricts, which have almost 100 
percent Ismaili populations. One of the reasons for this, of course, is 
the semireligious status of AKDN institutions. Ismailis of Hunza and 
elsewhere consider it their religious as well as social duty to comply 
with the various AKDN institutions and to work toward the success of 
projects undertaken by these institutions. Although the AKRSP works 
across the religious spectrum, it is perceived and received differently in 
different communities. One difference is in the way the VO functions; 
in predominantly Ismaili Hunza, the VO structure overlaps consider-
ably with the local Jamat and local council structure. It is true that in 
non-Ismaili areas the VO structure has inevitably mapped onto existing 
local institutions, but the “fit” between the VO and these local institu-
tions is not as neat as in Ismaili communities. In the latter, VO matters 
are often discussed in the Jamat Khana, and the local council plays 
an important role in providing overall guidance and direction to the 
VO. Although the AKRSP specifically defines itself as a noncommu-
nal organization—that is, one that works without regard for religious 
affiliation of those targeted—the fact remains that many non-Ismailis 
in the region see the AKRSP as a communalist organization. The fact 
that even non-Ismailis in the area appreciate the AKRSP’s interven-
tions, even if they criticize certain elements of its approach, must be 
seen within the local discourse of poverty, marginalization, and the 
sense of being excluded from the mainstream development policies and 
politics of Pakistan.

For the Ismailis of Hunza and elsewhere, working for the institution 
of their spiritual leader was a form of direct participation in the mate-
rial and spiritual life of their community. For them, good governance 
came with religious conviction and moral persuasion, and this discourse 
was part of the Ismaili public life in Hunza and indeed throughout 
the GB.

Jonah Steinberg (2006) compares the Ismaili local council develop-
ment institutions, such as the AKRSP, to a state bureaucracy govern-
ing the scattered Ismaili nation and providing them with basic social, 
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economic, and religious services. Steinberg concludes that the global 
Ismaili institutional structure is similar to that of a federal govern-
ment in which the residence of the Aga Khan in Aiglemont, France, 
is a symbolic administrative capital, and the various cities of the world 
where Ismailis reside are akin to provinces (2006: 20). The monthly 
farmans by the Aga Khan to Ismailis over the world through the local 
council structure invoke a feeling of belongingness to an Ismailis trans-
nation (Steinberg 2006: 23). Like a nation-state, Ismailis also have a 
constitution that provides legitimacy and “legal” recognition to the 
institutional structure of the council system as a system of governance. 
Steinberg is not suggesting that the concept of trans-nation replaces 
the nation-state; rather, it exists alongside nation-state formations. 
Through its institutional structure, which resembles a state structure, 
and its farmans, the Aga Khan and AKDN competes as one of the 
sovereign powers in the region. This sovereignty, however, does not 
make sense when seen in terms of competition with the state. Rather, 
as Steinberg states, it cannot exist without the state.

One can also reinterpret Steinberg argument to claim that the AKDN 
structure, rather than competing for sovereignty with the Pakistani 
state, actually provides the experience of participating in a democratic 
process, which the state has denied. By the very act of delivering aid 
through institutional action in which the smallest units of social and 
political organizations—VC and VOs—participate, the AKDN engen-
ders a democratic culture that is by no means perfect, still works, and is 
duly appreciated and acknowledged.

Aga Khan Rural Support Program

Generally speaking people regard the council structure as a religious 
institution, and hence there is little, if none, open criticism of it. In pri-
vate conversations, however, some say that they see the council struc-
ture as a monopoly of a few inf luential families where nepotism and 
corruption is rife. These critics complain that the opportunity to inter-
act with high government officials and networking with the politi-
cal structure of Pakistan is the main motive for the people to become 
officials of the councils. Thus the council system becomes an indirect 
way of engaging with the political face of the Pakistani, albeit only as 
an outsider.

In Hunza the council weights significantly in deciding where AKDN 
resources are spent, and who should be hired within the AKDN 
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network. The councils derive their authority and prestige from their 
direct link with the Imam through the Jamat structure, and represent 
the formal face of the Ismaili community to the Pakistani govern-
ment. Previously inf luential families within the Hunza state, such as 
the house of Wazir, have been quite successful in finding senior posi-
tions in the council structures, and thus perpetuating their authority. 
However, other previously less inf luential families have also been able 
to gain important positions in the council structure, including those 
who have in the past been active in demanding the abolishment of the 
Mir-dominated state of Hunza.

In Wakhi areas, particularly, the councils have been dominated by 
less inf luential families. This process of a shift in power from tradition-
ally powerful to less powerful was further strengthened in the year 
2000 when the Aga Khan issued a farman stating that the president 
of the local council should no longer be the mukhki, traditionally an 
elder, often without formal education, but rather should be someone 
young and educated; I was told by my friend Munawar, a Shimshali 
from a relatively poor family who have become more powerful over 
the years through focusing more on education than traditional activ-
ites, that this meant having at least a bachelors degree. Munawar also 
told me that in the past few years, the Aga Khan suggested that women 
should be considered as presidents of local councils, and asked which 
local councils would be prepared to experiment with such an idea. 
Shimshal, the most marginal community, possibly in the world, agreed 
to do so, and Fatima, a university-educated young woman was selected, 
and is, to date, president of Shimshal’s local council. Fatima’s elder 
sister is still a yak herder who goes up to the pastures in the summer. 
As such opportunities emerge for educated women, a dramatic split is 
emerging between the roles of educated and uneducated women.

Munawar, my Shimshali friend, now works in a senior position 
with the AKRSP in the Gilgit office, having climbed up the ranks 
from the position of junior intern. He told me that for him and many 
other Wakhis, the AKDN has provided them with the opportunity for 
upward mobility, which was denied to them because of their marginal 
position with regards to not only Burushos of Hunza, but also with 
respect to Pakistanis and other majority sects. Munawar told me that, 
before 1974, his father was a Yerpa in Shimshal, equivalent to a local 
revenue official. One of his administrative duties was to present the 
accounts of taxes collected from the local population in the court of 
the Mir. Munawar recalls that his father was an intelligent but illiterate 
person, and was often ridiculed by other literate members of the Mir’s 
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court whenever he presented his accounts, which he did using stones 
and sticks. This was a source of great embarrassment and shame for 
him. It was this experience of persistent denigration at the Mir’s court 
in Karimabad, Munawar went on, that motivated his father to educate 
his children at all costs. He owned some yaks in Shimshal and decided 
to sell his entire herd and invest all the money on his children’s educa-
tion. Munawar says that his father was able to do this because the newly 
established council system had decided, against the wishes of the pow-
erful clan associated with the former ruler, to lift the ban on the sale 
of yaks and invest the money in children education. This was a radical 
decision given that during precouncil days, one could not wear white 
clothes without the permission of the local state elites. Munawar says 
that apart from the freedom to make a collective decision, the presence 
of ADKN educational institutions also helped in his success.

Some local people in Hunza, particularly those who had been active 
in the struggle during the 1960s and 1970s to abolish the Mirdom 
and demanded provincial status for the GB, argue that although the 
AKRSP has brought a welcome economic development to the area, it 
has had a negative impact politically. Ghulam Mohammad, the hotel 
owner who was actively involved in politics in Karachi in the 1960s, 
and who had told me that the local council structure had a depoliticiz-
ing effect, made similar charges against the AKRSP. He complained 
to me that many of his radical colleagues and friends from those days 
ended up working for the AKRSP and other local AKDN institu-
tions, and became depoliticized not only in their actions but also in 
their thinking. Thus, argue Ghulam Mohammad and others I spoke 
with, the process of political maturation and consciousness has actu-
ally been stymied by the introduction of “development” into the area. 
Thus, for Ghulam Mohammad, the AKRSP literally represented the 
Fergusonian “Anti-Politics Machine” (1994). As he told me, the goal to 
obtain full political rights, of being seen as equal to other provinces in 
the nation—a goal which is not only a matter of material gains but also 
of dignity and self respect—has been overshadowed by the short-term 
gains of infrastructural improvement and economic development.

Ghulam Mohammad’s criticism of this depoliticizing effect of the 
AKRSP is true only partially. It is true that when the AKRSP started 
in the 1980s, it plucked away the crème de la crème of the local intel-
lectual and learned class, the same class of people whom the political 
leadership of the region rested on. But after the restructuring of 
the AKRSP, many former employees of AKRSP, Ismailis and non-
Ismailis, went into politics. Taqi used to be my colleague in the early 



Shafqat Hussain202

1990s, and now he is a member of the Northern Areas legislative coun-
cil. For Taqi, his social organizations skills at the AKRSP helped him 
a lot in winning the elections. He said, “I can motivate people to take 
collective actions because that’s what I have been doing for the AKRSP 
for the last 15 years.” When I asked him how he differentiates his cur-
rent career as a politician from his former profession as a development 
worker, he quipped that the difference is the same as that between 
Marxism and religion, which is that you put God in Marxism and you 
have religion, just like that you take “God” out of the AKRSP and you 
have politics. By this, Taqi meant that the spirit of AKRSP was based 
on a secular model of development but its moral force came from the 
Islamic principles of equality, prosperity, and enlightenment. Currently, 
it is the first generation of former AKRSP and AKDN employees who 
have come and joined the political process. How this cadre will affect 
the political culture of the region is yet to be seen.

Conclusion

On the one hand, these multiple power centers pose a threat and danger 
to the people of Hunza. However, they also present them with opportu-
nities to gain strategic ground. The people of Hunza, in general, inter-
act with these multiple centers of power using different strategies. By 
keeping a seemingly apolitical approach toward the Pakistani state, the 
Hunza people have remained off the radar of the central government 
agenda, thus not receiving resources from the state but also avoiding 
its unpredictable violence. They have been able to make this trade-off 
by using their Ismaili identity as a means of acquiring resources—and 
a sense of belongingness that the state has withheld from them—from 
the global Ismaili network. While the weak structure and sovereignty 
of the Pakistani state politically marginalized Hunza from the space of 
national politics, it produced conditions for Hunza to be connected to 
a global network of Ismailis institutions and participate in a democratic 
process in another sphere.

Notes

1. Toor also discusses the adoption by the PPP of a report written earlier by Faiz Ahmed Faiz, 
the iconic leftist progressive poet, outlining a cultural policy that could accommodate 
Pakistan’s ethnic and cultural diversity (2005: 331).
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2. As Crossley, Siu, and Sutton argue, “Nations have, as a historical necessity, only one 
‘national’ group. Indeed all modern national republics can be shown to have defined their 
national populations through the backward process of identifying their ‘ethnic’ groups” 
(2006: 3).

3. Thus the Imam is not considered to be the deity or a divinity (unlike non-Ismaili Muslims’ 
claim to justify the condemnation of Ismailis as heretics) but he is the possessor of divine 
knowledge.

4. Internal social stratif ication has increased with the arrival of AKDN and state institutions 
as many ethnic groups vie for power and resources.

5. On the event of the diamond jubilee of the 48th Imam, Aga Khan the III, in 1946, the 
Diamond Jubilee Investment Trust was established, a social development fund, which was 
to be used for the social uplift of Ismaili communities all over the world, especially the 
poorer communities (Beg, 1967: 55).

6. Qudrat-ullah Beg describes a scene in 1934 when he attended a Darbar by Aga Khan the 
III in Bombay. There the Aga Khan advised his followers not to associate themselves with 
any rebellion or conspiracy against the state they live in (1967: 4). He advised they should 
cooperate with the state and keep a cordial relationship with it. Similar advices continue 
to this day. In 2006 the author read a Farman written by the current Aga Khan in which 
he advised his “spiritual children” to concentrate on improving their social and economic 
conditions, and cooperate with the state.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

Jakarta’s Spring: Democracy-Building 
Organizations and the Renaissance 

of Indonesian Multipartism

Roma in  Bertrand

On the morning of May 21, 1998, Suharto made a public declaration from 
the presidential palace renouncing the exercise of power and entrusting 
the country’s reins to his heir apparent and adoptive son, vice president 
Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie. This theatrical gesture signaled the inau-
guration of a period of political change known as Reformasi. However, 
it did not straightaway give rise to joyous celebrations marking the end 
of the general president’s authoritarian system. As far as I can recall, the 
dominant feeling prevailing in Jakarta during the summer of 1998 was 
one of strong anxiety. No one knew yet if the military, the pillar of the 
New Order regime, was going to resign itself to “go back to its bar-
racks” as student demonstrators and graffiti vociferously incited it to do. 
Moreover, B. J. Habibie was considered not as a dissident or a reformer 
but as a pure product of the Ancien Régime. Finally, many from the 
urban middle classes as well as small rural landowners expressed a viru-
lent fear of the country toppling into “anarchy.” In the countryside of 
East Java, severely hit by the economic crisis, entire villages barricaded 
themselves while collective raids against rice granaries and public teak 
tree plantations seemed to give consistency to a catastrophic scenario.1 
In short, the political future was awaited with anxiety.

One further particularity of the situation was that this collective 
anxiety was shared by a vast number of diplomats and foreign experts 
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present in Jakarta itself. Since its beginnings, the Reformasi was in 
fact placed under high surveillance by a myriad of North American, 
Japanese, and Australian actors: embassy personnel, IMF (International 
Monetary Fund), and ADB (Asian Development Bank) envoys, mem-
bers of “democracy-building” organizations, and so on. The simple 
presence of such a large number of these foreign “experts” in the capi-
tal was something new. The New Order had certainly benefited all 
through the 1970s and 1980s from “technical assistance,” particularly 
American and British, but this was of a military kind. Indonesian offi-
cers regularly stayed in Fort Bragg and Fort Leavenworth to acquire 
counterguerrilla techniques that they then applied in Eastern Timor 
and Aceh—regions where armed separatist movements were rampant.2 
But few state civil servants, outside a cluster of handpicked diplomats, 
had the opportunity to maintain continuous relations with foreign 
states. Even if most sons of good families of the authoritarian establish-
ment pursued higher studies in Chicago, London, or Singapore, they 
rarely joined the state apparatus, preferring more lucrative and socially 
more prestigious careers in the private sector. Consequently, one of the 
sociological paradoxes of Indonesia’s New Order was the military—
particularly the army that was given the responsibility of maintaining 
“national unity” by preserving the country from “foreign inf luences”—
forming the most “internationalized” sector of its leading elite.

In 1998 and 1999, the foreign “experts” present in Jakarta were 
not only Marine sergeants or SAS lieutenant colonels but also repre-
sentatives of so-called agencies of “aid to democratization.” In the 
wake of the sociology of international norms, researches dealing with 
“democracy-building” organizations3 have multiplied in the last years. 
Whether dealing with the ideological pathways of the new promoters 
of the “democratically correctness” (Guilhot, 2005)4 or privileging an 
ethnographic approach to their action in a situation of “transition to 
democracy,”5 these works most often insist on the exogenous aspect of 
an intervention described in native parlance as having “democratizing 
effects.” An examination of the discourse and practices—of “rating” and 
“electoral surveillance” or “civic training”—deployed by the statutory 
staff of these organizations, most often links them to an ideological, 
therefore biased, vision of non-Western political realities, and in the 
process denounces the hypocrisy of an imperialist hegemony or a guilty 
naiveté of misplaced altruism. Therefore, this analysis is directed at the 
ambiguous relationship, embodied by the itinerant representative of 
the National Democratic Institute or the Soros Foundation, between 
the Western worlds and “emerging countries.”
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I wish to follow another trail of analysis, more attentive to the 
“vernacular” aspect and the historicity of these situations. I wish in 
particular to consider the in situ sequence of intervention of those 
“democracy-building” organizations, not only as a case of breaking 
away from authoritarian pasts, but also as a specific moment in local 
history: that of the construction of bureaucratic and juridical fram-
ing systems of the electoral act. In other words, I would like to rein-
sert the exogenous action of these organizations in an endogenous 
history of the administrative and political production of the social rela-
tion to voting. In doing so, I wish to show that, paradoxically, the 
greater the inf luence of these representatives and their local partners, 
the more their reforming discourse echoes a tradition of local juridi-
cal thought borne in the 1930s and reactivated under the New Order: 
a tradition of hostility toward competitive multipartism and corre-
spondingly favorable to a strong restriction of the number of partisan 
competitors. Moreover, the intervention of “democratization experts” 
from the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA)—among 
others—has permitted certain segments—usually dominated—from 
the world of law and central administrations (particularly within the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs) to reconvert depreciated skills as techno-
cratic and, sometimes even, political capital. Everything is played out 
at the intersection of the transnational field of democratic expertise 
and the domestic field of struggles internal to certain socioprofessional 
spaces—struggles equipped with their own historicity and therefore in 
the grip of local repertories specifically related to law and voting.6

The Political Liberalization of 1998–1999 and 
the Heritage of State Organicist Doctrines

Competitive multipartism was reestablished in Indonesia by the 1999 
Laws7 no. 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, voted on Habibie’s initiative, deputizing 
as the country’s president from May 22, 1998, to October 20, 1999. 
Habibie had designated a team of experts to elaborate the text of these 
laws. Named the “team of seven,” it consisted of university jurists and 
was presided over by law professor Ryaas Rasyid, head of the depart-
ment of regional autonomy inside the Ministry of Home Affairs 
(Bourchier, 2000: 15–37). The 1999 “Habibie laws” fully restored the 
freedom of meeting and political association whittled down by the 
1966 anticommunist laws and a public life8 brought into line by three 
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decades of authoritarianism. Fifty adult citizens (over 21 years old and 
not deprived of their civic rights) could henceforth create a political 
party without running the risk of being troubled by the police or by 
military intelligence services.

During the second semester of 1998, after the new president had con-
firmed his intention of organizing free elections, more than 200 new 
parties emerged. Most of them were no more than groups of Ancien 
Régime strongmen seeking to defer their eviction from the system 
of power. Some even originated from religious organizations and big 
interest groups in search of extra media visibility and a privileged access 
to public resources (Bertrand, 2001: 435–459). Thus, the vice presi-
dent of the well-named Partai Abul Yatama (PAY, Father of Orphans’ 
Party) candidly explained during an interview that although he was 
sure of not winning a single seat in parliament, he nevertheless wished 
to benefit from free TV time offered to all parties on public channels 
so as to promote his “charity foundation,”9 which was in fact linked to 
the army and aimed at taking care of child victims of violent repression 
campaigns conducted in Aceh (Sumatra) in 1989–1992. Nonetheless, 
this moment of partisan eff lorescence accelerated the implantation of a 
new political order among social elites. In order to manage the practi-
cal organization of the polls and closely survey their progress, Law no. 
3/1999 (updated by the Presidential decision no. 16/1999)10 did set up a 
Komisi Pemilihan Umum (KPU, National Elections Committee). The 
KPU decreed strict rules to limit the number of parties authorized to 
compete. The new parties now had to develop activities in at least half 
of the archipelago’s 27 provinces, their professions of faith were not to 
contravene the fundamental principles of the state (the Pancasila, laid out 
in the preamble of the 1945 Constitution),11 and they were not allowed 
to “endanger national unity and integrity” (and therefore diffuse sepa-
ratist or radical Islamic claims). Moreover, the financial accounts of 
their campaign had to be made public. Donations from physical and 
moral persons were limited to 15 million rupees (€1,500). Forty-eight 
parties were authorized by the KPU after a “screening process.” They 
ref lected a large span of ideological opinions, from the republican-na-
tionalist parties (heirs of Sukarno’s Nationalist Indonesian Party) to 
Muslim parties (traditionalist and reformist) by way of workers’ parties 
(such as the Labor Party).

The paradoxical continuity between these new bureaucratic arrange-
ments and previous forms of relations to voting must be emphasized 
here. If Indonesia experienced only one (“free and honest”) legislative 
poll since its independence in 1949 until the fall of the New Order 
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regime in 1998—the 1955 elections12—, Suharto’s authoritarian regime 
nevertheless massively invested in building a democratic façade notably 
thanks to the support of a stock of readymade discourses inherited from 
the early nationalist period. In contrast to Latin American authoritarian-
isms that hardly embarrassed themselves with the question of the appar-
ent respect of international standards of democratic legitimacy, from 
the 1970s Indonesia made every effort to imagine a specific version of 
parliamentary order: “Pancasila democracy.” Conceived in opposition 
to the “anarchic multipartism” and parliamentary “Western-style deca-
dence” that was supposed to have led Sukarno’s Old Order to bank-
ruptcy, this “Pancasila democracy” celebrated the “typically Indonesian” 
values of social harmony, obedience to the Father of the Nation, and 
commitment to the cause of national development. A legacy of the 
peculiar political theory devised by the great masters in mystical arts of 
the 1930s (like Ki Hajar Dewantara), and bearing a strong resemblance 
to the “state-family” conception developed in the 1940s by constitu-
tionalist lawyer Raden Supomo,13 “Pancasila democracy” implied a spe-
cific vision of the electoral act. The latter was by no means conceived 
as the meaningful gesture of an individual opinion’s free expression 
but, on the contrary, as the collective proof of absolute devotion to the 
state. The notion of “social duty” weighed over “individual rights,” 
which were spurned by the great Javanese mystic masters. Thus, in 
May 1945, during the debates of the Independence Study Committee, 
Supomo, responsible for drawing up the constitution of the future free 
state, declared:

The inner spirit and spiritual structure of the Indonesian people 
is characterized by the ideal of the unity of life, the unity kawulo-
gusti, that is, of the outer and the inner world, and of the macro-
cosms and the microcosms, of the people and their leaders. All 
men as individuals, every group or grouping of men in a society, 
and every society in the life of the entire world—each of these is 
considered to have its own place and its own obligations (dharma), 
according to the law of nature, the whole being aimed at achiev-
ing spiritual and physical balance. Man as an individual is not 
separated from other individuals or the outside world. [. . .] This is 
what the totalitarian idea is, the integralistic idea of the Indonesian 
people, which is embodied in its indigenous form of government. 
In the indigenous Indonesian system of government, which can be 
seen right up to the present period in the villages, both in Java and 
in Sumatra and other parts of the Indonesian archipelago, officials 
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are leaders who are one with the people and are always obliged to 
maintain the unity and harmony of their society. [. . .] So it is clear 
that if we want to establish an Indonesian state in accordance with 
the characteristic features of Indonesian society, it must be based 
on an integralistic state philosophy, on the idea of a state which 
is united with all its people, which transcends all groups in every 
field. According to this philosophy, the head of state and govern-
ment bodies must have the attributes of real leadership, must point 
the way to the noble ideals and aspirations of the people. The state 
must be of the nature of an executive body, a creator of laws aris-
ing from within the hearts of the entire people. According to his 
theory, as I interpret it—and it is a theory which is in agreement 
with the indigenous Indonesian spirit—the state is nothing but the 
entire society or entire people of Indonesia, as an ordered, struc-
tured unity. [. . .] According to the integralistic view of the state as 
a nation in its ordered aspect, as a united people in its structured 
aspect, there is basically no dualism of state and individual, no 
conf lict between the state organization on the one hand and the 
legal order of individuals on the other, no dualism of state and 
society-without-state (Staat und Staatfreie Gesellschaft). There is no 
need to guarantee the fundamental rights and liberties (Grund und 
Freiheitsrechte) of the individual against the state, because the indi-
vidual is an organic part of the state, with his own position and an 
obligation to help realize the state’s greatness, and also because the 
state is not a power center or political giant standing outside the 
environment of the individual man’s freedom. [. . .] The state rec-
ognizes the existence of real groups in society and respects them. 
But all individuals and all groups must be aware of their position as 
organic parts of the state as a whole, must be aware of their obliga-
tion to strengthen unity and harmony among all the parts. (Feith 
and Castles, 1970: 188–192)

The organicist vision of Raden Supomo—who did not hide his fascina-
tion for Mussolini’s fascism—very directly inspired the drawing up of 
the 1945 Constitution, still in use despite several major amendments. 
And we know that in setting up the regime of Guided Democracy 
(Demokrasi Terpimpin) in 1957, Sukarno was inspired by Ki Hajar 
Dewantara’s doctrines. The latter was a mystic master from one of the 
princely houses of Central Java. He played a key role in the anticolonial 
movement in the 1930s: to counter public colonial education, he set 
up the so-named Taman Siswa schools that became hotbeds of leading 
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nationalist cadres (Reeves, 1985). In these schools, as well as in most 
of the mystic Javanese sects, the dominating principle was the abso-
lute submission of the disciples (murid) to their master (guru). In effect, 
apprenticeship in the mystic arts implies a total abandonment of oneself 
to the guru, who is the only one to know what is best for the dis-
ciples (Tsuchiya, 1988). The transposition of this principle in the field 
of political ideas—or more exactly, the extension of its sphere of rel-
evance to the nation in its entirety—defied the import of Westminster 
parliamentarianism. The principle of acclamatory election, aimed at 
confirming a leader’s uncontested control over his people, and rul-
ing out the expression of ideological divergences, was thus registered 
from the 1930s onward within nationalist versions of the constitutional 
paradigm. The corresponding idea of an “Indonesian style democ-
racy” (demokrasi ala Indonesia), an indigenous antidote to the “poison” 
of deregulated multipartism, then resurfaced both under Sukarno’s 
regime and in the discourse of Suharto’s strategists.

Even if these ideas that radically opposed those of parliamentarian-
ism had a decisive inf luence in the elaboration and promulgation of the 
Indonesian Republic’s Constitution in 1945 and 1949, the creation of 
multipartism imposed itself as a pragmatic solution for dealing with and 
neutralizing power relations between the various anticolonial guerrilla 
movements. In fact, during the war against Dutch forces from 1945 to 
1949, the underground world was profoundly divided. Close to those 
who would become the Darul Islam rebel movement (1948–1962), sev-
eral armed militias demanded the creation of an “Islamic state with the 
sharia as Constitution,” while the so-called Republican forces rallied to 
Sukarno, and forces of the Indonesian Communist Party (PCI) agreed 
to deposit arms only on the condition of being transferred to a national 
army and having a legally guaranteed public face under the form of 
political organizations. In short: to disarm the turbulent underground 
world superbly described by Ben Anderson (1972), the simplest thing 
was to transform combat movements into political parties again, so as to 
interest them directly in the consolidation of a civil government. Thus, 
in 1955, legislative elections were held, followed by regional elections 
in 1957. But Sukarno, convinced that several parties in hand with Darul 
Islam rebels and various insurrectional movements in Sumatra were 
plotting against him, put a brutal end to the parliamentary experience in 
1960 by banning the Indonesian Socialist Party (PSI) and the Masjumi 
(a muslim social-democratic party). In any case, he is hardly known to 
have liked political parties, as proved by the title of one of his 1956 epic 
speeches: “Bury the parties” (Lev, 1966; Madinier, forthcoming).
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Thus, the 1999 laws did not install multipartism: they revived it. 
Moreover, they did not create an electoral system ex nihilo: they 
rescinded the tripartite system set up in 1973 by the New Order through 
what was called the “simplification” of the partisan landscape. At the 
end of the operation, that meant nothing less than forcibly regrouping 
preexisting political formations. Only the Indonesian Democratic Party 
(PDI), the Party of United Development (PPP), and Golkar (practically 
a state party) had the right to participate every five years in polls ironi-
cally baptized “festivals of democracy” (pesta-pesta demokrasi). Golkar, 
a symbol of allegiance to the government and powerfully backed by 
the police and the military, usually won all the polls without firing 
a shot, with scores that surpassed 70 percent.14 Moreover, all political 
activity between elections was prohibited in villages in the name of the 
principle of “f loating masses” that portrayed the people under the char-
acteristics of a “crowd” (massa) prone to unruly and criminal behav-
ior. According to the 1970 law on monoloyalitas, government employees 
were compulsorily made members of Golkar, which ruled over a pyra-
mid of corporatist associations.15 The New Order even established an 
election service within the Interior Ministry in order to manage the 
organization of the so-called festivals of democracy. A deputy-director 
of this department gave a detailed report on the polls. Even in 1997, 
only a few months before the beginning of the troubles that would 
lead to Suharto’s fall, this subdirection submitted a laporan Pemilu to 
parliament, screening “irregularities” recorded preceding the polls and 
largely attributed to the “lack of civicness” by PDI and PPP electoral 
agents (Schiller, 1999). Despite these regrettable “incidents,” Golkar 
won the polls with 74 percent of the votes—its best score since 1971.

The D-Day of the Polls

Contrary to the pessimistic forecasts of Western chancelleries, the elec-
tions of June 7, 1999, took place peacefully without any major techni-
cal incidents, despite their massive territorial and demographic scale 
(250,000 polling stations for more than 130 million voters, with a reg-
istration rate of 87.4 percent).16 The political stake was equally high. 
According to the terms of Law no. 4/1999, 462 seats (wakil rakyat) in the 
lower house of parliament (DPR) and 135 in the upper house (MPR, 
consisting of DPED 1 and DPED 2: representatives of regional and 
regency councils)17 had to be filled by direct universal suffrage. Thirty-
eight DPR seats remained reserved by decree for representatives of 



Jakarta’s Spring 213

military forces and the police, and within the MPR, a mixed parlia-
mentary committee set up by the KPU had to name 65 “representatives 
of functional groups” (workers, peasants, “ethnic minorities,” handi-
capped, and so on).

All the same, in their “training reports,” the many agents surveying 
the polls noted attempts at bribing electors through the distribution of 
food, money, t-shirts, and karaoke tapes, as well as (rare) cases of rough 
intimidation. A reading of these reports reveals several aspects. In the 
first place, all the parties are incriminated: Megawati Sukarnoputri’s 
PDI-P, Hamzah Haz’ PPP, and Akbar Tandjung’s Golkar. If the lat-
ter disposed of larger financial and administrative resources because 
of its former dominant position, the new entrants into the partisan 
field used the same techniques of purchasing votes. In the case of the 
South Sulawesi province, it was observed that if Golkar’s local leaders 
“gave money to village chiefs gathered in Janeponto,” PAN delegates 
in Baggai district promised to “give a goat to those who would vote for 
their party,” and the PDI-P and PKB in Biringkanaya district “offered 
clothes to people, mainly rickshaw pullers.”18 Second, it must be noted 
that most of the preelectoral misdemeanors listed are, properly speak-
ing, not so much instances of political criminality as expressions of a 
clientelistic ethos. The distribution of essential goods against prom-
ises of vote does not by itself lead to any distortion of the electoral 
result as long as the secrecy of the polling booth guarantees anonymity 
for the expression of real choices. The dominant inf luence of patterns 
of analysis of electoral fraud elaborated by foreign experts is obvious 
here—criminalization (or more exactly judiciarization) of clientelistic 
politics stands out in the recent evolution of public debate in Western 
democracies (Briquet and Garraud, 2002).

 Finally, it is fitting to underline that in itself, the massive presence of 
electoral observers before and after the poll constituted a new dimension 
of the electoral process. The particularly high number (nearly 600) of 
non-Indonesian electoral monitoring agency representatives is striking. 
The American Chamber of Commerce had deployed 26 of these agents, 
the Asiatic Network for Free Elections (ANFREL) 69, the Australian 
Council for Overseas Aid (ACFOA) 17, the International Republican 
Institute (IRI) 15, the Carter Center and the National Democratic 
Institute for International Affairs (NDIIA) 100,19 the Japanese govern-
ment 20, and the European Union 130.20 Former US president Jimmy 
Carter himself made a f lash visit to Jakarta to emphasize the interest 
of the process for the American politicians, still under the charm of 
Huntington’s theory of “third wave democracies” that many thought 
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was already observable in Indonesia’s “transition to democracy.”21 
From the Clinton administration’s perspective, the tipping over of 
the world’s biggest Muslim country into the camp of liberal regimes 
would inevitably unleash a wave of democratization in Southeast Asian 
societies and even the Middle East. In addition, the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) created a branch of electoral assis-
tance in Jakarta.22 Thanks to gifts from Japan (more than $35 million), 
the UNDP financed the entire cost of printing the 400 million ballot 
papers and 2.8 million instruction manuals for electoral agents, as well 
as the purchase of 600,000 bottles of indelible ink (to avoid recurrent 
voting) and 1000 long-distance radio stations for voting stations located 
in remote areas.23 The United States’, Japan’s, and Australia’s strategic 
interest in Indonesia’s political stability was thus translated financially 
as large-scale support for the material organization of the first ballot 
“leading out of authoritarianism.” The least that can be said, in view 
of the enormous means made available by multilateral agencies and 
foreign governments, is that the international community took these 
elections very seriously. For most of the analysts feared an outburst of 
military or militia violence to happen on the day of the ballot.

The “Fetishism of the Polling Booth”: Imposing 
a Restrictive Vision of the Political Process?

 KPU’s donors were obsessively attentive to all the potential signs of 
violence exerted by “perturbing elements” on the voter.24 These ele-
ments were always represented in the form of preman (neighborhood 
hooligans often attached to the forces of order). In the “monitoring 
questionnaire,” distributed by the Rectors’ Forum network to its entire 
staff, the fundamental questions dealt with “conditions prevailing dur-
ing the process of casting the vote” and referred to acts of “intimida-
tion” (“violent physical threat, non-physical threat, intimidation from 
security personnel, intimidation from unknown individuals”).25 In a 
pamphlet in the form of a comic strip, financed by the IRI and dis-
tributed to party delegates on voting sites, this fear of action by “per-
turbing elements” was graphically translated into a series of crunchy 
vignettes of petty thugs threatening an honest housewife returning 
from the polling booth with their fists, or discreetly robbing a ballot 
box.26 The cartoonist, Harnaeni Hamdan, was visibly inspired by the 
figures of ruffians of popular komiks, to illustrate the fear of an electoral 
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disaster that plagued the Carter Center and IRI analysts, under the 
form of humorous iconography.

Furthermore, an entire section of the instruction manual published 
by the KPU for its agents of electoral monitoring (KPSS) was devoted to 
the design of the ballot box (with an open lid), to the dimensions of the 
polling booth (1.5m broad x 2m high x 1.5m deep), and to the plan of 
the polling stations (situation of entrance and exit doors, of the polling 
booth itself and of tables of observation). The movements of the virtual 
voter inside polling stations were also normatively designed by small 
continuous arrows, sketching the ideal itinerary covered by a docile 
citizen, torn from his social preoccupations and allegiances by a purely 
technical definition of his participation in the poll (National Election 
Commission, 1999: 20–25). However, the details of these technological 
prescriptions threw many small employees into a state of confusion on 
the eve of the poll. In a neighborhood in Southeast Jakarta, for exam-
ple, a violent controversy arose between partisans who were in favor of 
a polling booth made out of cardboard and those in favor of one made 
out of plywood. Texts were silent on the choice of the material to be 
used and the head of the neighborhood (Kepala RW ) was forced to call 
upon the district chief (Camat) to arbitrate the matter. The question of 
the place as to where to set up the polling station also led to litigation. 
For practical reasons, polling booths were generally installed in public 
places: schools, dispensaries, and so on. But sometimes polling booths 
were set up in the very courtyard of the neighborhood chief ’s house 
(which usually also served as headquarters). Some residents immediately 
complained of the risks of pressure by Golkar employees and wished to 
clearly disassociate the place of casting the vote from sites that entailed 
an administrative presence.27 Considering the unfailing support pro-
vided by local administrative services to Golkar during three decades, 
citizens’ suspicions of a partisan state were understandable.

Moreover, it is striking to note that the search for technical perfec-
tion during the June 1999 ballot paradoxically encumbered citizens’ 
understanding of its stakes. The complexity of the ballot method and 
the authorization of political alliances until the last day of the cam-
paign (for reasons of total transparency of candidacies) created a deep 
feeling of misunderstanding among voters that henceforth greatly rela-
tivized the reach of the Reformasi. Also, the parliament constituted 
from this ballot in no way ref lected the real electoral body in terms 
of sociological composition. A crushing majority of MPs came from 
the entrepreneurial sector and the lower and middle urban bourgeoisie. 
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No representative from the world of the factories, coming from the 
“small folk” from shanties, had a seat in the DPR from 1999 to 2004. 
The large majority of the elected PDI-P, Megawati Sukarnoputri’s 
party, who dubbed herself “Mother of the People,” consisted of small 
businessmen from textile and transport, professors, lawyers, employees, 
and engineers.28

But democracy-building organizations were all the more oblivious 
to this troubling fact as they had practically all left Jakarta as soon 
as the first results were announced. The only thing that mattered to 
give Indonesia the certificate of admission to democracy, which would 
open the doors of international financial aid that it cruelly needed, 
was the absence of large-scale violence on the D-day of the ballot. 
For example, an observer of the Center for Democratic Institutions29 
concluded emphatically at the end of his day of observation: “As a 
general rule the dominant feeling was that of democracy being put 
into place” (CDI, 1999: 6). In a press release, the Association of Asian 
Elections Authorities (AAEA)—whose mission had been financed by 
the International Foundation for Election System (IFES)30—“expressed 
its approval (to the Indonesian government) of choosing the path to 
democracy by authorizing and facilitating open and free ballot.”31 The 
NDI for its part hailed the “engagement in favor of democracy, openness 
and transparency shown by the Indonesian people with so much enthu-
siasm on June 7.”32 Thus, by publicly acknowledging Indonesia’s entry 
to democracy, these organizations removed the last obstacles weighing 
on the withdrawal of aid promised by the IMF, the Asian Development 
Bank, and the Consultative Group for Indonesia (CGI, a consortium 
of donor countries of aid to Indonesia) so as to stay the course of the 
devastating effects of the financial crisis of late 1997.33 Questions such 
as forming a stable government majority, relations between civil power 
and military power, or renewal of the debate around the Islamization of 
public life were not even evoked. Only the moment of vote mattered, 
set up as the “alpha and omega” of political liberalization.

The obvious indifference of various democracy-building agencies 
with respect to the social dynamics of politics cannot be explained 
exclusively by reasons of a theoretical or ideological nature: it was also 
the outcome of the way they were run. In fact the purpose of most of 
these agencies was to work simultaneously in several countries. For 
example, in the 1990s and the years 2000–2010, IDEA, which still 
has a permanent representative in Jakarta, set itself the goal of “aid-
ing the development of institutions and culture of democracy,” and 
with this aim published comparative handbooks on “the financing of 
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political parties,” “women in Parliament,” or “electoral systems design.” 
IDEA was then financed by some 20 states and worked in close part-
nership with other international organizations (like the World Bank, 
the Interparliamentary Union, The International Press Institute, and 
Transparency International). It had offices and financed projects in 
Nigeria, Burkina Faso, South Africa, Mozambique, Peru, Guatemala, 
Myanmar, and Georgia.34 Just like IRI’s senior advisers or the European 
Committee’s mission heads leading electoral monitoring teams, IDEA’s 
program officers’ career tracks led them to frequently change their site 
of intervention. And just like the others, they themselves bitterly com-
plained about the rushed training they received before their arrival on 
the field.35 Consequently, IDEA acted like an operator of international 
standardization of the technical management language of the process of 
“transition to democracy.” As the bearer of the exclusively procedural 
definition of the democratic system, it was accustomed to f lash com-
parisons between political societies with highly dissimilar historical 
trajectories. Democracy was here a matter for specialists: its institution 
and its consolidation were supposed to result from a strict respect of a 
set of universal recipes.

We must now examine in greater detail the hypothesis according 
to which the massive presence of organizational representatives of 
“democracy building” associations in Jakarta in the first semester of 
1999 had an impact on the definition of the legitimate political pro-
cess, that is to say, on the very vision of what the political change 
should be like. The reticence regarding total multipartism expressed 
by some KPU members—who successfully militated for the adoption 
of law devices strongly restricting the number of political parties in the 
hope of achieving a stable system of governmental alliances—is perhaps 
not entirely foreign to their close familiarity with North American 
bastions of democratic expertise. It is for example not anecdotal that 
Andi Mallarangeng, one of KPU’s most heeded members in 1999, had 
obtained his masters in sociology (1991) and PhD in political science at 
the Northern Illinois University (1997).36 His thesis, inf luenced by the 
work of Dwight King, aimed at “a contextual analysis of Indonesian 
electoral behaviour.” Dwight King, a noted Indonesian studies profes-
sor, specialized in elections under the New Order, had himself been a 
World Bank consultant on Indonesia (in March 1989, February and May 
1990, January 1991, November 1992, and January 1997). Moreover, he 
was one of the senior advisers to the Carter Center from February to 
June 1999, going on to become the election monitor to East Timor in 
2001 during the election to the constituent assembly.37 Describing his 
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role as a political consultant in Jakarta, Dwight King wrote, in pure 
bureaucratic-academic style:

Duties: Provided weekly analysis and background papers on 
political developments and the transition process in Indonesia, 
wrote press releases, gave oral briefings to Carter Center person-
nel, including former President and Mrs. Carter, participated in 
high level interviews (as translator and/or co-questioner) between 
Jimmy Carter and high level Indonesian government officials, 
including the President, the Foreign Minister, and Commander 
in Chief of the Armed Forces, and leaders of major political par-
ties. Recruited and helped screen/select members of the election 
monitoring delegation.38

Andi Mallarangeng’s obvious preference for a “big party” system could 
therefore have been partly dictated by the inf luence of the “two and 
a half parties” model on his philosophy, a model presented by North 
American theory as a guarantee of political stability in the long term. 
This theory was then accessible to an educated public in Indonesia 
itself: since the end of 1998, some major works of “transitology” 
had been translated into Indonesian, and Philip Schmitter’s and Juan 
Linz’s analysis reproduced in essays and political science textbooks pub-
lished in Jakarta (Indonesian Center for Environmental Law, 1999). 
We know, especially since Guy Hermet’s critical analysis of this school 
of thought, that “transitology” was favored in the 1980s for majority-
oriented ballot systems. Their justification was that “post authoritar-
ian” situations require “deals” to be concluded between ideological 
enemies, and that “catch-all parties,” deliberately ideologically f limsy, 
can favor these deals (Hermet, 1996; 2000: 315–342; Dobry, 2000: 
585–614). Meanwhile, within the KPU, a profound cleavage appeared 
between the representatives of parties (“politicians” who were practi-
cally all favorable to a voting system that increased proportional rep-
resentation) and “technocrats” ( jurists and experts leaning toward a 
majority election).39 The debate, as much as it can be recreated by 
examining the minutes of meetings, was extremely lively. As we have 
seen, it culminated in a victory of the “bureaucrats”: KPU opted for 
a vote by list with “a bonus for the winner” and decreed a range of 
clauses restricting participation in elections only to a quarter of the 
contending groups, consequently establishing a limited multiple party 
system.
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Pursuing the Construction of Electoral Bureaucracies and 
the Return of Professional Jurists to Politics

 “Democracy-building” organizations present in Jakarta in the first half 
of 1999 had a rather limited group of Indonesian privileged interlocu-
tors consisting of professional jurists and officials from the Ministry of 
Home Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Deplu, acronym of 
Department Luar Negeri). Not only were members of this group par-
ticularly interested in meeting these foreign organizations: they were 
also in a certain way predisposed to this by the type of skills they had 
acquired. The encounter with foreign “engineers of democracy” in fact 
overvalued linguistic knowledge and specific techniques: the mastery 
of English and other European languages or the knowledge of admin-
istrative law. It thus tended to transform preestablished hierarchies of 
power and prestige in such or such bureaucratic sector.

Privileged interlocutors of the NDI or IFES within the Deplu 
were bureau chiefs for North America and Western Europe and 
their country specialists. They were for the most part barely in their 
30s. They indeed could not be those “first rate ambassadors” having 
worked in New York or London, who had all been appointed under 
the New Order and whose political capital had split with Suharto’s 
fall. Consequently, midlevel officials played a more important role than 
their immediate hierarchical superiors in regular encounters with rep-
resentatives of democracy-building organizations. I remember a meet-
ing in 2000, which I had occasion to attend, that brought together 
diplomats and French experts on the one hand, and Deplu’s general 
secretary and several members of his ministry on the other. The con-
versation was practically entirely conducted by the general secretary 
and the desk specialists of France and Western Europe: nobody was 
over 40 years and all had gone through well-known universities in 
London, Paris, and the United States. The bureau chiefs of Western 
Europe and the multilateral organizations departments were older and 
not English-speaking members: though they were hierarchically above 
the desk specialists, they took practically no part in the conversation, 
while repeatedly expressing some irritation at this reversal of situations 
through dubitative pouts and ironical remarks in Indonesian.

Under the New Order, the system of benevolent seniority was indeed 
played out fully in public services. The authority of a superior did not 
stop with his official privileges, nor did it limit itself to the professional 
office space but extended to the control he exercised on the private 
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life of his subordinates whom he advanced money in case of a tough 
blow (a relative’s illness, expenses linked to the celebration of a cer-
emony of circumcision or marriage). He was called pak—an abbrevia-
tion of bapak, an honorific term signifying “father” and “patron” at the 
same time.40 This principle of seniority, updated by the use of language 
and rituals of deference, was based only incidentally on the explicit 
acknowledgment of an objective hierarchy of skills. An office head or a 
high official could have less diplomas and less practical experience than 
most of his subordinates and nonetheless be a “good bapak,” concerned 
with the “well being” of his “beloved children” (anak buah) and ever 
ready to “help” them in case of need. One of the important effects of 
the gradual change of administrative personnel in 1998–2001 was to 
render this system of social roles partly obsolete.

The powerful rise of young English-speaking graduates thus pro-
foundly disturbed the field of internal hierarchical relations in Deplu. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, the ministry was entirely oriented toward the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which Ali Alatas, 
Suharto’s powerful minister of foreign affairs (1987–1999), had made 
a priority for Indonesia’s foreign policy. Officials in charge of the 
European zone were then relegated to marginal positions. Deplu’s 
structure ref lected this absolute predominance of regional affairs at 
the expense of multilateral files or bilateral relations with European 
countries: until 1999 there were no geographical departments but 
only thematic departments enunciating all the aspects of the coun-
try’s integration into ASEAN (whose permanent secretariat was estab-
lished in Jakarta). Marty Natalegawa, Deplu’s new vice director of the 
Department of International Organizations, had the mission of reor-
ganizing the ministry in relation to the new priorities of strengthened 
relations with Japan, Europe, and the United States, main donors of 
the electoral process. Natalegawa, who would become Deplu’s gen-
eral secretary (Kepala Biro Administrasi) from 2002 to 2004 and then 
would reach in 2005 the prized post of ambassador to Great Britain, 
had the right profile for the mission. Born in 1963, with a degree from 
Australian National University, Cambridge, and the LSE, he began 
his career in 1986, and was an inf luential member of the Indonesian 
delegation at the UN Headquarters in New York from 1994 to 1999.41 
He strongly promoted the career of young diplomats with degrees from 
abroad (MA, MSc, PhD) and with a f luent mastery of English and 
European languages (French, German).42 It is these young diplomats, 
the spearheads of Deplu’s reorganization during the redefinition of dip-
lomatic imperatives right after the fall of Suharto, who became the 
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“points of contact” for Western embassies hosting democracy-building 
experts passing through Jakarta.

The contact with those “engineers of democracy” resulted in the 
increase (in a monetary sense) of certain skills or specific trajectories 
and the devaluation of others. Constitutional jurists and experts in 
electoral law thus acquired a dominant position in the political-ad-
ministrative field in 1999, though they had played practically no role 
under the New Order regime. Agents of the Ministry of Home Affairs’ 
Election Unit being discredited by their past participation in the orga-
nization of “festivals of democracy,” were replaced by the younger pro-
fessionals of public law who were appointed to the KPU. For some, 
this stage at KPU constituted a veritable political springboard. Before 
taking charge, Andi Mallarangeg was a professor of law and political 
science at Makasar’s Hasanudin University. From 2001, he became a 
political consultant, working as a research fellow in Freedom Institute 
(a think tank founded by his brother Rizal) and presenting radio and 
TV shows. In 2002 he was one of the founders of the Party of National 
Democratic Unity (PPDK) alongside Ryaas Rasyid. PPDK’s foundation 
fitted into a plan of political reconversion of technical skills, though it 
never gathered more than 200 active members: Andi Mallarangeng 
had worked with Rasyid in the elaboration of the 1999 law on regional 
autonomy, and the new party militated for a “real decentralization” of 
power.43 In October 2004, strengthened by his media notoriety and his 
network of allies stemming from the KPU, Andi Mallarangeng was 
appointed President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s spokesperson ( juru 
bicara). Ryaas Rasyid’s trajectory represents another example of politi-
cal ascension linked to participation as an expert in the electoral system 
reform program. Rasyid, born in Gowa (Sulawesi) in 1949, had begun 
his career as a small local official, climbing the rungs from the post of 
mantri polisi (police assistant at the village level) to that of camat (district 
head). Having integrated the ranks of the regional administration, at 
the age of 45 he graduated in political science from the University 
of Hawaii. Before being appointed to the post of director of the new 
Department of Regional Autonomy in the Home Affairs’ Ministry in 
July 1998, he was president of the Institut Ilmu Pemerintahan (IIP, 
Civil Service Institute). In September 1998, President B. J. Habibie 
gave him the responsibility of presiding over a team of academics, who 
drew up the new election laws in a few months. In October 1999, 
President Abdurrahman Wahid appointed him to the then-politically 
perilous post of minister of regional autonomy.44 A zealous career offi-
cial, technician of administrative law, Rasyid, thanks to the Reformasi, 
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thus succeeded in transforming his capital of juridical expertise into 
political capital.

In general, the creation of Reformasi’s institutions of juridical 
guardianship (KPU, Constitutional Court, agency for the eradication 
of corruption) favored the return of law professionals who had, politi-
cally speaking, been strongly marginalized under the New Order.45 
Since it involves the treatment of appeals against the state, the profes-
sion of a publicist lawyer is indeed one of the most vulnerable ones in 
the situation of an authoritarian closure of the political system. Under 
Suharto’s regime, the interpretation of administrative law and the 1945 
Constitution had become the privilege of a caste of high officials under 
very strict surveillance: the questioning of the constitutional legality of 
presidential decisions or the veiled criticism of the soundness of the offi-
cial exegesis of the Pancasila automatically led to being fired and even 
put in jail (Pompe, 2005). Moreover, the 1986 law on administrative 
tribunals specifying the conditions of seizing them in case the legal-
ity of a state decision was contested was applied only in 1991 (Quinn, 
1999: 11–20). Earlier, there was no law providing the possibility to 
sue the state. On the contrary, since the beginning of the Reformasi, 
a gradual desacralization of the constitutional text could be observed: 
other than its frequent amendment by parliament, its interpretation 
became a political stake on its own, especially in 2001, when MPs initi-
ated a procedure of impeachment against President Wahid. A battle of 
constitutionalists was then engaged, opposing adversaries and partisans 
of the legality of the procedure, resulting in reopening the discussion 
on the balance of powers between institutions.46

However, it was only in August 2003 with the foundation of the 
Constitutional Court (Mahkamah Konstitusi Republik Indonesia, MKRI) 
by presidential decree that the exclusive power of interpretation of the 
constitutional text was assigned to a given authority. Consisting of nine 
judges, chosen according to the model of the French Supreme Court 
(Le Conseil Constitutionnel), the MKRI had the privilege of settling 
and sanctioning electoral litigation and especially nullifying a voting 
result in case of recognized fraud. It thus completed the juridical and 
judicial framework system of the election process, by “overseeing” the 
KPU and its regional agencies.47 MKRI thus became KPU’s judicial 
arm and last-resort guarantee, whose constitutional legality it ratified 
and backed through decisions of suspension. Sometimes going to the 
edges of its competences, the MKRI took up the position of guardian, 
concerned with election legality. It thus delivered decisions inter alia 
ranging from the registration of political parties48 and free access to 
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(and diffusion of ) electoral information by professional journalists,49 
to the invalidation of electoral results for provinces50 and parliament 
voting.51 For example during the month of June 2004 alone, at the end 
of the second parliamentary post-Suharto ballot, the MKRI delivered 
35 decisions regarding “level 1” ballots (MPs in the Lower House) and 
“level 2” ballots (deputies in the Upper House). Without hesitation, it 
demanded a fresh count of the votes and published the modified results 
(invalidating de facto candidate nominations). The MKRI interpreted 
its role of defending electoral laws broadly, not satisfying itself with cit-
ing the constitution but basing its actions and decisions equally on the 
1999 and 2002 laws as well as on KPU’s decisions. KPU itself under-
went several reforms, equipping itself with nine specialized divisions, 
a center for civic information, and regional branches. Its current com-
position ref lects the victory of “bureaucrats” on the eve of the 1999 
ballot: 70 percent of its members are holders of degrees of public law.

This growth in the KPU and MKRI’s power strongly emphasized 
the judiciarization (and therefore pacification) of partisan compe-
tition: recourse to arbitration by law was thenceforth imposed as an 
ordinary tactics of political struggle. In the chapter on the genealogy 
of this process of judiciarization based on interviews with seniors of 
the Indonesian bar, Yves Dezalay and Bryant Garth recently insisted 
on the importance of their socialization in the American practice of 
law in their career from 1990 onward (a practice characterized above 
all by the importance of jurisprudential litigation of class actions and 
strategies of recourse to arbitration by the Supreme Court). Through 
their training in North American campuses, followed by their partici-
pation in juridical aid associations in Indonesia financed by the Ford 
Foundation and USAID (like the Institute of juridical aid, Lembaga 
Bantuan Hukum, LBH), these reputed jurists (like Todung Mulya Lubis 
and Adnan Buyung Nasution) contributed to the creation of a “network 
of militant jurists” characterized by their “investment in the moral of 
law” (Dezalay and Garth, 2008: 54). I certainly do not mean to deny 
the importance of the transposition of this militant practice of law in 
Indonesian juridical thought—paradoxically favored by the guilty ties 
between the New Order regime and the inner circle of US military 
expertise in the wake of a massacre considered as a decisive victory of 
the Free World against the communist threat (the anti-PKI killings of 
1965–1966 that led to 800,000 to 1.2 million deaths).

But the world of law under the New Order was not limited to these 
“internationalized” protesters. In the regional tribunals and law facul-
ties, hundreds of judges and ordinary law professors were forced to 
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apply and teach the principles of “Pancasila democracy”—whether they 
believed in it or not— and those principles were all but favorable to a 
local reinvention of the repertory of public liberties or “human rights.” 
The interpretation of Pancasila certainly offered a minimal space to 
interpretative struggles that ref lected factional struggles within the 
higher levels of the presidential establishment. But the open contes-
tation of their official exegesis by people outside these leading inner 
circles inexorably led the latter to become the object of intense police 
harassment. Moreover, the control of the regime on the way the 
Pancasila was understood by broader sections of the population must 
not be underestimated. Let us recall that the classes of “P4” (Pedoman 
Penghayatan dan Pengalaman Pancasila, “Principles of understanding 
and deepening the meaning of Pancasila”) were also made obligatory 
in schools and universities by a 1980 decree.52 Generations of young 
Indonesians were thus obliged to mumble civic precepts destructive 
of public freedom, stemming directly from the organicist theories of 
Supomo and Ki Hadjar.

Consequently, it must not be a case of not seeing the forest for the 
trees. During the course of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, the Indonesian 
world of public law continued to transmit the heritage of a consti-
tutionalist thought born in the 1930s and 1940s and marked by its 
refusal to acknowledge some limit to the power of the state. Moreover, 
confronted with the mass of judges and law experts reverently loyal to 
the regime by conviction or opportunism, Mulya Lubis and Nasution 
owed their political and financial salvation only to their strategy of 
intermittent withdrawal to the sphere of business law. The Reformasi 
permitted this generation of “militant jurists” to reap inf luence only at 
the end of violent socioprofessional struggles against adverse segments 
of the world of law (some of whose most eminent representatives are 
still working in the tribunals of the Jakarta district). The fight was 
tough, and victory is still not complete.

Notes

1. On these events, see Bertrand, 1999: 34–40, and Bertrand, 2000: 28–35.
2. For historical elements of these relations of military cooperation, see Nairn, 2001.
3. I prefer the generic term “organization” to that of NGO for qualifying organizations like 

NDI, IFES, or the Open Society Institute. Most of these institutions and foundations are 
indeed very strongly linked to governmental agencies and benefit from significant public 
subsidies.

4. See also related works of Sandrine Lefranc on NGOs of “conf lict prevention” and “build-
ing peace” and Tom Medvetz on neoconservative think–tanks (2006).
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5. Guy Hermet’s expression (1996). For an ethnographic study of NGO’s actions’, see Laetitia 
Atlani (2005).

6. The following ref lections are the result of f ieldwork in Jakarta in 1998, 1999, 2000, and 
2009, and draw from collective discussions within the project “Experts, mediators and bro-
kers of good governance: comparative study of transnational practices of democratization,” 
coordinated by Boris Petric (LAIOS).

7. These are: Law no. 1/1999 on political parties, Law no. 2/1999 on general elections, Law 
no. 3/1999 on the composition and the status of Houses (MPR, DPR, DPRD), and Law no. 
4/ and 5/1999 on the participation of officials in political parties’ activities. Due to lack of 
space here I will not take into account the variety of subsequent rulings, particularly in 2002 
and 2004, which considerably reworked and consolidated this system of initial norms.

8. These laws had been voted during the anticommunist massacres of 1965–1966 in order to 
give a pseudojuridical justif ication to the arrests, deportations, and assassinations of sup-
posed PKI militants.

9. Interview, Djakarta, May 1999.
10. According to article 8 paragraph 2 of Law no. 3/1999, the KPU is a “free and independent 

organization, consisting of (representatives of ) political parties participating in elections as 
well as representatives of government answerable to the President.” Article 9 specifies that 
the KPU has 53 members, chosen for f ive years: 48 party representatives (one per autho-
rized party) and five “government officials,” with a system of “balanced voting” between 
the two groups. The KPU elects its executive office among its own members (one president 
and two vice presidents).

11. The Pancasila (“Five principles”) were elaborated in August 1945 by Sukarno as a compro-
mise between nationalists, republicans, and religious groups and included in the preamble 
of the constitution. They are: 1) Belief in a single God, 2) A just and civilized humanity, 
3) Indonesia’s unity, 4) Democracy, through search of unanimity at the end of a process of 
collective deliberation, and 5) Social justice.

12. On the period of parliamentary democracy from 1949–1957, see Feith, 1962.
13. A detailed presentation of Ki Hadjar Dewantara’s (1899–1959) mystic and political thought 

can be found in Tsuchiya, 1988; and a selection of Raden Supomo’s (1903–1958) texts on 
the theory of the “principle of family” (kekeluargaan) in Feith and Castles, 1970.

14. There is no better introduction to the recent historiography of the New Order than Robert 
Elson’s biography of Suharto, 2002. For an ethnographic perception of pesta-pesta demokrasi, 
see John Pemberton, 1986: 1–22.

15. On the ideological birth of the New Order’s corporate system, see Reeve, 1985
16. Information collected from the Interior Ministry and KPU, Djakarta, September 1999.
17. The regencies (kabupaten) are an administrative subdivision of provinces (propinsi). The 

system has evolved greatly since 1999 with the implementation of direct local elections 
(Pilkada, de Pemilihan Kepala Daerah dan Wakil Kepala Daerah), allowing governors of 
regions to be appointed by universal suffrage.

18. Solidarity Center (ACILS), Summary of Election Monitoring Reports. Ujung Pandang Monitoring 
Team (March-first week of May 1999), Djakarta, 1999.

19. The NDIIA’s mission was “to reinforce democracy and contribute to its diffusion in the 
world” by promoting a party-based approach (making the consolidation of the party system 
a preliminary condition for any process of “passage to democracy”). Very close to the 
Democratic Party, it is today presided over by Madeleine Albright and Rachelle Horowitz 
(see the website www.ndi.org).

20. Election Facilitation Center, 1999. The document specifies that the counting does not 
include “non-official observers of the diplomatic corps” (i.e. unofficial “missionaries” of 
different central administrations) or nonofficials of different central administrations.

21. In 1993 Samuel Huntington published The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 
Century, a work in which he prophesied that after Europe and Latin America in the 
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nineteenth century and Eastern Europe in the 1980s, Asia would experience a wave of 
“shift to democracy in the 1990s.”

22. This branch of UNDP published a bulletin entitled Election Update intended for the diplo-
matic community and foreign journalists.

23. Election Update. Official Newsletter of UNDP Indonesia’s Electoral Assistance Programme, 1999: 
2, section “Donor News.”

24. See Alain Garrigou, 1988: 22–45; and 1993: 5–42.
25. See “Monitoring Form. Vote Casting and Counting Process, 1999 General Election.” 

Election Monitor. HONEST, Rectors’ Forum Indonesia, May 1999, sections E and F.
26. IRI, 1999: 23–24. It should be noted that the Indonesian term saksi, which is the translation 

for “observer,” usually designates a witness during a wedding or a trial.
27. Paradoxically, it was at Menteng, a fashionable neighborhood of péjabots (officials) in the 

heart of Djarkata, that this quarrel took place, presumably because of the authoritarian 
personality of the local neighborhood’s head (personal observations, Jakarta, May–June 
1999). 

28. For facts on the social profile of DPR deputies during the 1999–2004 mandate, see Wajah 
Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Republik Indonesia. Pemilihan Umum, 2000. The nearly complete 
absence of studies devoted to the personnel and to parliamentary practices in scientif ic 
literature devoted to the Reformasi must be noted.

29. The Center for Democratic Institutions is a quasigovernment body financed by the 
Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), whose aim is to promote 
“good governance” in countries of the Asia-Pacific zone.

30. The IFES defines itself as an “assistant organization to democracy and governance.” 
Created in 1987 and financed inter alia by USAID and OSCE, IFES employs 150 people 
and intervenes directly or by intersecting finances in a hundred odd countries.

31. Statement of the AAEA Observer Delegation, National Parliamentary Elections, Republic of 
Indonesia, June 7 1999, Jakarta, June 9, 1999.

32. Statement of the National Democratic Institute and the Carter Center International Election 
Observation Mission. Indonesia’s June 7, 1999 Elections, Jakarta, June 20, 1999: 1.

33. Interview with members of international organizations participating in the CGI, Paris, 
July 1999.

34. Informations taken from IDEA’s web site, www.idea.int. On the model of North American 
foundations, IDEA is presided over by a board of directors consisting of “international per-
sonalities” coming for the most part from the world of politics and high diplomacy. IDEA 
was created in 1995, and its headquarters is in Stockholm.

35. Interview with a French diplomat having participated in the framework of a EU mission in 
operations of electoral surveillance of the 2004 legislative ballot Paris, July 2004.

36. Facts from Andi Mallarangeng’s curriculum vitae, given to the author by the latter. Jakarta, 
1999.

37. The Carter Center was inaugurated in 1984. Its word of order is “Waging Peace, Fighting 
Disease, Building Hope.” See the organization’s website: www.cartercenter.org.

38. Information taken from his curriculum vitae (www3.niu.edu/acad/polisci/faculty/king).
39. Interviews with KPU members, Jakarta, April 1999.
40. On this “bapakisation” of social relations under the New Order, see Shiraishi, 1997; and 

Bertrand, 1999: 285–319.
41. “Marty Natalegawa,” Ensiklopedi Tokoh Indonesia (equivalent to Who’s Who), www.tokoh-

indonesia.com.
42. Interviews with Deplu as well as with members of Western diplomatic representations, 

Jakarta, 2003.
43. The Jakarta Post, February 14, 2004.
44. Kompas, October 27, 1999.
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45. This marginalization of professionals of law had begun in 1957, when several national 
associations of lawyers protested against Sukarno’s authoritarian slide, in the process of 
instituting “guided democracy.” See Lev, 1992. For a series of detailed studies concerning 
the renewal of professional associations of lawyers and the transformation of the Indonesian 
constitutionalist milieu after Suharto’s fall, see Lev, 2000.

46. Apologetic versions can be found for Gus Dur, this combat between Abdurrahman Wahid 
and the parliament in Barton, 2002, and Witoelar (ex spokesman of Gus Dur), 2002.

47. All texts governing the functioning of Mahkamah Konstitusi are available on its website 
www.mahkamahkonstitusi.go.id.

48. Putusan no. 003/PUU-II/2004, concerning a request from the Partai Reformasi Indonesia 
and in conformity with Law no. 31–2002 on political parties and Putusan no. 020/PUU-
I/2003 concerning a request from eight party leaders and conforming with Putusan no. 
020/PUU-I/2003 (but with minority opinions).

49. Putusan no. 005/PUU-I/2003, concerning a request from associations of professionals, 
from the written press, radio, and audiovisual.

50. See for example, Putusan no. 044/PHPU.A-II/2004 concerning a candidate to the DPD of 
Northern Sumatra.

51. See Putusan no. 016/PHPU.C1-II/2004, concerning a request of the Party of Justice and 
Prosperity (PKS) concerning 22 circonscriptions.

52. More precisely it concerns MPR decree no. II de 1978, applied from 1980 onward. These 
“P4” courses are detailed in Morfit, 1981: 838–851. For an ethnographic study of tech-
niques of ideological and behavioral normalization applied in classrooms under the New 
Order since the primaries, see Shiraishi, 1997: 123–143.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

Nigeria, “Democrazy,” and 
the German Political Foundations

Marc-Antoine  Pérouse  de  Montclos

Nigerians live in the stone age. They are not ready for democracy. 
Their case is hopeless.

An international democracy maker in Abuja, 
the Federal Capital of Nigeria.

Introduction

Most studies on the transfer of public policies to developing coun-
tries focus on the acceptance, the assimilation, or the refusal of norms. 
As a result, researchers usually analyze the factors of “cultural” resis-
tance or “political” opposition to Western models of good governance 
(Brownlee, 2007; Bayart, 1996; Carothers, 2004.). But they often tend 
to insist on the importers’ failures rather than the exporters’ views to 
explain the rejection of the “democratic transplant.”1 So there is defi-
nitely a need to bridge academic gaps between three main categories 
of actors: the local ruling class, middlemen, and “translators,” and the 
international organizations that aim to promote political norms on a 
global scale. Africa’s most populated state, Nigeria, is an interesting 
case study in this regard, because it is both a typical example of bad 
governance and a testing ground for “democracy brokers.”2 Renowned 
for its corruption, its violence, and its “oil curse,” it has been monitored 
quite closely by the international community since the end of military 
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rule and the return of civilian power in 1999. Compared to other coun-
tries in Africa, however, it seems to be less inf luenced by democracy 
brokers. A demographic and economic giant, Nigeria depends very 
little on international aid. Moreover, its ruling class is quite suspicious 
of foreign and humanitarian agencies that violated its national sover-
eignty during the Biafra War. A true regional power, Nigeria has also 
the capacity to reject Western models of governance despite poor man-
agement and the poverty of its population.

Actually, four main factors explain the low level of inf luence of 
“democracy brokers” (international funders, specialized institutions, 
and local NGOs) who, at different levels, attempt to transfer political 
norms. First comes the nationalism of the Nigerian ruling class against 
the imperialist interferences of Western powers. From an economic 
point of view, then, oil production explains how Nigeria relies confi-
dently on its exports to resist global prescriptions and continue trading 
with the rest of the world. At a more local level, the so-called civil 
society can also be reluctant to adopt new norms, and it has created 
few NGOs compared to its demographic size (Pérouse de Montclos, 
2005: 127–42). Finally, democracy brokers themselves do not believe 
that the elites really want to develop Nigeria, end political violence, 
and combat corruption. Of course, the skeptical views of diplomats 
and expatriates impact on the way international organizations perceive 
their capacity to inf luence the “civil” society and the government in 
Abuja, the capital city.

Specialized in the promotion of democratic values, the two main 
German political foundations are not spared by such problems. Very 
active in Latin America and Eastern Europe, the KAS (Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung) and the FES (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung) usually fund 
programs and partners all around the world. Yet their impact in Nigeria 
seems to be negligible.3 From this perspective, the issue is to know why 
they still continue to maintain offices in Abuja, and how they analyze 
their programs, if ever they evaluate them. Hence the objective of this 
chapter is not so much to examine their interactions with local decision 
makers, or to look at the failures of a political transition that Nigerians 
ironically call “democrazy.” It is rather to understand the apparatus 
and the practices of foundations that, during the Cold War period, did 
not really aim to improve the governance of developing countries, but 
to extend the diplomatic networks of West Germany. Combined with 
bureaucratic inertia, this institutional culture partly explains the deci-
sion to carry on democratization programs despite serious doubts on 
their efficiency.
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Nigeria, a “Stubborn” Country

Nigeria is one of the African states that depends the least on foreign 
aid, as development assistance represents less than 1 percent of its gross 
national product. Its economic power, initially based on the agricul-
ture, then on oil production, helped the military regimes in power 
until 1999 to resist the pressures of international organizations, whether 
to help the famine victims of Biafra in 1968, or to pardon political 
opponents like Ken Saro-Wiwa, hung in 1995. Though Nigeria finally 
accepted the World Bank’s structural adjustment program in 1987, the 
liberal reforms supervised by the army were concerned mainly with 
the economy. At the political level, the junta of General Sani Abacha, 
in power from 1993 to 1998, preferred to model itself after Suharto’s 
dictatorship in Indonesia.

Since the end of the military regime, however, Nigeria has been 
more open to international norms in the areas of transparency, cor-
ruption, or election. The United States, its first trading partner, was 
particularly concerned about securing the supply of oil from the Gulf of 
Biafra. Therefore, they provided much support for Olusegun Obsanjo, 
the president elected in 1999 and a former general whom Jimmy Carter 
had already encouraged to restore power to a civilian government in 
1979. As the 2003 election approached, for example, the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) funded the creation 
of a transition-monitoring group. Nigeria also became the sixth-rank-
ing country in the level of funding received from American founda-
tions, with an amount of $22 million in 2004 (Chevalier and Zimet, 
2006: 10).

Germany, on the other hand, kept a low profile. Nigeria is not on 
the restricted list of priority countries that receive two-thirds of Berlin’s 
official development assistance. As offshoots of parties represented in 
the Bundestag, German political foundations (stiftungen) follow this 
pattern and are more involved in Latin America or Eastern Europe, 
their “traditional” fields of intervention. In Nigeria, only the KAS 
and the FES maintain offices in Abuja. Linked to the CDU (Christlich 
Demokratische Union Deutschlands) and the SPD (Sozialdemokratische 
Partei Deutschlands), respectively, they are also present in the former 
German colonies of Tanzania, Namibia, and to a lesser extent, Cameroon 
and Togo since the 1990s. However, the socialist FES is more active in 
southern Africa, where it supports trade unions close to the opposition 
and the MDC (Movement for Democratic Change) in Zimbabwe, for 
example. By contrast, the KAS represents a political current, Christian 
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democracy, which is not well developed in the region, compared to 
Latin America. As a result, the KAS devotes even less attention to sub-
Saharan Africa than its social-democrat counterpart, with a level of 14 
percent of its expenditures abroad during the period of 2001–2005, as 
against 25 percent for the FES.

Historically, the latter also encountered many difficulties in pen-
etrating the continent. After the election of Willy Brandt to the presi-
dency of the Socialist International in 1976, the FES was first required 
to strengthen its relationships with local progressive parties. In South 
Africa and Namibia, it even supported the armed struggle of liberation 
movements like the ANC (African National Congress) and the SWAPO 
(South West Africa’s People Organization), for which it funded offices 
in Bonn with the approval of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
However, in West Africa, it often worked with small marginal oppo-
sition parties that collapsed rather quickly. In Burkina Faso, it thus 
backed the Union Progressiste Voltaïque of Joseph Ki-Zerbo, who was 
unable to make a showing during the elections of 1978, and who was 
forced into exile in 1983, as a result of the coup led by Captain Thomas 
Sankara. In Gambia, it then supported a socialist group launched in 
1986, the People’s Party, which disappeared after the military seized 
power in 1994.

Overall, the FES soon had to reconsider its cooperation with part-
ners deemed to be lacking viability, sustainability, and reliability due 
to problems of internal governance and ideological confusion. At the 
end of the 1980s, the foundation began to move away from “Marxist” 
parties, for example, in Tanzania, and refocused its efforts on the PS 
(Socialist Party) in Senegal, the BDP (Botswana Democratic Party) in 
Botswana, and the FPI (Ivorian Popular Front) when its leader, Laurent 
Gbagbo, was still in the opposition in the Ivory Coast. The end of the 
Cold War and the fall of one-party regimes marked a decisive turn. 
The FES not only stopped funding authoritarian “socialist” institu-
tions, but also tried diversifying its partners and activities. Like the 
KAS, it therefore started to support the “capacity building” of the so-
called civil society, and it backed local NGOs in order to circumvent 
corrupt authorities and to promote grassroots democracy (Pérouse de 
Montclos, 2009d).

In any case, the FES in Nigeria could no longer support political 
parties that were banned when the military came back to power in 
1993, against the grain of democratization elsewhere in Africa, Latin 
America, Asia, and Eastern Europe. Established in Lagos in 1978 to sup-
port Obafemi Awolowo’s UPN (United Party of Nigeria), which had 
socialist leanings, the FES had already faced serious difficulties during 
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the former “democratic transition” that lasted from the election of a 
civilian government in 1979 until the fall of the Second Republic in 
1983. As Nigeria was f looded with money thanks to the oil boom, the 
FES did not have the capacity to propose substantial financial support 
to attract local partners who were not very interested in the German 
cooperation. According to a poll carried at the time among delegates 
of 11 African political parties, for instance, the Nigerian representative 
was the only one out of two to say he would refuse any foreign fund-
ing (Erdmann, 2005: 13). With the return of the military to power in 
1983, the FES then had to keep a low profile. During Sani Abacha’s 
dictatorship from 1993 until 1998, it nevertheless maintained offices 
in Nigeria to continue some forms of collaboration with trade unions 
and the democratic opposition. Symbolically, the foundation awarded 
its 1996 prize for human rights to Olasegun Obsanjo, even though he 
was in prison.

From that perspective, the KAS followed a rather different strat-
egy. Established in Lagos shortly after the FES at the end of the 1970s, 
it pulled out of Nigeria when the military cancelled the elections of 
1993. While some American foundations and NGOs called for an 
international boycott of Sani Abacha’s junta, the KAS quietly moni-
tored the situation from its regional delegation in Ghana. It waited 
until the civilians came back to power in 1999 to reopen offices, this 
time in Abuja. A permanent resident then arrived in Nigeria in 2002 
and began supporting democratic transition with several civic educa-
tion programs. Contrary to its past experience in Latin America, the 
KAS did not attempt to back political parties: first because it did not 
have the legal and financial capacity to inf luence them, and second 
because the different competing groups were corrupt machines serving 
private interests. In spite of its affinity with entrepreneurs and employ-
ers in Germany, the foundation also decided not to work with Nigerian 
businessmen, who were not considered to be sufficiently reliable. It 
preferred to support the media and the Catholic Church. In the Muslim 
North of the country, for example, it addressed the masses by funding 
civic education programs in Hausa on Radio Kano. For the elites, it 
organized specific seminars for representatives of the regional assem-
blies of Plateau, Kano, and Cross River States.

A Limited Impact

However, the impact of such programs was limited by various con-
straints. Unlike the United States, first, Germany is not among the 
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top five trading partners of Nigeria and does not maintain privileged 
diplomatic relations with the most populated country of Africa. Hence 
its assistance is nearly insignificant, like that of France. Furthermore, 
German democratic values do not hold much sway over the Nigerian 
elites. In countries like the Philippines since 1991, or Iraq since 2005, 
the KAS and, to a lesser extent, the FES have been able to promote 
federal constitutions modeled after the “Lander” system (Pérouse de 
Montclos, 2009c: 37–46). But Nigeria is already a fairly decentral-
ized federation. In addition, its ruling class is more prone to copy the 
American bipartisan system, including military dictators like General 
Ibrahim Babangida, who authorized only two parties when he was in 
power from 1985 until 1993.

As a result, the German political foundations do not seem to be very 
inf luential in Nigeria. After the departure of its representative from 
Abuja in 2006, the FES froze its programs until a replacement arrived 
two years later. As for the KAS, its movements within Nigeria were 
restrained by the German embassy for security reasons. Consequently, 
it could not undertake any projects in the oil-producing Niger Delta, 
a region ridden with corruption but considered too dangerous. The 
KAS had to focus on areas closer to the capital and readily accessible, 
especially in Kano and Plateau, two of the 36 states of the Nigerian fed-
eration, where it held various workshops for representatives of regional 
assemblies. In other words, the KAS programs were mainly deter-
mined by geographical constraints, with poor results. In Plateau State, 
the governor was arrested in London under money-laundering charges, 
and the region is still characterized by a faulty management, recurring 
violence, and a high level of religious tension. In the Muslim North, 
where the authorities apply the Sharia, Kano is not a democratic model. 
In 2007, the local elections were as fraudulent as the previous ones, 
although the foundation had provided training to election officials.

Such a context is obviously not without incidence on the political 
analyses the KAS and FES make about Nigeria. Their representatives 
in Abuja play an important role in this respect. Indeed, they are usu-
ally quite free to select programs and partners, notwithstanding the 
instructions that they may receive from their headquarters in Berlin. 
Posted in the same country for a period of three or four years, they are 
supposed to have a deep knowledge of the societies in which they live. 
Like other expatriates in Nigeria, however, the Germans of Abuja fear 
armed attacks and tend to stay in “ghettos for the rich,” gated com-
munities behind guarded walls. Added to the restrictions of movement 
within the country, their way of life cuts them off from social realities 
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(Pérouse de Montclos, 2009a: 183–190). Legal matters also play a role. 
As the German foundations are not authorized to pay for the adminis-
trative expenses and salaries of their local partners, most of their work 
consists in discreetly funding meetings, conferences, training sessions, 
and seminars—activities that are not very visible and that are confined 
to the world of formal diplomacy.

A question then comes up: Why is it that German political founda-
tions do not seem to be concerned about the negligible impact of their 
democratization programs? According to one of their representatives, 
Nigerians still live in the “stone age.” They are simply “not ready for 
democracy.” But if that is the case, then why stay in Abuja? Interviews 
conducted with local and expatriate personnel of the KAS and FES 
in Nigeria and elsewhere were quite startling in this regard. While 
the executive was usually keen to talk about good governance, they 
remained silent about the impact of their programs in fragile states. 
This is all the more surprising, for we actually know very little about 
the real contribution of democracy promoters to the capacity building 
of civil society, or to the success of electoral processes. The causal links 
have not been proven and often rest on self-supported assertions.

Democratization without Assessment

As a matter of fact, political foundations generally see their impact 
through numbers: number of participants at their conferences, num-
ber of seminars held, number of meetings organized, number of texts 
published, number of people trained, and so on. The efficiency of their 
advocacy programs, for example, is measured by the amount of space 
provided in the print media, not by their real inf luence on the public. 
These approaches are purely quantitative, similar to the indicators that 
the FES is developing for its own use. This comes down to assessing 
the performance of an educational institution according to the num-
ber of passed examinations, rather than the ability of students to find 
employment after graduation. In the case of the FES or the KAS, such 
an evaluation would consist in training abroad as many politicians as 
possible without being concerned about brain drain and future migra-
tion toward developed countries.

It is true that indicators to assess democratization programs are not 
easily designed and implemented. For instance, a specific study of the 
membership base of NGOs funded by political foundations would, 
no doubt, help to evaluate the local audience of democracy brokers. 
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However, such an approach is often rejected by organizations that resist 
funders’ interferences and attempts to standardize or scrutinize their 
governance. Furthermore, the diversity of partners and activities con-
fuses the issues, as failures are less visible when political foundations 
work with several democracy brokers, instead of one. In practice, the 
elaboration of indicators is only possible when the goals to be reached 
are clear: the passing of a law, the revision of a labor code, the amend-
ment of a constitution, or the electoral victory of a political party. 
The problem is that the initial expectations of the foundations are not 
made public and can evolve over time. Besides, it is important to note 
the limits of retrospective analyses that consist in evaluating the out-
come of stated objectives without initially questioning the diagnostic. 
Hence, the degree of similarity between the learner and its demo-
cratic model does not help in the assessment of the quality of a transfer. 
Copying is not a gauge of success, and the transfer may also fail because 
local conditions are not met, because it is incomplete, because it is 
not sustainable without external support, or because the model is not 
adapted to the context (Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000: 5–24).

In any case, political foundations are seldom evaluated. At best, their 
performance is discussed internally, without public debates.4 In the 
United States, for instance, the assessment of the work of American 
foundations rests mainly on quantitative and cost-benefit analyses. 
According to Edward Berman, it does not challenge the ideological 
assumptions of liberalism (Berman, 1983: 168). In theory, the close 
cooperation of the foundations with researchers should promote debate 
and provide food for thought. However, the standardization of the 
transfers of public policies has resulted in producing a politically correct 
consensus and a strong convergence of academic approaches on this issue 
(Delpeuch, 2008). Furthermore, the fact that foundations frequently 
sponsor researchers has spun an “in-house” literature. As a result, many 
studies about democracy promoters are devoid of any critical thinking. 
In the preface of a book funded by and about the Carnegie Foundation, 
Jefferson Murphy (1976) thus admits that he began his work with an 
initial positive impression, to be confirmed by his research. In the same 
vein, the analysis of the Rockefeller Foundation by Raymond Fosdick 
(1952) turned out to be quite hagiographic as he had presided over the 
institution for a period of 12 years.

The German political foundations are no exception to the problem. 
According to the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development), they do not evaluate their programs (Development 
Assistance Committee, 2001: 62). Their cooperation with political 



Nigeria, “Democrazy” 239

parties of developing countries, in particular, escapes any critical anal-
ysis (Erdmann, 2005). While USAID is regularly challenged by the 
American Congress, the German political foundations are legitimized 
by the Bundestag and are not controlled like the British charities, 
which are permanently monitored by a specialized commission, or the 
French NGOs, which are sometimes subject to parliamentary inqui-
ries. At home, the KAS and the FES benefit from a general consensus 
about their role and existence. Indeed, all the parties represented in 
the Bundestag now have their political foundation (Pinto-Duschinski, 
1991: 45). Even the “Greens,” who initially opposed recurrent public 
subsidies to private institutions, eventually set up their own foundation 
after they lost their appeal to the Constitutional Court in 1986.

As a result, the KAS or the FES do not really need to justify the effi-
ciency of their programs in order to continue their activities. Private 
status helps in this regard. In the United States, for instance, American 
foundations must only be accountable to their board of directors, not to 
members. Even if they risk falling under the control of an authoritarian 
president, they do not have to manage the internal tensions of volun-
tary associations, which are required to regularly hold general assembly 
meetings and sometimes face strong opposition by different factions. 
Foundations can develop their own programs without having to jus-
tify themselves: a f lexibility that is both an advantage, since it fosters 
initiatives, and an inconvenience, because activities are not subject to 
outside checks. Regarding German foundations, interventions abroad 
are mainly decided on the basis of political or budgetary consideration, 
notwithstanding their feasibility or potential impact. For the rest, ad 
hoc programs are developed according to local opportunities, as they 
arise. They often follow fashionable trends and do not seem to ref lect a 
holistic strategy on democratization. Priorities do not express either the 
needs or the wishes of the population. In any case, it would be difficult 
to argue objectively that it is better to focus on electoral procedures 
rather than on conf lict prevention, on civic education rather than on 
constitutional reform, on NGOs rather than on cooperatives, and on 
political parties rather than on trade unions.

Uncertain Effects

In such a context, “efficiency” is not necessarily an important crite-
rion to determine the content and realization of projects funded by the 
German political foundations in Nigeria or elsewhere. Historically, the 
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goal was not to democratize developing countries anyway, but to con-
solidate strategic alliances in order to contain communism. As a result, 
some German foundations openly supported right wing dictatorships 
that violated human rights. In Latin America during the 1980s, for 
instance, the KAS continued to cooperate with the Christian-Democrat 
governments of Vicinio Cerezo in Guatemala and Napoleon Duarte in 
El Salvador, even after their American allies began to criticize the abuses 
carried out by their death squads.5 The most conservative German polit-
ical foundation, the Bavarian HSS (Hann Seidel Stiftung), even went as 
far as supporting the dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet and the 
armed struggle against the Sandinistas in Nicaragua.

Despite its progressive leanings, the FES was also compromised by 
the Cold War and Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. Thus it collaborated with 
Eastern European totalitarian regimes. In Poland, especially, the FES 
stayed away from Lech Walesa’s Solidarity (Solidarność ). While the KAS 
supported democratic dissidents and opponents, it preferred to work with 
the governmental trade union, OPZZ (Ogólnopolskie Porozumienie 
Związków Zawodowych). In the same vein, it let the Communist 
Party of Poland select candidates for study grants in West Germany, 
only rejecting personalities who could not be issued a visa because they 
worked for the junta of General Wojciech Jaruzelski (Dakowska, 2007: 
5–28). Threats of economic sanctions by the international community 
did not alter the position of the foundation when a state of siege was 
proclaimed in 1981 (Phillips, 1989: 408–424). Because of its close rela-
tionship with the government in Warsaw, the FES continued to sup-
port partners linked to the communist Polish United Workers’ Party, 
even after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

Researchers thus question the real motivation of democracy pro-
moters who, under the guise of good governance, do not hesitate 
to back dictatorships. The contradictions are many. One consists in 
recommending political pluralism while supporting a specific party 
(Dakowska, 2004: 152). Another is to advocate reforms that promote 
elitist electoral processes, or voting systems based on a poll tax. To 
decentralize the Philippines, for example, the KAS suggested rein-
forcing the powers and qualifications of mayors, and funded a study 
that proposed not only to ban candidates who did not meet certain 
minimal diploma requirements, but also to remove any term limits for 
all elected positions, except for the post of president of the Republic 
(Carlos, 2004: 66–67). Sometimes, international democracy promoters 
even silenced local organizations that voiced their opposition to the 
politicization of good governance. In Nigeria, USAID stopped funding 
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the NGOs of the transition-monitoring group when they criticized 
Washington’s continuing support to President Olusegun Obsanjo, who 
tried to amend the constitution and to remove term limits, so as to be 
able to run for a third time in 2007. Freedom of speech prevailed, but 
the NGOs had to forgo financial aid from the American government.6 
As a result, their coalition fell apart, due to lack of funding. In the same 
vein, the conf lict-resolution network created after the religious riots of 
Kaduna in 2000 collapsed because of internal rivalries between mem-
bers seeking to capture USAID funding (Bruton, 2002).

Regarding the way foundations work, however, the main academic 
issue is not to know if their democratization programs are efficient, 
but why democracy promoters do not raise questions about their posi-
tive or negative impact. Obviously, a first element of explanation lies 
in the intrinsic political nature of organizations that aim at relaying 
the diplomatic interests of their home country. German political foun-
dations play the role of “parallel” embassies, which are more f lexible 
than accredited diplomats (Pérouse de Montclos, 2009b: 189–200). 
For instance, they can maintain relations with both the opposition and 
the government in a given country, an interesting feature in the event 
of regime change. Indeed, their different political affiliations, from 
Christian-Democrats to Socialists, lead them to support a wide variety 
of parties. Another advantage is their ability to talk to security per-
sonnel without it seeming to be an official military cooperation from 
Berlin, for example, when the FES organizes seminars in war acad-
emies in Nigeria or Singapore, in this case with the DCAF (Geneva 
Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces), a Swiss founda-
tion established in 2000.

Political Motives

The independence of German or American foundations must not be 
taken at face value in this respect. Actually, institutions specialized in 
the transfer of democratic models act within strict limits. Hence, they 
must be careful not to contradict the national interests of their home 
country. As a result, they generally focus less on authoritarian regimes 
with which their government maintains good relations (Gangloff, 2008: 
61). A quick geographic breakdown of their activities confirms that 
there is a bias in favor of priority zones, as with the FES or the KAS in 
Eastern Europe. Admittedly, American philanthropic foundations have 
made little investments in North Africa and the Middle East despite the 
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strategic weight that Muslim countries carry in the context of the global 
war against Islamic terrorism. For Benoit Chervalier, of the German 
Marshall Fund, and Joseph Zimet (Chevalier and Zimet, 2006: 15), of 
the French Agency for Development, this proves that they are not sub-
ject to the political criteria that usually determine the level of develop-
ment aid by the main OECD members. However, the authors fail to 
recall the historical contingency that explains why, after the two World 
Wars, American foundations have been more active in Europe and Latin 
America, Washington’s traditional preserves. As a matter of fact, the 
geographic positioning of international “democracy promoters” can 
take several decades before shifting from one continent to another.

Another argument, based on economics, does not support the view 
of the independence of foundations that are predominantly funded by 
the states. To prove that NGOs are not compromised by public subsi-
dies or contracts, Michel Doucin (2007: 133), a French official, claims 
for instance that the German political foundations escape governmen-
tal pressure because their recurrent income is automatically reinstated 
by the Bundestag. Thus, they receive funds from the ministries of 
Interior, Foreign Affairs, Education, and Development according to 
electoral results and the number of seats obtained by their respective 
parties in the parliament: roughly two-thirds equally between the KAS 
and the FES; about 10 percent each for the FNS (Friedrich Naumann 
Stiftung), the HSS (Hanns Seidel Stiftung), and the HBS (Heinrich 
Böll Stiftung). But Michel Doucin fails to indicate that such subsidies 
have statutory strings attached to them, requiring that the foundations 
do not contravene Berlin’s foreign policy. Abroad, German ambassa-
dors have the right to monitor the use of the funds allocated by the 
Bundestag. Furthermore, foundations were sometimes used to channel 
funds back home in order to support their own political parties dur-
ing elections. With the scandal of the Flick Group, the FES was thus 
suspected of having transferred to the SPD the donations of German 
businessmen for democratization programs in Spain before the death of 
Franco. As for the KAS, its representatives in Costa Rica were accused 
of fraud and money trafficking in 1987.7

In any case, the lack of financial transparency does not allow us 
to precisely align the international activities of the foundations with 
Germany’s strategic interests abroad. Unlike a large number of human-
itarian organizations’ websites, neither the KAS nor the FES publish 
information about the geographical breakdown of their expenditures. 
But no one can doubt that they are very close to their government, 
politically and physically. Thus, both the FES and the KAS followed 
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the successive moves of the German administration from one city to 
another. Created in Berlin in 1925, the former established its headquar-
ters in Bonn in 1969 and returned to Berlin in 1999. As for the latter, 
it was officially launched in Bonn in 1955, and it moved in 1998 to the 
capital city of a reunited Germany.

Yet, the FES and the KAS should not be viewed as the sole append-
ages of governments or parties represented in parliament. As we have 
seen, their expatriate staff has plenty of room for developing programs. 
Furthermore, foundations have sometimes provoked scandals that 
embarrassed Germany’s foreign policy. Because they can be more auda-
cious than diplomats, they have for instance been accused of interfering 
with internal affairs abroad, like in Ecuador in 1987, where the KAS and 
the HSS supported the opposition (Grabendorff, 1996: 217). In some 
countries, their representatives were even expelled, as with the FES, due 
to its links with trade unions in Malaysia or with politicians deposed by 
military coups in Africa in the late 1980s. On the German home front 
too, elections placed some foundations in the opposition vis-à-vis new 
governments. After 1983, the FES thus continued to fund the Bonn 
offices of the ANC and the SWAPO despite the defeat of the SPD and 
the electoral victory of Helmut Kohl’s CDU and its most conservative 
ally, the Bavarian CSU (Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern), which 
supported the opposite side in South Africa. Problems also appeared 
within a party. At the end of 1989, for example, the Christian-Democrat 
representatives of the former Eastern European German communi-
ties, expelled in 1945, demanded the resignation of Bernard Vogel, the 
chairman of the board of directors of the KAS, because he had officially 
commemorated the anniversary of the end of the Second World War 
with the government in Warsaw: a symbolic gesture that seemed to 
accept border modifications for the benefit of Poland, within the con-
text of the negotiations of a treaty of friendship.

Actually, such tensions are quite normal in parliamentarian democ-
racies. They should not convey the idea that political foundations are 
completely independent of their governments, and that they can under-
take decisions that go against the German national interest. Managing 
internal contradictions is a daily routine in institutions that are not 
monolithic. After all, “democracy promoters” extol the pluralism of 
ideas. During the Cold War, for example, collaboration with commu-
nist Poland aroused a lot of reticence within the FES (Phillips, 1989). 
Today, the foundation must also try to reconcile different currents of 
opinion. Thus, trade unions linked to the FES oppose the relocation 
of the German industry, while the foundation supports investments in 



Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos244

Eastern Europe, precisely where employers seek to take advantage of a 
cheaper labor force.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it appears that in very large countries like Nigeria, the 
activities of political foundations are rarely supported by feasibility 
studies designed to determine their potential impact on the governance 
of fragile states. Other elements are taken into consideration. First of 
all, institutional cultures reveal the ideological framework of global 
norms that are not always adapted to local contexts. In the case of the 
KAS or the FES, this means supporting the German federal and social 
model, while broadening Berlin’s diplomatic networks. In addition, 
administrative inertia partly explains the pursuit of programs that have 
almost no impact. Overall, the main objective is not to improve the 
governance of Nigeria, but to develop contacts with local leaders. From 
this perspective, it is of little relevance that the foundations’ programs 
really help to democratize the exercise of power. The most important 
actions take place in the shadows of visible governance, without con-
juring up any Western conspiracy in Africa.

An anecdote may illustrate this. In February 2007, the KAS orga-
nized in Abuja a symposium on the eve of the presidential elections 
scheduled for April and won by Umaru Musa Yar’Adua. The conference 
was held in an auditorium built in memory of Shehu Musa Yar’Adua, 
an elder brother to Umaru and a general who had been killed by the 
dictatorship of Sani Abacha. The venue was highly symbolic of the 
return to democracy, and the debates were quite lively. A good number 
of speakers from different horizons and all parts of the country took the 
f loor. However, another discussion happened to take place in a small 
contiguous room, where the KAS representative was entertaining the 
participants in private. Two debates thus ran in parallel, side by side: the 
official speech in the auditorium, the informal talk  backstage. There is 
no doubt that it is in the “small contiguous rooms” that German politi-
cal foundations are more efficient.

Notes

1. Among the exceptions, see Schraeder, 2002.
2. I use here the definition of “democracy broker” that Boris Petric provides in the introduc-

tion of this book.
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3. This chapter is based on interviews held in Abuja with local and expatriate personnel of the 
KAS and the FES during missions carried in Nigeria in February and November 2007.

4. This is not new. As early as 1936, a study showed that out of 55 American foundations, 
more than half did not use independent consultants. See Kiger, 1954: 56.

5. Stern, November 4, 1987.
6. Kew, 2008: 218. For an analysis that also criticizes this transition-monitoring group because 

of its f inancial motivation and its absence in grassroots politics during the 2003 elections, 
see Tar, 2009: 202–220.

7. Stern, January 15, 1987.
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Cuba’s Democratic Transition: 
In Search of the Event

Dejan  D im itr i j ev ic

The more invasive the systems and the more widespread their 
power in every sector of our life, the more the government is 
confronted with an elusive element which, while meekly acqui-
escing, is beyond its reach. This does not imply that the latter 
represents a revolutionary element on its own, nor that it can stop 
or even threaten the governmental machine.

Agamben, 2007: 49

Background of Work

This work has a history, and explaining the context in which the puz-
zle of this research was gradually elaborated can be helpful. My initial 
proposal was to examine the preparation for an event, namely, a radical 
transition in Cuba.

Yugoslavia has been my customary field of research since the end of 
the 1980s. I followed the tragic downfall of socialism and the breakup 
of the Yugoslavian Federation. The question of democratization had 
been at the center of Yugoslavian debates since the end of the 1980s and 
the beginning of the 1990s. But the process that was put in place from 
the middle of the 1980s was swept away by structural and conjunctural 
difficulties. Among other things, it was not easily compatible with the 
application of a majority rule democratic system in a context where the 
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identification of a majority and a minority had always been carefully 
avoided because of risks linked to the management of national, reli-
gious, and historical diversity. This logic was a heritage of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and an Austro-Marxism that strongly inf luenced 
the social and political organization of European socialist countries 
confronted with challenges of national identity and a strong competi-
tion from nationalisms. The democratic principle of one man/one vote 
presented the inconvenient risk of limiting democratic expression to an 
inventory of nations and Yugoslavian nationalities, and by the expres-
sion of a majority and minorities, opening the path to a legal system 
where one group dominated the others. It thus aggravated tensions.1 The 
second dimension of Yugoslavia’s “democratization” was the absence of 
positive perspectives: political leaders of multipartism, dominated by 
nationalist preoccupations, did not perceive the debate as contradictory 
to the settling of accounts with the communist-Tito heritage and with 
its neighbors. The process of “democratization” in Yugoslavia rapidly 
shifted from free political and historical expressions to increasing phys-
ical, police, and military aggressions. Finally, the Yugoslavian process 
acquired consistence in the global context of the Soviet bloc’s collapse 
and a definite settling of accounts with communism.

The questioning of a system built by Marshal Tito was followed by the 
breakup of the federation in an intense outburst of violence. Attempts 
at analysis essentially turned around understanding such an event by 
proposing a rational reconstruction of facts and their sequences. Thus, 
the notion of event became central to my work on Yugoslavia.

This experience and the theoretical challenge of the notion of event 
encouraged me to consider another angle of observation and adopt a 
different perspective of placing myself in the circumstances of a coming 
event rather than examining the event that had occurred. The Cuban 
context presented considerable advantages in this respect. Even though 
the events, as much the foundation as the “departure” of socialism, are 
located in two very different historical contexts, the Yugoslavian and 
Cuban processes present significant parallels: mainly in the sphere of eco-
nomics (hesitant attempts of a mixed public/private economy), social and 
political liberties (partial liberalization with blurred frontiers between 
the authorized, the tolerated, and the prohibited), and a context of strong 
external pressures. Cuba’s principal event is termed “transition.” But what 
does “transition” designate? It is a highly polysemic term: inadmissible in 
the mouth of “enemies” for it describes the determination to destroy the 
established social order, it becomes benevolent and useful when used in 
Cuban institutional, intellectual, or political circles. On a poster pasted in 
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the big cities of Cuba in 2008, can be read: “Mr. Bush: This people will 
never be fooled nor bought.” And on it can be seen a small boy pushing 
a freight container into which vertical words and sentences are falling: 
“transition,” “international funds for Cuba’s freedom,” “humanitarian 
aid,” “democratic opposition,” “ licenses for using computers, Internet 
access,” and “scholarships for the young.”2

Transition is thus clearly and radically rejected when it is the name 
of a change in the political system, but presented as necessary, as the 
sine qua non condition of the survival of the revolution’s values and 
principles and hence of the political system’s structure, when it is main-
tained in the framework of revolution and system. This last acceptance 
of the transition is even declared to fit into the continuity of the social-
ist transition initiated at the start of the 1960s and headed by Fidel 
Castro Ruz and Ernesto “Che” Guevara. During the toughest period 
of the crisis on the collapse of the USSR, Raúl Castro declared: “We 
want a transition to perfect and improve our socialism.”3 Leaders and 
intellectuals with similar positions talked of “a transition in the transi-
tion,” a new step in the same transition that was continuing since the 
“triumph of the Revolution.”4 In 2002, the National Assembly even 
voted an amendment to the constitution, proclaiming the Cuban state’s 
permanent socialist nature.

At the other extreme of this logic lies a desire for a quick and radi-
cal change that could take the form given by Cuban dissidence in the 
United States. One of the recent variations in its proposal for the trans-
formation of the Cuban economy was as follows:

 Laws to protect foreign investments will be introduced; negotia-
tions could be opened to recompense American and Cuban origi-
nal landlords or restore their businesses and properties confiscated 
by the Castro regime in the 1960s; Cuban refugees will be wel-
comed to visit, invest, and trade with Cuba. The United States 
government will remove the ban on traveling, end the embargo, 
and initiate programs of foreign aid to contribute to the economic 
development of the island. With this scenario, the Cuban econ-
omy will progress quickly. North American tourism and invest-
ment could substantially dynamize the economy and allow the 
expression of entrepreneurial creativity and Cuban talent, greatly 
suppressed by the Castro regime. Cuba will export not only its 
traditional products to the United States—Rum, tobacco, nickel—
but also other products like vegetables, citrus fruits, fish and crus-
tacean sea food, and biotechnology.5



Dejan Dimitrijevic250

The minister of foreign affairs, Felipe Perez Roque, simply states that 
North Americans call transition “the fact of robbing Cubans of their 
lands, houses, and schools so as to return them to their former owners, 
from the time of Batista, who will come back from the United States.”6 
In the eyes of the Cuban population, which is obviously very sensitive 
to the risk of being deprived of houses currently occupied, this kind of 
retort invariably hits the nail on the head.

As for power management, the political project of transition elabo-
rated by the United States under the Bush administration made a clear 
reference to the Iraq experience:

Senator Mel Martinez, son of exiles born in Cuba but raised in 
Miami, was appointed co-president of the Committee of aid to 
a free Cuba at the end of 2003, with the then Secretary of State 
Colin Powell. The committee sought “to accelerate the end of 
Castro’s tyranny” and develop “a complete strategy for preparing 
a pacific transition toward democracy in Cuba.” The strategy was 
outlined in a 500–pages report published in May 2004,7 a veri-
table plan to prevent Cuba from sinking into anarchy and create a 
market economy and an elected government. Martinez explained 
to Anderson from the New Yorker that they were very attentive to 
the errors committed in Iraq. “For example, a government struc-
ture should continue to exist. In Cuba, as was the case in Iraq, 
some people but not all have blood on their hands. And there are 
problems like the electricity network, residence, and food. What 
we have learnt in Iraq is that these services are interrupted in an 
extraordinary conjuncture.” The Bush government adopted the 
document as state policy and appointed Caleb Mc Carry in charge 
of the transition. As deputy, he had participated in the Congress 
Foreign Affairs subcommittee for America. If Castro died and if 
Cuba was destabilized, Mc Carry could become the Paul Bremer 
of the Caribbean. Mc Carry explained that he would have no 
direct military North American presence as in Baghdad, but that 
the United States “will participate in a very direct manner” in the 
transition and was already sending funds to dissidents.8

I will not dwell on the change in direction and meaning of the tran-
sition process that initially constituted Marxist revolutionary termi-
nology and identified an intermediary stage that covered the seizure 
of revolutionary power up to the installation of socialism, acquiring 
the meaning of a stage that leads from dictatorship and totalitarianism 
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toward liberal democracy and the market economy. But it is clear that 
the official Cuban position referred to this initial semantic lineage, 
whereas dissidents and American politics used the notion of transition 
in its current dominant meaning, henceforth integrated into the neo-
liberal ideological panoply.

This democratic paradigm nonetheless succeeded in asserting itself as 
the only legitimate and efficient reference of governance. This model 
of political and economically liberal democracy is subject to theoriza-
tion, idealization, and naturalization both at the ideal and scientific 
level as on the level of concretely adopted government forms (Lijphart, 
1984). However, Cuba resisted this logic and sought to maintain itself 
in a socialist process.

Revolution, Resistance, and Alternative

Cuba has built itself on two fundamental pillars: resistance and alter-
native. Such has been the history of the island since the revolution 
that resistance defeated the alternative. The alternative as a dynamics 
was for various reasons interrupted very early in its momentum, but 
the result was a quick alignment with the existing situation. In this 
instance, what existed in terms of socialism was represented by the 
USSR. And the resistance largely concealed the absence of an alterna-
tive construction, a resistance to the US hostile environment and an 
alternative that was bogged down in Soviet “real socialism.” The lack 
of an alternative construction is particularly obvious in the field of 
economic production. After the revolution, Cuba globally remained 
in the schema of a quasimonoculture identical to that of the Batista 
period. Even if the framework and the principles of trade had changed 
radically, the products traded in exchange of all the other needs of the 
country were sugar, rum, tobacco, and nickel. In exchange of these 
products and a wonderful geostrategic position, the USSR supplied all 
the material needs of the island. Whereas a new temporality had been 
established with the revolution, no economic alternative was sought to 
break out of this absolute dependence, neither through diversification 
nor by industrialization:

The numbers of macro-economy have ceased to be of impor-
tance. On the contrary, improvement as far as daily problems went 
(food, clothing) was questioned. (. . .). Foreign trade only achieved 
the PIB. We were therefore unable to control our economy (. . .). 
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In 1971, Cuba was confronted with two basic realities. The first 
related to accelerated socialist economic development. Cuba was 
constrained to produce an enormous amount of sugar for the 
Soviet and German market so as to achieve a balance in its inter-
national relations. But because of this, it perpetuated this mono-
exploitation, thus straying from the project of an independent 
economy (. . .). And Cuba had to rely on the Soviet Union to an 
extent that was not reasonable (. . .). Cuba then achieved universal 
education, health, social security thanks to efforts undertaken but 
equally thanks to its international exchanges. If the latter did not 
allow an independent economic development, on the contrary, 
they offered a new model of comfortable mass consumption that I 
have called a state of socialist well being. (Heredia, 2009)

From the revolutionary event until today, the new temporality9 was 
referred to under the term “Revolution.” However, revolution does 
not refer to a precise event in time that permitted the seizure of power 
and radically transformed the social order in the people’s interest. On 
the contrary, it implies a prolonged situation, a long-term process, so 
that “Revolution” no longer appears as an action but as a state that 
won its spurs by the act of resistance. In Cuban terminology it is said 
that before the revolution, people still resisted Batista’s regime, which 
put the country in the service of American interests; following “the 
Revolution’s triumph,”10 “people,” “regime,” and “country” being 
only one, resistance was directed toward the hostile exterior,11 princi-
pally toward the United States and the embargo it had imposed. And 
resistance became a dynamics of power:

In 1991, Fidel invited Cubans to imitate Maceo12 and refuse to 
surrender: Cuba must be an “eterno Baraguá.” The key word 
would be “struggle.” Legitimacy relied upon a constant recall of 
past struggles. The Revolution crowned a “century of struggles.” 
There was continuity between different generations of combat-
ants—those of 1868, 1895, and 1933—and the generation of 1959 
whose mission was to complete the work begun by its precursors. 
A radical future demanded a radical past. History is the source of 
models to imitate. It inculcates the sense of combat, abnegation, 
and sacrifice. Revolution confers a new visibility on revisionist 
historians and their works. It draws generously upon this capital 
to assert, define, and defend the Revolution before internal and 
external opposition. (Morin, 1996)
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Resistance became the principle of the people and of “revolutionary” 
Cuba, whose history began well before the seizure of power by the 
Barbudos; the terminology of resistance has built the Cuban historical 
unity from the struggle against the Spanish until the contemporary one 
against the United States. In this post-Soviet period, where identifica-
tion of an enemy responsible for the difficulties of the country is not 
easy, the language of resistance and struggle even qualifies people’s daily 
experience: “lucha” (struggle) has become a synonym of “daily life” and 
“luchando,”13 of “living daily,” “daily lot,” understood as “resisting in 
order to survive.” This term is commonly used to qualify the difficult 
moments and scenes of social life, which are sometimes very com-
monplace. Like the time, for example, I found myself in Cienfuegos 
in a horse cart that served as a collective bus. The jam-packed cart 
filled with a dozen people was pulled by a single horse. The passengers 
grumbled for they were squeezed against each other; so to lighten the 
atmosphere and launch into an easily introduced conversation, I said: 
“poor horse,” and a 60-year-old woman answered me: “Poor Cubans, 
yes, always forced to struggle to survive.”14

The object of this daily resistance is never clearly named, and not sim-
ply because of fear. There is a kind of fatalism, a resignation to difficul-
ties to which individuals see no end, and which seem inseparable from 
their history; and it is in this sense that the period of “Sovietization” 
of Cuban society, from the 1970s to the 1980s, as oppressive as it could 
have been at the level of political, intellectual liberties and customs, still 
remains an auspicious and rather happy period in the memory of the 
majority of Cubans as exempt from material difficulties.

Revolution, Culmination of the History of Resistance

Since the seizure of power on January 1, 1959, the Cuban regime’s 
priority was to avoid its overthrow, including armed ones. In order to 
maintain itself in power, the new authorities were forced to prolong 
their military struggle. The control of power does not seem to have 
been consolidated before the mid-1960s. For if the Bay of Pigs epi-
sode of the island’s invasion by Cuban exiles supported by the United 
States in April 1961 is a glorious one recounted from all angles, the 
war that the Cuban revolutionary army had to lead against the coun-
terrevolutionary forces until 1965 was much more discreet. This epi-
sode of Cuban history is limited to the “struggle against Escambray’s 
bandits”15:
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Since nearly 50 years, “testimony books”, cinema, press and lead-
ers (. . .) played down the amplitude of these armed confrontations, 
evoking only “acts of vandalism” perpetrated by anti-social “ban-
dits” in collusion with “mercenaries” recruited by Batista and the 
CIA. (Bloch, 2008)

The sentiment of external danger, largely justified by an immediate 
environment both hostile and aggressive, was always one of the fun-
damental ingredients of the broader national and patriotic cohesion, 
whereas emphasizing the internal danger would have been quite coun-
terproductive. The degree of society’s adherence to the revolutionary 
regime and its politics was largely accomplished through the figure of 
Fidel Castro Ruz, a charismatic leader.16 El Comandante en Jefe embodies 
the revolution right up to the real dangers to which they were exposed. 
Thus, the Cuban resistance was heavily symbolized by the impressive 
number of attacks he has fallen victim of. Officially, it is said that Fidel 
survived 638 assassination attempts.

With Fidel Castro’s serious health problems, it was decided to enact 
these attacks in a television series called “El que debe vivir” (He who must 
live), aired in eight episodes by the Cuban television in the spring of 2010; 
it was also announced that Luis Adrián Betancourt, journalist and writer, 
would be publishing a book on the same theme in Spain in 2010.17

This series was an extremely costly and ambitious superproduction 
that mobilized more than 200 actors and 800 extras. Fidel’s life and 
qualities are intimately and profoundly linked here to the destiny of a 
people and to the revolution. The series also aims at emphasizing the 
dangers that threaten them as well as the force that carries them along.

The narrative of these attacks, or projects of attacks, contributes to 
the greatness of the figure and his quality of “Commander in Chief”: 
indestructible but mortal. The two images are intimately linked, inde-
structible by external forces but molded by depleting inner energies. It 
is how he himself qualifies the risks for the revolution. In his famous 
speech at the University of Havana on November 17, 2005, Fidel Castro 
predicted: “This country can self destruct, this Revolution can defeat 
itself. They are the ones who cannot destroy it; we on the contrary, we 
can do it and it would be our fault.”18 The only difference being that 
Fidel’s physical disappearance is inevitable, while there is no inevitabil-
ity to the disappearance of the gains and ideals of the revolution.

Castro clearly points out the phenomenon of corruption, but Cuban 
critical analysts are not fooled by this and denounced the absence of 
democracy as the country’s most crushing evil. Cuban sociologist, 
Aurelio Alonso points out:



Cuba’s Democratic Transition 255

Fidel considers that if the revolution cannot be destroyed from 
the outside, it can scuttle itself. He indicates corruption as the evil 
capable of provoking this destruction. I think he’s right but that 
he has not said it all. Besides, I wonder if the collapse of the Soviet 
system was essentially an effect of corruption, even if the corrup-
tion certainly formed part of the structure of deviations. In my 
opinion, socialism could be overthrown both by the bureaucracy, 
by the absence of democracy as well as by corruption. I am not 
speaking here of electioneering systems, multiparty confronta-
tions, countryside revolts, nor alternations of power. I am talking 
of the democracy that we were not capable of creating on Earth, 
even if we believed we knew everything about it. (Alonzo, 2006)

In all the post–Second World War revolutionary speeches until alter-
globalization, “resistance” and “construction of alternative society” 
are presented as two compatible and complementary elements. All the 
same, the Cuban experience shows a much more complex link between 
“resistance” and “alternative,” because the exclusive attention on resis-
tance leaves no place for the development of democracy.

 Because of an imbalance between resistance and alternative, alterna-
tive has always been closer to stagnation, and this stagnation was always 
disguised by the continuous and noble vitality of resistance. This pre-
dominance of resistance ended by lending it “diagnostic excess”: the 
necessity of resistance could be invoked to diagnose the impossibility 
of alternative (Boaventura de Sousa Santos, 2009).

Cuban intellectuals currently make the historical demonstration that 
there is no possibility of building a feasible and satisfying alternative 
construction without democracy. And this proof of the democratic 
necessity does not impose itself on Cuban intellectuals through “anti-
Castro” lobbies, very active in the United States where they benefit 
from considerable financial aid.19 Indeed, these organizations have 
some relays on the spot but remain without any significant hold on 
Cuban society: anti-Americanism is very well maintained by the regime, 
and the dissidence in Florida discredits itself by mediatizing economic 
projects that are terrifying for the large majority of the island’s popula-
tion. The Spanish foundation El Real Instituto evaluated the state of 
Cuban dissidence in the years of 2000:

Even if opposition and discontent have increased in Cuba, dis-
sident groups are weak and often infiltrated by the Cuban state 
security. With no access to the media, controlled by the state, 
and constantly harassed by the police, these groups had difficulties 
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in organizing themselves and functioning. Many of their leaders 
showed a lot of courage in defying the regime. However, many a 
time the security apparatus discredited or destroyed them and today 
they do not represent a strong threat to the regime. In a recent 
past, dissident groups and projects of opposition were developed. 
The best known is the project Varela that collected thousands of 
signatures, demanding that Parliament modify Cuba’s laws and 
allow multiparty elections. For the first time since more than four 
decades, a large number of Cubans mobilized to petition the gov-
ernment. Castro’s response was quick and brutal. He organized his 
own plebiscite to declare the permanent and inviolable commu-
nist nature of his regime and prevent Parliament from examining 
such projects. (Suchlicki, 2005)

Democracy and the State’s New Stance

The idea of democracy has become a novel one and a beacon in Cuba 
in contact with the experiences of the Latin American Left groups 
later in power in several countries. The attendance at the Philosophy 
Institute of Havana was instructive in this respect.20 In my discussions 
with the members of this institution, it was the developments taking 
place in countries like Bolivia and the Ecuador that most attracted their 
interest. Contrary to Venezuela whose system is most often described 
as the establishment of a capitalist state, the Bolivian and Ecuadorial 
processes are valued because they are more oriented toward citizen 
cooperation. The latter see themselves being offered the possibility of 
participating in the elaboration of social projects presented as much 
more important.

The Institute of Philosophy is one of the institutions where reforms 
of the Cuban political and economic system are thought out and 
proposed. A variety of economic and political options are expressed 
there—unnecessary to say that they all border on socialism. L. repre-
sents one of these options, which he qualifies as libertarian. He takes a 
special interest in the history and economic and political experiences 
of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia for his researches focus 
on self-management (Castro, 2006). In his opinion, self-management 
can be a good inspiration for the Cuban future, which must necessar-
ily be “radically” different from what Cuba is today. It is not simply 
a matter of economic changes, but equally and above all of political 
changes. He greatly insists on the fact that the most important thing 
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is to change the pyramidical functioning of the political system with 
greater participation of the population. Individuals should be invested 
with a real power of decision. The other important point advanced 
relating to indispensable political reforms is the necessity of consider-
ably reducing, or entirely eliminating, the number of deputies not 
directly elected but either elected or named by the electors. The eco-
logical concern is equally present with the declared determination to 
“ de-urbanize the city and minds,” the environment of real life and 
ways of thinking.

The central concept of this “de-urbanization” is “Buen Vivir”21 
(Living Well), a principle designating a harmonious and balanced life 
between men and women, communities, human beings, and nature. 
In practice, this implies social manners, respect of equality, absence of 
exploitation, and respect toward nature while preserving its balance. 
“Living Well” is a concept already integrated in Ecuador’s Constituent 
Assembly debate. The concept of “Living Well,” proposed by natives 
of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru, designates man’s relation with nature, 
history, society, and democracy.

The transformation of Cuban socialism is subsequently always 
thought of in connection with the changes in friendly countries like 
Latin America, as opposed to countries with a Bolivarian orientation, 
such as Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela. The dominant popular senti-
ment seems to be that the material and spiritual conditions of life are 
improving, they have access to greater comfort, greater education, and 
more culture; whereas in Cuba the impression is quite the opposite as 
people have the feeling of having lost a lot since the fall of the USSR. 
For L., “the current period is both a material disaster and an intellectual 
occasion.”

The Institute of Philosophy is an actor in Cuban society’s process of 
transformation, but the uncontested center of elaboration of transition 
reform in socialism is the ICAIC (Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria 
Cinematográficos) whose president is Alfredo Guevara. He is also the 
president of the festival of the new Latin American cinema, which is 
held each December in Havana and is an important rendezvous for the 
movie industry from the American continent, with a regular projection 
of Spanish and French films. Alfredo Guevara is an important figure 
of Cuban history. He is taken for one of the oldest communists of the 
Cuban nomenklatura: he is said to have joined the old Communist party 
of Cuba in the 1940s and made Raúl Castro join it. What is certain is 
that with Eusebio Leal,22 he is one of the fundamental pillars of Cuban 
culture and cultural policy.



Dejan Dimitrijevic258

Temas, ICAIC’s journal, is the most prestigious medium for intel-
lectual and political militancy for supporting the renovation of the sys-
tem. A reading of the Temas indubitably shows that there is a critical 
discussion and ref lection on the manner of developing socialism dif-
ferently, but this work is not mediatized, and the ordinary public has 
no knowledge of these debates. The journal is not sold much outside of 
the places largely frequented by the reformist intellectual elite; it could 
seem equally paradoxical that the journal is well diffused in tourist 
centers, but this is paradoxical only at the first glance, because mak-
ing such a journal available to foreigners contributes to projecting a 
positive “democratic” image of the country. The ICAIC is the f lagship 
institution of the construction of Cuban transition in the framework of 
socialism. The double issue 50–51 of 2007 was entirely devoted to the 
question of transition with the participation of intellectuals and politi-
cians. It carried an important transcript of a debate entitled Sobre la tran-
sicion socialista en Cuba: un simposio (On the Socialist Transition in Cuba: 
A Symposium), in which academics, politicians, and heads of institutes 
(such as the Institute of Philosophy) participated along with personnel 
from the journals (Casa de las Américas, Marx Ahora, Temas).23 Alongside 
Temas, other journals sometimes mediatize proposals of social transfor-
mation that go in the sense of a socialist transition.24 But the population 
is very largely cut off from this debate and grants it but little interest.

On the practical side, participative experiences have made a hesitant 
appearance since the fall of the Eastern bloc. Left reformist intellectuals 
gained importance and saw in this the first fruits of a democratization 
of popular participation,25 but by far the most important initiatives that 
manifested themselves in society had economic gains as their objective. 
The partial withdrawal of the state from certain spaces of society was 
only marginally occupied by ideas and alternative practices. There was 
no notable movement, either in the direction of a “socialist transition” or 
in the direction of a “liberal transition.” The management of the media 
space of foreign channels is symptomatic of a social functioning and 
current paradoxes at work in Cuban society. It is officially prohibited to 
install foreign channels at home, and yet a good part of the island’s urban 
population is linked by cable to North American channels in Spanish 
(United States and Mexico), not to watch programs of alternative infor-
mation but the more exciting telenovelas and mostly baseball.26

Not only does the effectiveness of the state system of control deprive 
American propaganda of visibility in public spaces, but this example 
also shows that private spaces also largely escape it. In addition, there is 
another factor that blocks American interventionists, namely, the fact 



Cuba’s Democratic Transition 259

that more and more people are moving away from the state, doing 
their business in parallel to the state system, on the limit of legality and 
illegality. In these last years, the state extended the space in which this 
development is possible. Thus, the presence of the state is no longer 
considered as oppressive as in the past. The state’s aloofness from daily 
life and activities is clearly the result of a double movement: first, that 
of users who by necessity are in a dynamic of bypassing rules and laws; 
then of institutional agents who are clearly less convinced about get-
ting them respected, or have a greater interest in keeping a selective 
watch on what laws are to be respected. This selection takes place in the 
framework and with the rules of an established market. Such is the case, 
for example, regarding access to the North American channels referred 
to above. The connection is made by cables that are mixed with those 
legally placed for telephone or electricity. In order to enjoy foreign 
programs, it is indispensable to pay the person who illegally rents the 
connection as well as agents of national electricity and telephone firms. 
During controls, these agents are sometimes obliged to cut the connec-
tions during daytime, but they come back in the evening to reestablish 
them. In a relationship of proximity, the state is present in citizens’ 
lives through the intermediary of service representatives and security 
institutions. In the situations evoked here, the people concerned are 
mainly agents of telephone, television, and telecommunication compa-
nies, work and residence inspectors, as well as heads of committees in 
defense of the revolution27 and police services.

Economy and Power in the “Special Period”

The disappearance of socialism in Europe engendered a period of “a 
very deep economic crisis and a worldwide discrediting of socialism.”28 
Following this event, living standards of Cubans fell dramatically, and 
there was a shortage of food, electricity, gas, and medicines. Cuban 
leaders then undertook important reforms and made tourism the main 
economic resource. Private firms and independent work were autho-
rized in some fields, just like foreign investments and the American 
dollar (replaced in 2004 by a convertible peso of equivalent value), and 
since 2009, having two jobs was equally authorized, which allowed 
people double salaries, which were far too low given the price of com-
mon consumer goods that seemed more aligned to the purchasing 
power of tourists than of Cubans. An increasing number of products 
were accessible only in exchange of convertible pesos, whereas at best a 
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small part of the salary was paid in CUC.29 These efforts allowed the 
Cuban system to resist, but this success was not without reinforcing 
paradoxes and imbalances.

This activity had a sizeable perverse impact on Cuban society. 
Economic sectors, though indispensable to the development of a coun-
try, were increasingly abandoned for the benefit of an emerging econ-
omy with more attractive salaries and conditions; thus, registration 
in study programs like agronomy, natural sciences, and mathematics, 
as well as technical studies saw enrollment decrease (they are situated 
between 32 percent and 57 percent), whereas it increased by 565 per-
cent in the humanities and the social sciences,30 mainly in specializa-
tions linked to tourism. Even professionals of medicine were tempted 
to quit their jobs for tourist activities. One of the most successful busi-
nessmen among those I met during my stays in Cuba had given up his 
work as a veterinary surgeon to devote himself to his tourist agency. 
Tourism mainly allowed three kinds of income: renting rooms in one’s 
own house, commissions on services offered to travelers, and opera-
tions of a sustainable nature carried out for the benefit of foreigners.

At the beginning of the 1990s, foreign visitors were initially strictly 
confined to hotel spaces. Then with the growth and diversity of demand, 
a new space was gradually opened to tourists: casas particulares (private 
dwellings). With the opening of these new spaces, the official tourist 
economy that remained very supervised and controlled was enriched 
by a private dimension. The field of private rented accommodations 
was structured under the impetus of individual dynamics no longer 
content with earning money by only renting rooms, but offering ser-
vices that took complete charge of individuals and small groups during 
their stay and their touristic movements in the country.

These tourist agents draw a significant profit from these services 
under the form of commissions. Means of poaching clients that played 
partly on fear and partly on seduction were also developed. D., an 
important tourist agent from Central Havana, set up a systematic intro-
ductory ritual of warning and evocation of possible services on the 
arrival of visitors; he systematically declared that one should not go 
out in the evening with a bag and should never carry anything valu-
able. And when, for example, a young French woman named Valérie 
replied that she was used to traveling and was not stupid enough to go 
out with valuable jewelry, he retorted: “But here, it is not like else-
where, Cuba is much more dangerous.” This is the situation even if 
he has never stepped outside Cuba and only left Havana for Matanza, 
the nearest city.31 With the help of public-speaking skills and a fear of 
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the unknown, this operation is most often effective in making oneself 
indispensable to tourists during their stay. Seduction is another comple-
mentary way of selling one’s services to foreign travelers. Discourses are 
systematically shaped to the supposed expectations of visitors. And here 
the political object plays an important role. The exchange I had with J., 
a young “independent” guide, is revelatory in this respect:

Q: When you are among yourselves, do you talk about politics?
J: Among us, young people, no. Never. One doesn’t give a damn. 

Me, I speak of it because I’m forced to, well, also because I’m 
curious. I talk of it a lot with tourists because I know one must 
talk of it. The French like speaking politics. I also talk of it with 
older Cubans. The old also talk politics.

Q:  Do you speak in the same way with foreigners as with 
Cubans?

J: Yes and no. With Cubans you can also be critical, but with for-
eigners it’s a way of creating intimacy, a relationship of confi-
dence. Political discussions with foreigners are part of “work,”32 
so that people feel comfortable and trust. Tourists imagine that 
it is prohibited and dangerous to talk politics in Cuba, so that 
creates a closer relationship, more confidence.

Generally, conversation topics with tourists are subject to a specific 
apprenticeship; as far as France is concerned, this is fully a part of 
apprenticeship as much in the training of the Alliance Française as in 
French studies at university.

Renters of rooms for those catering to the large French clientele on 
the island, who benefit from the recommendation of a tourist guide of 
international renown such as Le Guide du routard (Backpacker’s guide), 
can claim a dominant position in this economic field that is competi-
tive, hierarchical, and organized in a network. The hierarchy at the 
heart of a network is determined by the degree of proximity to the 
resource that tourists constitute. Tourist books ensure an abundant and 
regular clientele. So as to be in a good position in the guidebook, it is 
also important to have a good story to narrate on the history of one’s 
house in order to promote the patrimony placed at the disposal of tour-
ists. Then it is a question of maintaining this patrimonial story with an 
adequate staging. It goes without saying that revolutionary and musical 
images are largely used. D., who speaks very ill of Fidel Castro and 
the revolution, has reinvented himself as of revolutionary lineage where 
he puts his father on stage in the role of Che’s comrade in the struggle 
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of Sierra Maestra, with photos on the walls and anecdotes supposedly 
bequeathed by the father. All for the sake of business. The stories nar-
rated to tourists contribute essentially to the prestige of the house, for 
these stories become qualities constitutive of the house. Cuban tourism 
is such that it asks to be nourished by mythology mainly composed of 
the revolution, sensuality, and music.

All the same, the accolade of a specialized textbook is insufficient 
to ensure a dominant position in the network of tourist operators. 
The qualities developed to rise in the hierarchy of the tourist field are 
equally relational, linguistic, and cultural, which gives the Alliance 
Française a particularly important place. This institution of linguistic 
teaching and cultural diffusion counts more than 5,000 students in 
Havana. And its effectiveness is undeniable: it is disturbing to hear 
these professionals, often young, speaking French sometimes without 
any accent and developing themes of French society as if they were 
familiar with France.

Tourists form a sustainable resource for tourist agents, who develop 
an economic activity parallel to the state. Tourists, who arrive at an 
agent’s, either because they have booked earlier or because they were 
directed locally, are taken in charge and remain identified with him. 
When the agent orients them toward another renter of accommodation 
either in the neighborhood or in the province, he pockets a commission 
of 5 CUC33 on the cost of a rental that varies between 15 and 25 CUC. 
Quite often, tourists ask for contacts for accommodation during their 
travel in the country, and when they do not, the agent proposes it to 
them. Thus, the agent can pocket a commission on every night of the 
stay. Hence the importance for the agent to be integrated into two net-
works indispensable for his activity: at an earlier stage one that directs 
tourists to him, and further along the line one that allows him to sug-
gest a rented accommodation to tourists whatever be their desired des-
tination in the country. In addition to commissions, the tourist agent 
draws a substantial benefit by not declaring a part of these domestic 
rentals. Here is the description given by S. of his work:

I pay 300 CUC of taxes per month for two rooms I rent. The rented 
rooms are limited to two. Landlords pay different taxes: municipal, 
provincial, and the tax on the turnover (10 percent). There are three 
standard ways that allow landlords of Casa Particulares to secure a 
suitable benefit: 1) Declare only one or two rooms and rent three34 
and pay an inspector who’ll cover up the scheming. The inspec-
tor’s usual rate is 300 PN.35 2) Declare an amount much less than 
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the price taken: in the peak season, I collect 25 and I declare 15; in 
the low season I collect 2036 and I declare 12. Some declare 10 but 
this seems to be excessive. 3) Not systematically declaring all the 
nights. Saturday night, one can without a risk fail declare all the 
clients because Saturday night and Sunday, there are no checks.

Landlords of “private dwellings” do not declare all the rooms and do 
not declare the entire amount raised from tourism. State representatives 
indubitably close their eyes even if they could easily check guidebooks 
for the prices practiced by those listed in them. A good part of the 
activities on the island takes place illegally, outside the law but without 
it being ignored by state authorities. The arrival of foreigners on the 
island also offers other opportunities of important gains. Thus L., who 
I knew since my first trip in 2007, on the second day of my arrival, 
immediately boasted of owning a studio. It first intrigued me because 
it is officially impossible to become a landlord of real estate, but it 
also shed light on a dimension of the nonofficial economy, which was 
still new to me. He informed me that the affair had been arranged 
for the sake of a rich 56-year-old Italian, who had a Cuban “fiancée” 
from the province. He had to find a real reason so that she could set 
herself up in Havana. And it was L.’s mother who found it. His moth-
er’s main financial activity consisted of arranging the “sale” and the 
“purchase” of real estate. She knew ways of bypassing the laws which 
make transactions other than permutations impossible.37 The mother 
is a professor of philosophy and his father is a journalist in one of the 
most important state institutions. Apart from her skill in carrying out 
real estate transactions that are legally impossible, she can also resolve 
other problems linked to questions of residence. This young “fiancée” 
had no administratively valid reason to establish herself in the capital. 
She had no family, and the move was not made on the demand of 
economic authorities in the framework of a professional delocaliza-
tion. The only means she had of legally settling in Havana was to get 
married. And that is what she did under L.’s mother’s instructions that 
also employed her son to that effect. The mother negotiated her son’s 
salary in kind: an apartment on the Malecon. The “couple” remained 
married four months.38 On this occasion, I also learned that this was 
L.’s fourth marriage.

All these activities would be impossible without individuals keeping 
their distance from the state and without an important retreat of official 
institutions from the population’s social life. It shows that an innovation 
has already taken place.



Dejan Dimitrijevic264

Return to the Event

The state, through the intermediary of its representatives, gives the 
impression of abandoning the claim to and the capacity for control-
ling it all: it is stuck between a pragmatic laissez-faire and a struc-
tural impotence. Seen from up close, both dimensions are present. The 
practical laissez-faire is undeniable for activities taking place on the 
margins, or outside legality, and is necessary for the functioning of 
the national economy. Moreover, the authorities that are somewhat cau-
tious in this inevitable process of social transformation can be reassured 
by the idea of leaving economic liberalization in a situation of tolerated 
illegality. Cuban leaders who must manage necessary changes but are 
fearful of losing control undeniably perceive these two dimensions as 
advantageous. The advantages of this situation of tolerated illegality are 
both economic and political. On the one hand, this illegal economy 
produces wealth that is indispensable to the population and therefore 
to social stability; however, this gives state representatives the possibil-
ity of intervening in a repressive manner to smother it if the changes 
take too threatening a turn for the existing political and social struc-
ture. This nonlegal space, though largely tolerated, functions as a safety 
valve for a security that must foresee all drifts of capitalist liberalization. 
A space that is also an essential phase to allow the whole structure to 
transform collectively, so as to avoid an implosion similar to that of 
European socialist countries, and give itself the possibility of gradually 
selecting elements that must, from now on, in this new post-Soviet 
period, translate into revolution and democracy.

It is impossible to forecast the way in which Cuban society will 
develop in the future, but it is obvious that these spaces socially invested 
at a distance from the state39 are potential spaces of experimentation of 
individual and collective subjects’ creative capacities. These capacities 
currently assert themselves mainly in the economic field, whereas the 
cultural (Geoffray, 2007), political, and associative spheres40 are much 
less invested. And finally, far from being a society at grips with the 
stakes of the announced event, namely, the transition to democracy, 
we observe a society that is reconstructing and restructuring itself in 
the space of possibilities opened up by the event that has already taken 
place, the collapse of European socialism. The event occurred because 
there were reasons for it to take place, but it was distinguished from 
the onset, for this is a culmination of the sum of subsequent actions, 
whereas what makes the event is precisely that which surprises, disturbs, 
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disconcerts, and astonishes. And it is well the case with the disappear-
ance of the Soviet Union and the world it contributed to structure. The 
failure of socialism in Europe has quite identifiable causes, but its col-
lapse was far from appearing as a logical consequence when it took place. 
Logical narratives were constructed subsequently. On the contrary, 
Fidel Castro’s death will inevitably come about and whatever the senti-
ments he invites—love, hate, or indifference—this will be a surprise to 
no one. Cuban society is now living without the physical presence of a 
historical leader without any real upheaval. As for the system collapsing, 
the euphoric period of its enemies ended with the 1990s. Hereafter, the 
enthusiasm of foreign “anti-Castro” actors and particularly Americans 
has fallen to the level of routine in an economy that hums.

The event was therefore well and truly the disappearance of European 
socialism, for it is there that the line of division or the break of intel-
ligibility is located. But the Cuban case also indicates that the event 
does not merge with a source, for the source does not attach much 
importance to what lay before. Even despite “the very deep economic 
crisis and the world discredit of socialism,” Cuba’s temporality is always 
that of the revolution, which appears as the culmination and synthesis 
of the entire history of resistance of the “Cuban people.” Resistance 
is a powerful element of political legitimization and was made into 
an absolute value that broadly impregnated the social imaginary and 
made it a central reference of daily life. But if this system of permanent 
resistance is effective in a defensive stance before external dangers, it 
seems to be a powerful brake to a structural reorganization of Cuban 
society favorable to less restrained and less hierarchical social relations. 
Economic liberalization, whether developing legally or in the shadow 
of the official economy, gains the whole of society for it is an answer 
to a necessity with no alternative, and is such that a return to the past 
does not seem possible and the already numerous but still illegal private 
firms are called upon to spread. The event of the collapse and discredit 
of socialism broke radically with the concept of an economy that would 
not be a market economy. Thus, the regional organization ALBA41 
created in 2005, though favoring the public economic sector through 
opposition to the “Washington Consensus”42 that preached deregula-
tion, did not aim at the suppression of the private sector. But if liberal 
conceptions of the economy penetrate Cuban society, political democ-
ratization is on the contrary largely abandoned in social preoccupations 
expressed in daily life, and attempts to do so even in spaces that permit 
their emergence are feeble. It is paradoxical but symptomatic to note 
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that individuals who succeed best in the new economy of tourism are 
most often carriers of nostalgic discourses of the Soviet period, which 
they nonetheless definitely mourn.

Notes

1. On Yugoslavia since its creation, see Gossiaux, 2002.
2. “Señor Bush: Este pueblo no podrá ser engañado ni comprado: ‘transición,’ ‘fondo inter-

nacional para la libertad de Cuba, ayuda humanitarian,’ ‘oposición democratica,’ ‘licencias 
para suministros de computadoras, accesso a internet,’ ‘becas para jovenes.”

3. “Queremos una transición para perfeccionar y hacer mejor nuestro socialismo,” Juventud 
Rebelde, May 7, 1995.

4. El triunfo de la Révolución designates the takeover by revolutionaries though the revolution 
is till today an interrupted process.

5. Jaime Suchlicki, “Cuba sin Castro,” text presented in the seminar Cuba: ¿Sucesión o 
Transición? Organizado por El Proyecto Sobre la Transición en Cuba (CTP), Instituto de Estudios 
Cubanos y Cubano Americanos Universidad de Miami, http://ctp.iccas.miami.edu/
MadridSpainSeminar/JaimeSuchlicki.pdf (accessed in February 2012).

6. Anonymous article, Página 12, August 6, 2006, available at: http://www.pagina12.com.ar/
diario/elmundo/4–71043–2006–08–06.html (accessed in February 2012).

7. Available at http://20012009.state.gov/p/wha/rt/cuba/commission/2004/c12236.htm 
(accessed in February 2012).

8. Página 12, August 6, 2006; see also The New Yorker, July 31, 2006, available at: http://
www.newyorker.com/archive/2006/07/31/060731fa_fact_anderson#ixzz0mfzDnf VX 
(accessed in February 2012).

9. Fernando Martinez Heredia (2009), who is probably Cuba’s most inf luential thinker, 
distinguishes three periods in the temporality of the revolution: “Twenty years ago, 
I advanced the idea of a periodization in three steps. The first begins with the triumph 
of the revolution until the 1970s. The second stretches until the beginning of the 1990s 
and the third (since)—one would have to ask if it is in the process of accomplishing itself 
or not.”

10. Expression that in Cuba designates the revolutionary takeover on January 1, 1959.
11. Even the internal dangers would be only the outcome of external manipulations.
12. Antonio Maceo Y Grajales, born in 1845 and dead in combat on December 7, 1896, near 

Havana, a peasant of mixed blood from Santiago de Cuba, a combatant, and hero of the 
struggle for Cuban independence. Nicknamed the Bronze Titan for his strength and the 
color of his skin, he participated in the ten-year war (1868–1878) and the war of indepen-
dence (1895–1898). Antonio Maceo succeeded President Céspedes who had died in the 
battle of San Lorenzo in 1874 at the head of the rebels. He refused the Zanjón agreement 
(February 10, 1878) that granted only a relative autonomy to the island and maintained 
slavery. “La Protesta de Baraguá” (March 15, 1878) became the symbol of revolutionary 
intransigence for the Cuban people. It is commonly underlined in contrast that the inde-
pendence of the United States was achieved with slavery.

13. “Struggling”: a form registering action in extended time.
14. Also see Bloch, 2005/2006; and L. Karnoouh, 2007/1.
15. Mountainous region situated in the center of the country.
16. “Commander in chief” or simply “El commandante” is Fidel Castro’s nickname used in 

Cuba and all of Latin America. Only Fidel Castro’s detractors in the United States and 
Europe use the expression “Líder Máximo,” which is never used in Cuba.
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17. Here are some extracts from the media presentation of the series.
“He who must live: series on the attacks organized against Fidel,” by Miguel Ángel 
Ribalta: “The premiere of the series ‘He who must live’ took place at the Institut 
Supérieur des Sciences de la police MININT. Eight episodes show how Fidel’s life 
was always in danger, threatened by 638 attacks that were overpowered thanks to 
the efficient work of state security agencies, the Armed revolutionary forces, and 
the Cuban people. http://www.tvcubana.icrt.cu/noticias/el-que-debe-vivir-serie-
sobre-atentados-organizados-contra-fidel/

“He who must live,” Cuban television series will begin on Sunday:
“He who must live” is an expression obviously referring to Fidel coined by Abel 

Santamaría, a combatant from Moncada. The mafia could not win over Fidel. Nor 
could the CIA, the counter revolutionaries, or the terrorist Posada Carriles. The 
number is astronomical, a world record: 638 operations and assassination attempts 
failed or were aborted. ‘He who must live,’ the title chosen for the series of eight 
episodes will start on Cuban television on Sunday, after three years of work. A 
television success is certain because of the attempt to synthesize half a century filled 
with street ambushes, suicide operations, poisoned chocolate ice cream, grenades 
instead of baseballs, bombs under sewers, long range guns on the beach, Bazookas 
at the airport. Reality resembles science fiction. The plots began before the triumph 
of the Revolution. In 1953, the trial where Fidel burst out ‘history will forgive me,’ 
prisoner number 4914 escaped death thanks to the help of his fellow prisoners and 
supervisors who had switched his poisoned dishes. (. . .) For the last episode, Cuban 
television chose the plot that failed during the Summit of 2000 at Panama. Luis 
Posada Carriles’ group was stopped with twenty kilos of plastic and explosive arms. 
Since the CIA considered his elimination impossible, the fruitless attempts of assas-
sination were practically exclusively Posada Carriles’ work. He had devoted his life 
to this work. His attempts in Mexico (1991) and in Galicia (1992) were unsuccessful. 
In 1994, they nearly succeeded during a stroll in a carriage with Garcia Marquez near 
Cartagena de Indias. In 1997, the US Coast Guard neutralized the yacht La Esperanza, 
with guns of 50mm bore with a focusing periscope and infrared rays. http://noticias.
cibercuba.com/2010/03/03/7195/%E2%80%9Cel_que_debe_vivir%E2%80%9D_
serie_de_la_tv_cubana_se_estrena_el_domingo

18. Pronounced by Fidel Castro in his famous speech, these words are regularly repeated 
and quoted in politicians’ speeches. For example, Raúl Castro in his speech delivered on 
January 1, 2009, for the fiftieth anniversary of the Cuban Revolution at Santiago de Cuba: 
http://www.embacubalebanon.com/raul010109f.html.

19. In 2008 aid to different initiatives working for the overthrow of the Cuban regime rose 
to more than 30 million dollars only from the USAID: http://www.usaid.gov/locations/
latin_america_caribbean/country/cuba/.
 The main beneficiaries of the American state agency are: American Center 
for International Labor Solidarity (ACILS), Center for a Free Cuba (CFC), Cuba 
Dissidence Task Group (CDTG), Cuba Free Press (CFP), Cuba Net, Cuba On-Line, 
Florida International University-International Media Center (FIU-IMC), Freedom 
House, Institute for Democracy in Cuba (IDC), International Foundation for Election 
Systems (IFES), International Republican Institute (IRI), National Policy Association 
(NPA), Pan American Development Foundation (PADF), Partners of the Americas, 
Rutgers University, Sabre Foundation, US-Cuba Business Council (USCBC): http://
www.usaid.gov/locations/latin_america_caribbean/country/pubs/program_report/
appendix_a.html.

20. Apart from friendly and intellectual exchanges, I had the opportunity of following the 
preparation of “VIII Taller Internacional sobre Paradigmas Emancipatoria, los Procesos 
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de Articulacion Politica Emancipatoria from 2007 to 2009. Desafíos de los movimien-
tos sociales en los nuevos escenarios en América Latina, Grupo América Latina: Filosofía 
Social y Axiología (GALFISA), Instituto de Filosofía y Centro Memorial Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.,” which was held in Havana from September 2 to September 5, 2009. 
This experience was enriching and dense from many points of view because this meeting 
gathered actors engaged in projects of struggle for “emancipation” in the whole of Latin 
America. 

21. On this concept, see Davalos, 2008.
22. El Historiador de la Ciudad de La Habana (Historian of the city of Havana), responsible for 

the renovation of Old Havana, which is probably the world’s most ambitious project of 
renovation and restoration. He is also responsible for the entire tourist and patrimonial 
exploitation of Old Havana.

23. http://www.temas.cult.cu/sumario.php?numero=50–51.
24. Casa de Las Américas, Enfoques, Caminos, La Jiribilla, La Gaceta de Cuba, or even music 

reviews, mainly of hip-hop, like Movimiento, but which appear very irregularly.
25. Armando Chaguaceda Noriega, “Asociacionismo y participación ciudadana: algunas ref lexiones 

desde Cuba,” Centre Tricontinental, http://www.cetri.be/spip.php?auteur281&lang=es.
26. This is a general phenomenon for all the families who earn their income from tourism.
27. Los Comités de Defensa de la Revolución, a popular mass organization founded on September 

28, 1960, and organized by the neighborhood, played an important role not only in the 
eradication of the armed counterrevolution but also in the achievement of literacy and 
public health programs. Its priorities included the organization of life in the neighborhood 
as well as compulsory vaccination. They also watch over the respect of ideological norms, 
physical order in the neighborhood, as well as children’s vaccination. If the function of 
political supervisors of the committees is qualif ied derogatory, that of the guarantor of 
neighborhood security is widely welcomed.

28. Heredia termed what Fidel Castro himself designated as the “Special period in peacetime” 
or again, most often, simply “Special period.”

29. Convertible Cuban Peso.
30. See Mesa–Lago, 2005; also see the book to which this article refers: E. Álvarez, J. Máttar, 

2004. The figures cited here are from 2003, but another indicator, even if subjective, con-
firms this trend: currently, the entrance exam for training for the professions in tourism is 
reputed to be the most diff icult and the most competitive one.

31. In addition, this dramatization of security is contrary to the assertion that prevails in all 
other social circumstances, where safety of life in Cuba is advanced despite the other 
reproaches made to the system. On this point, also see Bloch, 2005/2006: 291.

32. Guide, accompanist, renter of rooms, “friend.”
33. More rarely 10 CUC.
34. It seems that the common number is three rooms for rent.
35. Peso nacional.
36. In fact, most often the landlords say the price is equal to 25 CUC in the low season but they 

can go down to 20 CUC. S. says that in the low season if someone remains a month, he can 
rent the room at a rate of 18 CUC/day.

37. In Cuba, as far as real estate goods are concerned, it is impossible to see a sign with the 
words “on sale,” but only with the indication “to permute.”

38. Marriage and divorce procedures are very simple in Cuba. For divorce, a simple statement 
suffices.

39. Even if state institutions keep a watchful eye on these activities, it is not certain that they 
are still capable of opposing them openly, assuming that such a political will will eventually 
come up.

40. And this despite Noriega’s optimism, 2008.
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41. ALBA-TCP: Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América—Tratado de Comercio de 
los Pueblos (Bolivarian Alliance for the peoples of our America—People’s Trade treaty).

42. Concept theorized by economist John Williamson on the basis of measures applied to 
economies in diff iculty by international f inancial institutions in Washington (the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund).
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