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he promotion of democracy is enjoying something 
of a boom. Since the collapse of communism above 

all the US government’s reaction to the attacks of 11 
September 2001 has given new impetus to this strat-
egy. Of course, long-term approaches like the Ameri-
can k~íáçå~ä=pÉÅìêáíó=píê~íÉÖó (White House 2002), 
which aim at global political and economic freedom, 
clash in the war against terror with short-term alliances 
with powers which do not share these goals in any 
way (for example, authoritarian regimes in allied Is-
lamic countries). Nevertheless, democratisation remains 
a cornerstone of any strategy which seeks a reduction 
in violent conflicts in the world in the long run.  

Promotion of democracy or democratisation is diffi-
cult. External actors’ possibilities as regards exerting an 
influence on political transition processes are limited, 
and there is no simple model of recipes, aims and in-
struments to follow. The democratisation of previously 
authoritarian or even totalitarian regimes requires – to 
a very much greater extent than the implementation of 
human rights, which are frequently mentioned in the 
same breath as democracy promotion – a redistribu-
tion and limitation of power, while the social, political 
and economic power structures in each country are 
different. At the same time, democratisation describes 
a process in which starting points and strategies must 
be constantly redefined and adapted, and tested for 
counterproductive effects.  

A systematic reappraisal of the instruments and 
possibilities of democracy promotion should therefore 
be carried out not íçéJÇçïå – that is, from the stand-
point of the foreign-policy structures, instruments and 
aims of donor countries, which often have a tense rela-
tionship with the power-political implications and the 
necessary costs of effective democracy promotion – 
but rather in terms of the experiences and knowledge 
of the democratisation process of the countries and 
regions concerned. From that no model of democracy 
promotion arises but rather a ‘modular system’ whose 
elements must be chosen and combined always in ac-
cordance with the individual case and in dialogue with 
the actors on the ground. The question of power dis-
tribution and not only its institutional and ideological 

but also its socio-economic foundations is a more deci-
sive and yet frequently neglected factor in this, which 
at the same time defines the starting points and the 
boundaries of external influence on democratisation 
processes.  

Democratisation: The Societal Foundations 
of Power Redistribution 

On analytical grounds democracy will here be defined 
rather narrowly as the legally constituted form of the 
state in which the state’s central power functions are 
occupied by representatives who have been freely and 
fairly elected at regular intervals from at least two 
competing parties by a majority of those entitled to 
vote. It therefore includes the two central mechanisms 
of competition and participation (Dahl 1971) which of 
course are variously mixed in contemporary (and his-
torical) democracies. Competition implies above all the 
right to form political parties and press freedom, and 
participation the right to vote, electoral fairness and 
party access to public financing (Munck and Verkuilen 
2002, p. 13).  

Democratisation Processes:  
Present Situation and History 

Democracy in its contemporary understanding is his-
torically a relatively recent phenomenon. An important 
strand of global democratisation is the extension of 
participation rights to ever wider circles of the popula-
tion and the establishment of further rights, including 
social rights (Marshall 1992; Tilly 2004). Early democ-
racies (Greece, Rome, the Italian city-states, but also 
Great Britain and the USA in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries) were characterised by the limitation 
of democratic participation rights to property-owning 
male citizens who as a rule made up only a minority of 
the resident population of the relevant state. 
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Since democracy is a special form of the state its o-
rigin cannot be separated from the development of 
states. The development of currently existing states 
took place essentially along two paths: (i) long histori-
cal processes in Europe and parts of Asia (China, Ja-
pan, Thailand), and (ii) decolonisation and state forma-
tion after liberation from European colonial rule. The 
chances of developing a democratic form of state in-
creased in accordance with the historical background:  
1. In Europe democracies developed first where the 

ruling feudal elites did not monopolise military, po-
litical and economic power (Tilly 1990; Mann 1991). 
Above all as a result of constant wars with one an-
other they were dependent upon money and credit 
from the economic elites and therefore had to offer 
them some say in things. As a result, central ele-
ments of early democracies developed, such as the 
right to vote of the property-owning classes and 
parliamentary budgetary rights. These rights and the 
scope of citizens’ rights (first pertaining primarily to 
males, later to females) slowly and gradually ex-
panded to the extent that affluence, education and 
the desire to participate in decision-making – not 
least in relation to class struggles for the emancipa-
tion of the rising working class – spread. These 
processes did not progress in a linear fashion but 
rather with many setbacks in an interplay of state 
building and participation growth (Tilly 2004). 
Where sovereignty was achieved only late (as in 
central and eastern and in southern Europe) democ-
ratisation occurred less under the influence of the 
factors mentioned above than through transna-
tional learning processes. In Asia and parts of east-
ern Europe, on the other hand, states remained 
feudal for longer, and their transformation had 
other causes (communist revolutions in Russia and 
China; American occupation of Japan) and did not 
universally lead to democratisation. 

2. In former colonies various state structures devel-
oped in accordance with whether white settlers had 
settled there in larger numbers or whether the co-
lonial power had confined itself to an exploitation 
regime (agrarian and mineral raw materials) 
(Acemoglu et al. 2001). In the first case (USA, Can-
ada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa), democ-
ratic institutions developed, if also with drastically 
curtailed rights for the native population; in the 
second case, they did not, or only very weakly. This 
political differentiation is paralleled by an economic 
one: settler economies had mostly a relatively equal 
distribution of wealth (above all, land), while in ex-
traction economies control was concentrated on 
mineral resources or plantations. On independence 

the new elites took over rental sources and de-
fended them straightaway by means of authoritar-
ian regimes (see below).  

The transformation of authoritarian regimes ideal-
typically follows a model course through semi-
authoritarian or defective democracies to, first, young 
and, finally, consolidated democracies, although it 
does not always necessarily go through all of these 
phases. Authoritarian regimes can, for example, re-
main stable for very long periods. Partially liberalising 
regimes can long persist in a semi-authoritarian state 
or as ‘defective democracies’ (Merkel 2003). Young 
democracies can suffer a relapse into authoritarian 
structures.  

In 2002 there were – according to Freedom House 
(Diamond 2003) – 121 democracies, which means that 
62.7% of the world’s 193 countries were democratic. 
That represents a historic high. The latest rise began in 
1974 and accelerated with the collapse of communism 
which clearly led to an increase in the number of de-
mocracies (as well as the number of states). In 1974 
only 41 of the world’s 150 countries were democratic 
(27.3%); rising in 1987 to 71 out of 164 states or 
43.4%; and in 1995 to 117 out of 191 (61.3%). This 
latest wave is the third wave of democratisation (Hunt-
ington 1991; Boix 2003: 67). It had been preceded by 
a first slow increase up to the mid 1920s and a second 
increase after 1942, interrupted by a fall in the inter-
war period. In 1958 there was a second fall, although 
less in terms of the absolute number of democracies 
than in their proportion of all states, which increased 
significantly in number in the wake of decolonisation.  

Thanks to the third wave of democratisation around 
100 countries achieved the status of ‘transition coun-
try’. Only a few have successfully completed this transi-
tional phase and can be counted as largely consoli-
dated democracies. They include principally the eight 
east-central European EU accession countries, as well 
as Chile, Uruguay and Taiwan; a few others are almost 
consolidated (Romania, Bulgaria, Mexico, Brazil, 
Ghana, the Philippines, South Korea). The large re-
mainder are stuck in a grey zone of democratisation 
(Carothers 2002; Merkel 2004: 34–35).  

Within this grey zone of defective democracies dif-
ferent types can be distinguished. Merkel’s four types 
are exclusive democracy, domain democracy, illiberal 
democracy and delegative democracy (Merkel 2003). 
In the first case the circle of persons who enjoy full civil 
rights (particularly the right to vote) is restricted. In the 
second case, there are domains in society in which the 
democratic government’s control is restricted (for ex-
ample, military) and ‘veto powers’ dominate certain 
areas of policy or regions. Illiberal democracies do not 
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respect the basic rights or civil rights and liberties of 
the citizens and ultimately due to a lack of constitu-
tional regulations have no obligation to do so. In dele-
gative democracies the rule of law is not fully func-
tional, that is, the (democratically elected) government 
governs relatively unchecked. 

A little less theoretically, Carothers distinguishes be-
tween two widespread types of failed transition (Ca-
rothers 2002): ‘dominant-power politics’ and ‘feckless 
pluralism’. In the first case, an elite controls the formal 
democratic institutions (for example, in many successor 
states of the former Soviet Union); in the second case, 
control alternates between different power groups, 
which, however, do not (are unable to) pursue effec-
tive policies in the sense of ensuring prosperity and se-
curity, as for example in some Balkan states.  

Finally, there are two other extreme cases of transi-
tion – failed states and protectorates – which are es-
tablished after a state collapse or after a war. In failed 
states institutions no longer function. The state no 
longer has control over territory or society. The emerg-
ing state-free zones are used by warlords and other 
local elites who as a rule govern their territory in an 
authoritarian manner and by violence, and are often 
embroiled with one another in civil war–like conflicts. If 
the international community (or individual protagonists 
such as the USA and the UK in Iraq) itself takes over – 
wholly or in part – state functions in failed (and/or 
conquered) states the transition to democracy depends 
on how quickly the protectorate administration is able 
to return power to the local population, without risk-
ing massive renewed conflicts and instability. In the 
interim, which of course can last longer than expected, 
a defective democracy is maintained which occasion-
ally can be characterised as ‘absolutism’ (Schwarz 
2002) or ‘liberal imperialism’ (Knaus and Martin 2003).  

Democratisation Processes: Causes and Problems 

The historical difference between relatively autono-
mous democratisation processes in developed market 
economies and obstructed processes in authoritarian 
post-colonial rentier economies answers the central 
question of modernisation theory’s explanation of de-
mocratisation: Why did the income threshold at which 
authoritarian regimes begin to democratise rise after 
1950 (Boix and Stokes 2003: 545)? After 1950 almost 
all authoritarian regimes were (post-) colonial regimes 
with an unequal income and wealth distribution which 
were subject to completely different internal, but also 
regional and global structures than the European state 
system between 1750 and 1950.  

Behind this general statistical assertion on closer ex-
amination of democratisation processes causal con-
texts emerge on a number of levels. The following pre-
sentation follows Merkel’s categories (Merkel et al. 
2003: 199),1 supplemented by Huntington (Huntington 
1991):  
Economy: Economic development produces actors in 
the form of the working class and the middle class 
which initiate and sustain democratisation processes. 
In contrast, there is a weakening of the role of tradi-
tional elites whose wealth and power rest on large 
landholdings and the control of mineral resources 
(Huntington 1991: 59–72). New economic elites (fi-
nance capital) have less to fear from democratisation, 
and the redistribution of wealth which it makes possi-
ble, since their assets are less bound to a particular lo-
cation and therefore less threatened by excessive taxa-
tion or even expropriation (Boix 2003). All participants 
shun violent conflict since potential income losses are 
high.  
Culture and civil society: the self-organisation of so-
ciety (or its parts) beyond the state is a precondition of 
the development of informed opinion and the power 
to act against a state controlled by (or merged with) an 
authoritarian elite. The concept of ‘civil society’ experi-
enced something of a renaissance among the anti-
communist dissidents of the Eastern Bloc. Also histori-
cally, an active civil society is an important factor in en-
suring democracy and prosperity (Tocqueville 1987; 
Putnam 1993). The economic effect extends from the 
value of trust (Offe 2003) within society (among other 
things, reducing transaction costs) to the ability to 
achieve consensus. Christian traditions can likewise fa-
vour democratisation processes (Huntington 1991: 72–
85). Of course, there is also a ‘dark variant’ of civil so-
ciety (Merkel 2003: 214–224) which in the form of the 
self-organisation of anti-democratic and criminal forces 
rather threatens democracy and prosperity.  
Type of authoritarian regime and mode of transi-
tion: Regimes in which elites and state, as well as po-
litical and economic power networks are merged, are 
more difficult to democratise than regimes in which a 
‘neutral’ bureaucratic-administrative statehood is 
linked to authoritarian political leadership. A negoti-
ated regime change (for example, ‘roundtables’) makes 
democratisation easier in comparison with violent up-
heavals.  
 

                       
1  Merkel et al. (2003) identify the contexts of origin and influ-

ence factors in relation to defective democracies, but the pro-
posed systematisation of factors can also be applied to de-
mocratisation processes as a whole.  3 
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National statehood: In the extreme case of state fail-
ure or state collapse a functioning democracy is no 
longer possible. In special situations (for example, after 
a war) the state must first or simultaneously be rebuilt. 
That also applies to re-establishments of independent 
nation states as occurred in many cases in Central and 
Eastern Europe between 1989 and 1993. A lack of na-
tional identity can hinder the democratisation process 
if citizenship and participation rights are contested and 
ethnic cleavages are politicised, leading to minority-
related conflicts.  
International context: In the world of developed 
states democracy has prevailed above all because it 
was a militarily and economically stronger form of 
state. Democracies could on a consensus basis better 
mobilise the country’s resources - above all, capital 
(Tilly 1990; Mann 1991; Schulz and Weingast 2003). 
After 1945 the victorious democracies successfully es-
tablished their form of state in Japan, Germany and 
Italy. In the world of poor states the international con-
text is more important in the form of support for or 
pressure exerted upon regimes (Huntington 1991: 85–
108). In the course of the Cold War many authoritarian 
regimes received backing, including military and devel-
opment assistance, from their allied Great Power - and 
the opposition from its opponent. Authoritarian re-
gimes whose power of oppression was limited by con-
siderations of Great Power criticism (for example, Iran 
1979 and the Philippines 1986) had less chance of sur-
vival in comparison with others (for example, Syria, 
Iraq, Libya) whose inclination towards repression could 
be pursued without constraint (Brownlee 2002). After 
1990 direct international pressure (Cambodia, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq) again played an important 
role. Finally, international economic relations represent 
a decisive source of finances and rents for many au-
thoritarian regimes.  

Democracy, Economic Development and 
Income Distribution 

The upshot of modernisation theory is as follows: with 
economic development the probability diminishes that 
democracies will collapse and once more become au-
thoritarian regimes, while the probability increases that 
authoritarian regimes will democratise. The latter con-
nection is particularly contested. The standard work on 
the subject by Przeworski et al. assumes that economic 
development does not demonstrably increase the 
probability that authoritarian regimes will democratise 
(Przeworski et al. 2000: 273). This assertion, however, 
has weaknesses (Boix and Stokes 2003). If one consid-

ers the history of all democracies (that is, from around 
1850) economic development does increase the 
chances of a regime change from dictatorship to de-
mocracy and not only the chances of survival of al-
ready existing democracies. 

The connection is weak insofar as it concerns the 
endogenous cause – namely growth as democratisa-
tion factor – but strong in relation to the exogenous 
cause, namely growth as consolidation factor which 
increases the lifespan (for whatever reason) of democ-
racies once they have been established (Przeworski 
2000; Boix and Stokes 2003). The latter connection 
irresistibly gives rise to the opposite question: does 
democracy promote growth and economic develop-
ment? If that is the case, a virtuous circle thereby co-
mes into being in which freedom and prosperity mutu-
ally reinforce one another.  

The most important theoretical arguments for and 
against a growth and development–promoting role for 
democracy are the following (Kurzman 2002):  
• Democracy as a brake on growth: Democracy 

threatens the power of the rich who as a result 
do not invest, or it deprives them of income as 
a result of which the savings rate falls since 
poor beneficiaries of redistribution have a hig-
her propensity to consume. Democracies have 
problems carrying through unpopular and/or 
painful reforms (for example, the Washington 
Consensus).  

• Democracy as motor of growth: Democratic con-
trols guarantee property rights, which encour-
age investors. Apart from that, they hinder the 
one-sided utilisation of possible rent sources 
(monopoly, etc.). Finally, they offer a better 
supply of public goods, including social peace. 
Further, in a developing country democracy can 
also increase the efficiency of development aid 
and so accelerate growth and development 
(Kosack 2003). In the design of its latest strat-
egy to combat poverty the World Bank has 
taken account of this fact, allowing democrati-
sation a prominent role (Spanger and Wolff 
2003).  

Empirical research has not reached any clear conclu-
sions. Barro sees a positive connection (Barro 1997: 
49–87). Przeworski and Kurzman do not see an unam-
biguously positive connection, but not a negative one 
either, in other words democracies are not significantly 
more successful economically, but also not less suc-
cessful than dictatorships. However, clearer differences 
manifest themselves in the case of income distribution, 
in relation to which democracies – at least from a cer-
tain income level – are more egalitarian than authori-
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tarian regimes. They tend to use labour more eco-
nomically and more efficiently and to pay better, while 
dictatorships are more unproductive, but also have 
relatively worse wage levels (Przeworski 2000: 178–
179; Kurzman 2002). On the other hand, other ex-
perts, close to democracy-promoting institutions, see a 
clear advantage for democracies, also in the realm of 
economic development success (Siegle et al. 2004).  

It is possible that behind the illusive and unclear va-
riable of growth there is a more decisive variable, na-
mely income distribution. According to Boix (2003) 
two factors basically determine the political system of a 
society: the extent of inequality in income and wealth 
distribution and the structure and character of wealth. 
This second factor – asset specificity – distinguishes be-
tween societies in which the wealth of the rich is re-
sources-bound (for example, land, minerals, oil) and 
those in which it is predominantly mobile (for example, 
financial capital). If the inequality is great and assets 
immobile the rich fight against democratisation since 
they fear that the poor majority would force through a 
redistribution by taxation (or even expropriation). If the 
inequality is modest, however, and assets quite mobile 
moderate taxation is to be expected since otherwise 
the assets will flee. In that case democratisation is pro-
bable. The rich elites compare the costs of democrati-
sation with the costs of oppression, which will increase 
with the strength of the opposition. A functioning civil 
society internally or external pressure can increase the 
costs of continuing authoritarian governance and 
make democratisation more attractive. 

In poor agrarian societies above all the distribution 
of land – that is, immobile capital – plays an important 
role. In particular, the ruling elites in rentier economies 
are not dependent on the consent of the tax payers. In 
more developed countries, on the other hand, educa-
tion and mobile capital increasingly acquire a decisive 
function. The conditions for democratisation in that 
way become more favourable. Conversely, democra-
cies produce socially more just societies (Merkel and 
Krück 2003). The granting of social civil rights dimin-
ishes societal conflicts and allows democratic decision-
making processes. Consequently, a positive mutual re-
inforcement of social equality and democratisation can 
be assumed.  

Democratisation and Power 

5 

Ultimately, all transitional regimes are power constella-
tions with which elites defend their economic and po-
litical interests. The situation of unfinished reforms can 
be much more lucrative for certain elites than a market 

economy oriented towards equality of opportunities 
(Hellman 1998). That these constellations frequently 
appear in democratic garb is owing not least to inter-
national pressure. How far and how quickly they de-
velop in the direction of liberal democracies, however, 
depends above all on the power relations and attitudes 
within society. With Burnell one can distinguish be-
tween the following situations (Burnell 2003):  
• An authoritarian and reform-averse regime stands 

over against a society which is ready and willing for 
democratisation (for example, Poland before 1989, 
Burma).  

• Over against an authoritarian and reform-averse re-
gime stands a society large parts of which are indif-
ferent, distrustful or hostile to democratisation (for 
example, Saudi Arabia).  

• Regime and society cooperate and the level of con-
flict is relatively low (for example, Mexico).  

• Regime and society are internally divided concerning 
the extent and speed of democratisation (for exam-
ple, Russia).  

The interests and resources of individual factions of the 
ruling elites and of ‘society’ (itself as a rule diversely 
structured) depend on a wealth of factors which ulti-
mately require that each case be assessed individually. 
Despite that, structuring elements can be specified. 
They arise from the respective networks, of which, ac-
cording to Mann, we can distinguish four types (Mann 
1991; 1999):  
Economy: The decisive factor here is the distribution 
of income and wealth. If distribution is unequal and is 
based predominantly on rents from immobile rent 
sources (for example, large-scale landholding, raw ma-
terials) the rich must fear being ‘fleeced’ under democ-
ratic conditions and therefore prefer authoritarian 
structures. The rich control the state which can only 
finance itself from their property. To the extent that 
other elites with other sources of wealth (trade, enter-
prise, financial capital) appear, conflicts of interest can 
arise between the ‘old’ rentier elites and the new ‘capi-
talist’ elites. The poor have little economic power to 
oppose the rich; ultimately, for example, they have no 
money to buy weapons. 
Politics: In a rentier economy state revenues come out 
of the pockets of the rich elites. In the extreme (feudal) 
case the state budget can scarcely be distinguished 
from the ‘private’ household of the rulers (for example, 
Arabian oil states. A large client group depends on pa-
tronage income, frequently in the form of a salary as a 
public employee, which, however, is often low and in-
creased at the expense of society through corruption. 
When ‘capitalistic’ elites reach a political compromise a 
relative autonomisation of the state apparatus occurs 
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which finances itself more strongly from taxation. 
‘Democratic’ consensus, however, can be limited to 
these two elites without including the poor population. 
Their influence grows through conflicts which increas-
ingly take place in and enlarge spaces of ‘protected 
consultation’ (Tilly 2004).  
Military: The means of exerting force must be fi-
nanced and therefore depend on the resources the 
state receives from the rich. In Europe military competi-
tion forced states to extend their financial base and 
introduce taxation or borrowing, for the forcing 
through of which they depended on the consent of 
ever wider strata of the population. Rentier states in 
poor countries were and are often in a position to fi-
nance their military expenditure from high interna-
tional revenues (the proceeds of raw material exports 
and/or credit on global capital markets). This is all the 
more the case if the military does not have to be 
enormous, since it is only required for internal repres-
sion and not – as in the period of state building in 
Europe – for use against other similarly powerful 
states. The leadership of the military (the officer corps) 
is often recruited from the elite. Above all in rentier 
economies the military can itself attain political and 
economic power or competing armed factions can try 
to appropriate their own slice of the cake, resulting in 
civil war, warlordism and state disintegration. The poor 
also eventually resort to violence (criminality) when 
they are dissatisfied with the distribution of wealth in 
the society and it is not – at least in their eyes – legiti-
mate. 
Ideology: An ideological apparatus which provides 
religious or ethnic-national justifications for a certain 
form of rule can preclude such forms of opposition. 
Today, however, on account of internationally more 
open communication structures it is increasingly diffi-
cult to keep up such an ideology against the global 
hegemony of the liberal-democratic model. Its dis-
semination in authoritarian or semi-authoritarian socie-
ties undermines the legitimacy of the regime and cre-
ates free spaces and models for open forms of exercis-
ing power and resolving conflicts. 

Democratisation processes are always to be under-
stood against the background of historically developed 
social interests which above all are shaped by eco-
nomic structures such as the distribution of income 
and wealth. They are mainly responsible for the power 
constellations whose transformation democratisation 
implies and intends. Any imposition of formal democ-
ratic processes and institutions from outside without a 
transformation of the socio-economic base stands on 
very shaky ground. That does not justify any kind of 

political abstinence but it should reduce expectations 
to a realistic level. 

Democracy Promotion as Power-Political 
Intervention – and its Limits 

The broad spectrum of instruments and strategies for 
democracy promotion can be differentiated and organ-
ised in accordance with various criteria.2 First, we can 
distinguish between fostering, ‘positive’ instruments 
(aid, incentives, dialogue) and punitive or ‘negative’ 
strategies (political pressure, sanctions). Second, we 
can distinguish between purely inter-state strategies – 
whether bilateral or multilateral – of external democ-
racy promotion and those with transnational compo-
nents, that is, the cross-border interaction of economic 
and societal actors. A third systematisation of strate-
gies and instruments of democracy promotion, more 
fertile in terms of content, is oriented towards the 
starting points which can be derived from the socio-
economic and (power-)political conditional factors in 
democratisation processes mentioned above. Below 
we look, in accordance with this distinction, first at the 
possibilities of exerting influence at the level of eco-
nomic development (section Economic Starting Points) 
and then (section Political Starting Points) at the politi-
cal instruments of democracy promotion in the narrow 
sense.  

Economic Starting Points and Instruments of De-
mocracy Promotion 

If – as argued above – economic development leads to 
democratisation every boost given to such develop-
ment is also an indirect boost to democracy. This ap-
plies even more to economic support for young de-
mocracies since there is a closer connection between 
the survival of a democracy and its socio-economic 
performance. Support for young democracies is politi-
cally unproblematic. Supporting authoritarian regimes 
in their economic development, however, causes prob-
lems which, however, were and are readily overcome 
on geostrategic grounds – above all in the Cold War 
and today in the ‘War against Terror’. Whoever argues 
that dictatorships should not be supported or even 
should be punished must weigh up whether he might 
thereby be contributing (see also 1.3) to the perpetua-

                       
2  Further possibilities for systematisation result, for example, 

according to target group, phase in the transition process or 
the foreign-policy motives of donor countries (see Sand-
schneider 1999). 
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tion of the authoritarian regime in question. Proposals 
(for example, López 2000) to exert pressure on dicta-
torships through economic sanctions are therefore at 
least partly counterproductive since they check mod-
ernisation and development processes which would 
increase the likelihood of democratisation (Boix and 
Stokes 2003: 517–518). That does not rule out their 
appropriateness for effecting other desirable changes 
in behaviour (for example, in foreign policy). 

If one decides in favour of support the question ari-
ses concerning the means by which economic devel-
opment can be promoted. Traditionally, primarily the 
following instruments are used or proposed: trade lib-
eralisation, foreign direct investment (FDI), migration, 
development aid, political dialogue. Foreign investment 
and migration depend primarily on the decisions of 
private actors – who can be strongly influenced by sta-
te measures, however – while trade policy, develop-
ment aid and political dialogue are predominantly in-
struments of state cooperation.  

qê~ÇÉ=iáÄÉê~äáë~íáçå==

Trade liberalisation points in two directions: the (devel-
oping) countries in question can and should open their 
markets; and the rich democracies open their markets 
in order to offer the poor countries export opportuni-
ties.  

7 

The poor countries can take the first step them-
selves (for example, Estonia after 1992). According to 
classical trade theory such a dismantling of trade barri-
ers at any rate increases prosperity, regardless of 
whether the (rich) trading partners really make market 
access easier or not. The assumed increase in prosper-
ity requires, of course, that there is full employment 
and that the factors of production (above all, labour) 
released from the enterprises ruined by cheaper im-
ports find new employment in other, mainly export-
oriented economic activities. Already in the classical 
Ricardo model, however, free trade leads to labour 
savings (fall in employment), accompanied by increas-
ing productivity. Apart from that, a redistribution of 
wealth occurs between producers and consumers in 
the opening economy. Alongside this – obviously only 
under certain conditions – probable increase in pros-
perity the advocates of free trade hope for a reduction 
in corruption and a drying up of rental sources, which 
often arise from the political-bureaucratic control of 
foreign trade (Sandholtz and Gray 2003). More impor-
tant are the expected dynamic effects, consisting in the 
efforts of the domestic economy triggered by import 
competition. However, heightened competition can 

also lead to a decline in local suppliers, as well as to an 
accelerated passage along the äÉ~êåáåÖ=ÅìêîÉ. The ex-
periences of successful countries such as Japan, Korea 
and Taiwan rather show that an appropriate measure 
of protectionism also belongs to catch-up and mod-
ernisation processes. If a state forgoes the regulation 
of trade-determined redistribution of income it is likely 
to lose its general management capability and legiti-
mation (Rodrik 2001).  

The second step – the opening up of rich markets – 
offers poor countries obvious opportunities. In the ide-
al case, demand for the abundant low-skilled labour 
would increase in the poor countries. They would pro-
fit from liberalisation by which inequality would de-
crease and opportunities for democratisation increase 
(Boix 2003: 142–143). In the rich countries the con-
verse mechanism (stronger demand for skilled labour, 
weaker for unskilled) would increase inequality (Reu-
veny and Li 2003: 579). These effects are usually over-
estimated, however, for a number of reasons: 
• The rich countries are protectionist in important but 

sensitive economic branches (including agriculture, 
steel, textiles and clothing). They protect the very 
sectors in which poor countries could become com-
petitive soonest.  

• Progressive global trade liberalisation (various GATT 
rounds, WTO) has lowered average tariffs so much 
that the preference differential has clearly decreased 
and offered trade preferences are almost meaning-
less, particularly since other cost factors such as ex-
change and inflation rates fluctuate a lot more.  

• Opening up markets does not give rise automati-
cally to a corresponding supply capacity in a poor 
country. Domestic entrepreneurs and foreign inves-
tors make their production decisions on the basis of 
a wealth of other factors (including quality of the 
labour force, legal certainty, infrastructure, meso-
economic environment) which take a long time to 
restore.  

• A large proportion of world trade is intra-firm trade. 
All countries, particularly poor ones, increasingly 
have to attract parts of international production 
networks and value added chains to their territory. 
The aforementioned factors are decisive in this.  

Raw material exporting rentier economies when they 
wish to profit from trade liberalisation have to over-
come a particularly difficult obstacle: the ‘Dutch dis-
ease’. This consists in the overvaluing of the national 
currency on the basis of high foreign currency inflows 
as a result of which all other exports lose their com-
petitiveness. Tariff reductions in rich markets as a rule 
do not suffice to compensate for this disadvantage.  
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aáêÉÅí=fåîÉëíãÉåí==

Direct investments are a way of rectifying supply 
weaknesses which reduce the usefulness of trade lib-
eralisation. Conversely, liberalisation increases the at-
tractiveness of a location when products for further 
processing can be imported tariff free and end prod-
ucts do not face any trade barriers in the main destina-
tion countries. Since investors have a high regard for 
property rights the guarantee of the rule of law is of-
ten regarded as an essential attraction for foreign in-
vestors. However, its effects are readily overvalued, 
above all in relation to poor countries (Kosack and To-
bin 2003; Nunnenkamp 2004; Milberg 2004). Success-
ful countries such as Japan, Korea and Taiwan had lit-
tle direct investment, while others (for example, Singa-
pore) had a great deal of it. In the investment phase a 
boom can likewise lead to an overvaluation of the cur-
rency, which is eventually followed by a financial crisis 
if investor confidence is shaken (as happened in the 
Asian crisis in 1997 or in the Czech Republic in 1996). 
In the production phase the classical problem of in-
debtedness (debts cannot be serviced if the investment 
turns out to be un- or less profitable) does not exist, 
but instead the distribution of value added can turn 
out to be even worse than in the case of the much ma-
ligned credit financing. Foreign investors often pay 
higher wages than domestic enterprises, but in general 
foreign direct investments impair income distribution 
(Reuveny and Li 2003). So, for example, in Ireland the 
wage ratio has fallen dramatically and payments to fo-
reign investors reduce the gross national product 
(=income of Irish people) by around 20% as against 
Irish gross domestic product (= value added in Ireland). 
The young democracy Hungary which in the 1990s 
was favoured by high foreign investments finds itself 
on a similar path. 

jáÖê~íáçå=

The allowing of migration is economically a mixed 
form of support since it also takes away important 
human capital from the country. The remittances of 
guest workers, however, represent an important sour-
ce of foreign currency for many countries of origin by 
means of which economic development is boosted in a 
decentralised fashion. After their return (if they in fact 
return) immigrants can contribute to the modernisa-
tion process by means of the political and economic 
experiences of democracies and the corresponding ex-
pectations they bring with them. The admission abroad 
of victims of persecution on the one hand offers au-

thoritarian regimes a practical safety valve by means of 
which to thin out the opposition, but it also makes 
possible the formation of groups of exiles who can in-
fluence the democratisation process at home. 

aÉîÉäçéãÉåí=^áÇ=

Development aid for a long time pursued a modernisa-
tion strategy pinning its hopes on financial and techni-
cal cooperation. At the latest in the 1980s liberal critics 
(Bauer 1981) pointed to the ineffectiveness, even the 
harmfulness of development aid. Experience, above all 
in Africa, shows that there is no connection between 
aid received and growth (World Bank 1998; 2001). 
That did not and does not exclude positive effects in 
the immediate environment of particular projects. 
More recent studies are more positive, although they 
discern a slight negative effect in very poor countries 
with a low degree of human development (eìã~å=aÉJ
îÉäçéãÉåí=fåÇÉñ – HDI), while in less poor countries 
with higher HDI the effect is positive (Kosack and 
Tobin 2003). Common to all analyses ultimately is that 
aid has a positive effect when the recipient country 
pursues ‘good’ policies and possesses ‘good’ institu-
tions.  

If that does not apply, development aid inflows lead 
only to another variant of the Dutch disease and be-
come a source of rent incomes. Aid flows in the first 
place to governments and so to the elites who are 
mainly responsible for the underdevelopment of their 
country and are the main beneficiaries from the situa-
tion. Traditionally development cooperation was rarely 
able to free itself of the predominance of foreign-
policy, economic and institutional constraints and to 
really force through developmental policies and institu-
tions against the ruling elites in the recipient countries 
there. This demand was formulated at the latest in the 
1980s and the instrument of choice was political dia-
logue.  

mçäáíáÅ~ä=aá~äçÖìÉ==

Political dialogue was therefore ultimately not a real 
innovation (Dauderstädt 1986). It continued what the 
International Monetary Fund, in debt crises in relation 
to short-term fiscal, monetary and currency policies, 
and the World Bank, with its structural adjustment 
programmes in the medium term, had long been do-
ing. In this the donors linked pledges of credit to con-
ditions (conditionality) which mostly demanded a mix 
of policies known as the t~ëÜáåÖíçå=`çåëÉåëìë. It in-
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cluded a solid monetary and fiscal policy, and often 
devaluation, trade liberalisation, deregulation and pri-
vatisation. 

The successes were rather modest. One of the main 
problems was coordinating the different donors which 
often pursued different interests. This divergence of 
interests has diminished, but not ceased since the end 
of the Cold War. The second core problem was the 
reduced effect when proposed reforms collided with 
strong elite interests in the partner countries. Often 
only superficial reforms supervened which formally 
created new economic freedoms which, however, we-
re not used or again were used only by the still power-
ful elites. This has led to demands for political reforms 
in the narrower sense (participation, democracy) being 
more strongly expressed in dialogue (Spanger and 
Wolff 2003).  

Not least, liberal reforms have led and continue to 
lead frequently to a strengthening of inequality when 
powerful actors translate political power into market 
power. This could be seen very clearly in the post-
communist transition societies in which income and 
wealth distribution deteriorated dramatically. The 
withdrawal of the state from economic policy often 
demanded by liberal advisers undermines their capacity 
for action and legitimation in other important areas 
(Fukuyama 2004). With that, however, the prospects 
of a sustainable democratisation diminish. 

In summary, economic instruments reveals them-
selves to be contradictory. Trade policy and capital in-
flows only work in a political field in which a develop-
ment-oriented state seeks stability and appropriate dis-
tribution structures (for example, East Asia). There 
economic development does lead to democratisation 
in the long run. In the course of economic liberalisation 
necessary state control capacities should not be un-
dermined, under the watchword of aç=kç=e~êã> A-
mong other less-development-orientated states  the 
political conditions for successful development and ef-
fective aid must first be created. Here democracy pro-
motion is closely linked to measures for supporting the 
rule of law and good governance.  

Political Starting Points and Instruments for De-
mocracy Promotion 

All economic starting points and instruments which 
have an influence on the distribution of material re-
sources, the shaping of economic processes and mar-
ket relations are always also ‘political’. However, ~å~J
äóíáÅ~ääó we can distinguish between primarily economic 
levers and a second set of instruments and strategies 

which are aimed at national and international éçäáíáÅ~ä=
ÅçåÑáÖìê~íáçåë, that is, constitutions and political insti-
tutions, political norms and discourse, and in this con-
nection can change political power relations.  

mêçãçíáçå=çÑ=`áîáä=pçÅáÉíó=~åÇ=~=aÉãçÅê~íáÅ=`ìäíìêÉ==

Democracy, even if in rare cases (Germany, Japan, Italy 
after 1945, Iraq today?) imposed from outside, must 
always be called in and animated internally by the 
population and its organisations. For the external pro-
motion of democracy civil society is consequently a 
central starting point and lever: it is on the one hand a 
motor of regime change, and on the other hand the 
foundation for the consolidation of democracy and de-
velopment of social trust. Using Brumberg’s (2004) 
concepts, an active and democratically oriented civil 
society ensures the ‘demand’ for democratisation. It is 
an important task of civil society to break up ideologi-
cal power networks by means of increased transpar-
ency and the demonstration of political alternatives 
and to call into question the legitimacy of political and 
military power networks.  

For external state actors in democracy promotion 
the ‘demand side’ approach promises the following 
advantage: a rather indirect influence on political proc-
esses, which can often be combined with political (se-
curity-policy) or economic cooperation at the govern-
ment level. External support for civil society can on the 
one hand take place on the structural level – that is, 
promoting the construction of rule-of-law-based insti-
tutions and state structures for the protection of hu-
man rights and thus widening the political space whe-
re civil organisations can develop and flourish (see be-
low). On the other hand, actor-centred strategies are 
available: advice and support given to trade unions, 
NGOs, associations or individual activists who repre-
sent and articulate public interests, demand and pro-
tect human rights, foster public debate and generate 
social trust. The promotion of independent media and 
journalists serves not only to guarantee freedom of o-
pinion and information, but also the breaking up (or 
prevention) of ideological power networks. This organ-
isational and discursive constitution of civil society 
must, however, have a socio-economic core in the 
form of a part of the population interested in democ-
ratisation in order to be really sustainable. Among o-
ther things, economic measures which indirectly pro-
mote the formation of a middle class are aimed at this. 

As also in the debate on global governance and in-
ternational relations, recent discussions concerning 
democracy promotion caution that the lever of civil so- 9 
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ciety has long been overvalued or the difficulties of ex-
erting influence on societal processes downplayed. 
Challenges for donor countries are access opportuni-
ties, above all in authoritarian regimes, the difficulty of 
identifying the ‘good guys’ and true NGOs, conflicts of 
interest when existing civil society organisations pursue 
aims which are only partly compatible with ideas of 
liberal democracy, the creation of a constructive rela-
tionship between civil society and the party system, 
and finally the danger of producing an ‘artificial’ NGO-
world – dependent on the West and decoupled from 
the grassroots – which is not sustainable (Burnell 
2004). One problem with the democratisation of au-
thoritarian rentier economies is that large parts of the 
population are economic ‘clients’ of the ruling elite 
and so have reason to fear relative impoverishment as 
a result of a regime change. After a regime change 
they constitute potential critics of democracy whose 
role is particularly problematic because they are often 
also almost the sole bearers of the numerous techno-
cratic skills which are necessary for a functioning state. 
A further challenge for civil society in transition coun-
tries and consequently also for external influence is 
striking a balance between the requirement of control-
ling and criticising state institutions, and the danger of 
undermining trust in still young democratic institutions 
through such criticism (see Nohlen 2004). The new 
‘power’ of civil society therefore always runs the risk of 
threatening democracy. On the donor side, it is thus 
important to avoid the promotion of the forces of civil 
society being associated with an exaggerated (‘libertar-
ian’) distrust of the state. In other words, top-down 
approaches primarily addressing state structures and 
actors should not be fully replaced by the bottom-up 
approach since civil society actors rarely possess the 
resources to undermine the military and economic 
foundations of the ruling power networks alone.  

fåÑäìÉåÅáåÖ=íÜÉ=mçäáíáÅ~ä=póëíÉã=

Three levels of the ‘political’ can be distinguished on 
which measures can be applied for the external pro-
motion of democracy:  
• influencing the political process through support for 

pro-democratic forces (éçäáíáÅë); 
• building up and strengthening democratic and rule-

of-law-based institutions and regulations (éçäáíó); 
• strengthening state functional and problem-solving 

capacities (éçäáÅó). 
 

Influencing the Political Process: the Politics Di-
mension  

Democracy promotion clearly interferes in the competi-
tion for power and influence rather than being neutral 
to it. This applies particularly in the early phases of 
democratisation when the main task is to weaken au-
thoritarian and conservative elites, make room for re-
forms and liberalisation, and sanction retrograde steps 
in the democratisation process. The available instru-
ments range from economic ‘carrots and sticks’, some-
times linked with political dialogue, through condi-
tional membership of organisations (see Hazelzet 
2001), to financial and political promotion of pro-
democratic parties and opposition groups. The eco-
nomic-policy instruments (see above) are also impor-
tant for undermining the merging of economic and 
political elites and their power monopoly.  

Once the transition to democracy has been initiated 
what matters is the shaping of the transition process. 
For a successful and sustainable establishment of de-
mocratic structures and the avoidance of ‘defective 
democracies’ those transition modes are particularly 
beneficial which ensure symmetrical competition a-
mong elites and the inclusion of different societal 
groups (Merkel et al. 2003: 226–228). Negotiated 
transitions obviously meet this demand best of all. Po-
litical influence and advice must therefore press for the 
inclusion of different interest groups and elites (for ex-
ample, the military) in the transition process and for 
the most ‘inclusive-cooperative’ transition possible to 
be facilitated. In the past, such a transition succeeded 
when elites could renounce political power since in the 
meantime they had come into possession of consider-
able economic power.  

Instruments of democracy promotion, which inter-
fere directly or indirectly in the political processes of 
system and policy formation and try to influence 
power relations for the benefit of democracy, are con-
fronted by a range of possible problems: 
• In relation to measures aimed at individual political 

groups (for example, dialogue, financial support for 
parties, targeted sanctions) the problem of choosing 
the target group arises (see also Sandschneider 
1999: 34ff) which requires an accurate knowledge 
of political power relations and possible conse-
quences of destabilisation.  

• The right choice of negative and positive means de-
pends on an accurate knowledge of development 
dynamics and the phase of the transition process. 
Dalpino (2000) argues that in the case of incipient 
liberalisation (also when democratisation in the nar-
rower sense is not planned) above all cautious, co-
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operative strategies are more helpful, while the di-
rect demand for democracy can be counterproduc-
tive. Risse et al. (2002: 198ff) show on the example 
of the imposition of international human rights 
norms that sanctions are effective above all when 
they create room for already existing and mobilised 
civil society opposition groups. If, on the other 
hand, the government still has the situation under 
control material sanctions can even have a counter-
productive effect. On the other hand, in phases of 
transition in which the government makes conces-
sions sanctions must give way to incentives, positive 
support and dialogue, in order to boost – almost 
pro-cyclically – opening-up processes. The fact that 
economic sanctions have historically been only a 
partly effective instrument (Hufbaur and Oegg 
2001) may presumably be attributed to the poorly 
targeted use of this instrument.  

• With this the central problem on the donor side is 
addressed which above all applies to negative 
measures (diplomatic pressure, economic sanctions): 
a coherent and consistent policy will usually not be 
generally realised on the grounds of the priority of 
economic and strategic interests (see Herman and 
Piccone 2002: 11; see also, however, the more posi-
tive results of Hazelzet 2001).3 Against this back-
ground the indirect path of influence plays an im-
portant role: i.e. via non-state actors which operate 
at the interface between civil society and the politi-
cal system, support parties and democratic forces 
and promote political dialogue and in comparison 
to governments have to pay less attention to other 
foreign-policy interests. 

• Finally, with increasing ‘depth’ of intervention, par-
ticularly when enforcement measures such as sanc-
tions are applied, international legitimacy becomes 
a challenge for external democracy promoters, 
given that state sovereignty is still not linked com-
pulsorily to a democratic form of government (see 
below). Above all, the question of whether the most 
far-reaching form of interference – namely military 
intervention with the aim of overthrowing an au-
thoritarian regime and/or the restoration of a de-
mocratic government – is to be counted as an in-
strument of democracy promotion (‘democratic in-
tervention’) remains controversial. Each case must 

11 

                       
3  Beyond that the respective institutional and cultural precondi-

tions on the donor side also play a role. The European Union 
has developed an approach strongly directed towards incen-
tives in human rights and democracy promotion not least be-
cause decision procedures oriented towards consensus and 
foreign-policy divergences between member states make the 
application of sanctions difficult (Hufbauer and Oegg 2003; 
Hazelzet 2001). 

be judged in terms of whether the strict conditions 
of international law are heeded. For the interven-
tions in Haiti, Sri Lanka and East Timor legitimised 
by the UN the decisions of the UN Security Council 
can be interpreted to the effect that the denial of 
the ‘right to democracy’ can legitimise an interven-
tion without, however, unilateral action thereby be-
ing sanctioned (Rich 2001). For Debiel (2004: 76), 
too, the right to a democratic form of government 
appears to be the weakest and at the moment least 
solid justification for military measures of compul-
sion. Alongside the question of legitimacy the ques-
tion of effectiveness is decisive: only a few democ-
racies installed in the last century by US military in-
tervention have survived (Pei and Kasper 2003) and 
experiences in Iraq confirm the view that multilat-
eral engagement concentrated on the rapid building 
of legitimate local governance structures is the 
minimum precondition (ibid. and Burnell 2004: 
107).  

 
Influencing Institutions: the Polity Dimension  

 
While the promotion or sanctioning of political parties 
and factions involves interference in governance and 
power relations (êìäÉë), assistance in the building of 
democratic institutions begins rather with the founding 
norms and regulations (see also Onuf 1989) which de-
termine how political conflict concerning power, distri-
bution of resources and legitimation unfolds (êìäÉë). 
The field of action is broad and encompasses assis-
tance in the drafting of a democratic constitution, the 
preparation and implementation of elections, the 
building of rule-of-law institutions and parliamentary 
bodies, as well as local government structures and re-
forms of the security sector corresponding with de-
mocratic rules.   

In the application of these instruments, conse-
quently, the challenge of choosing target groups arises 
to a lesser extent since not political actors but rather 
structures are in the foreground. The intervention 
problematic is likewise less distinctive since as a rule 
institutional reform is carried out with the consent of 
the ruling elites. However, it is a challenge to take 
proper account of the éçäáíáÅë-dimension – that is, spe-
cific interests, conflicts and power relations – and to 
avoid a technical application of pre-established models 
(see also Carothers 1999: 333f). Democratic institu-
tions must be adapted to the respective societal condi-
tions and problems. This applies particularly to ‘divided 
societies’ with ethnic cleavages or even conflicts and a 
lack of collective identity. Precisely during periods of 
democratic transition the demands of individual ethnic 
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groups may gain impetus and ethnicisation grow. Mo-
dels of democracy introduced in an attempt to do jus-
tice to ethnic cleavages and group boundaries can also 
contribute to consolidate these boundaries (Pfaff-
Czarnecka 2004). Existing power relations and identity 
structures are also to be taken into account when it 
comes to institutional solutions for giving equal rights 
to women. In this connection gender-specific quotas 
can constitute an important step, although they do not 
guarantee that political progress will be made concern-
ing substantive gender policy questions (see Jaquette 
2001: 120f). Here too, in parallel with institutional re-
form the socio-economic foundations of gender ine-
quality (poverty and ignorance among men ~åÇ wo-
men) must be changed in order to break up historically 
grown patriarchal structures (for Afghanistan, see Krei-
le 2005).  

 
Making Democratic Systems Effective and Capa-
ble of Action: the Policy-Dimension  
 
Promotion of democracy and good governance are 
frequently mentioned in one breath and for two rea-
sons: on the one hand, democratic government struc-
tures, particularly the requirement of transparent and 
controllable policy formation and the possibility of be-
ing voted out by the people, are a precondition for 
‘good governance’ which is oriented towards the 
needs of the populace. On the other hand, the promo-
tion of good and effective governance which ap-
proaches and solves political problems in accordance 
with the wishes of the people can be understood as a 
contribution to democracy promotion in that it in-
creases the political system’s output-legitimacy. In this 
sense the whole spectrum of development aid which 
enhances the performance of democratic governments 
in satisfying the people’s needs can also be understood 
áåÇáêÉÅíäó as a part of external democracy promotion. 
Above all the measures to enable governments to fulfil 
their central function of ensuring internal security, 
which have recently gained in significance in develop-
ment cooperation, come to be understood as an im-
portant element, partly even a éêÉÅçåÇáíáçå of democ-
ratisation processes (see, for example, Mair 2004).  

Instruments addressing the éçäáÅó-dimension, how-
ever, encounter all the problems of general develop-
ment cooperation, that is, limited means, lack of ca-
pacities on the side of the recipient countries, corrup-
tion and misappropriation of resources, as well as diffi-
culties in securing sustainability (see also 2.1). Beyond 
that there is the dilemma that in authoritarian states or 
defective democracies external assistance for achieving 
better policy results may strengthen the ruling elites in 

the short term. One possible way out is the linking of 
the éçäáíáÅë- and the éçäáÅó-dimensions through tar-
geted ‘allocative conditionality’, which is increasing in 
importance (Santiso 2003; Steinhilber 2004) in the de-
velopment cooperation of both the EU and the USA: 
certain parts of development aid, credit allocation or 
even debt relief programmes are made dependent on 
performance indicators which among other things 
comprise efforts – not necessarily the achievement of 
goals – in relation to democratisation and the realisa-
tion of human rights. This strengthens the democracy-
friendly elites and reduces rental sources for old power 
networks. On the donor side, however, there are diffi-
culties in the objective measurement and application of 
performance indicators in the area of political reforms 
and liberalisation processes (see Santiso 2003: 21).  

`êÉ~íáçå=çÑ=~=aÉãçÅê~ÅóJcêáÉåÇäó=fåíÉêå~íáçå~ä=båîáJ
êçåãÉåí=

The external promotion of democracy within the 
framework of bilateral foreign policy is part of interna-
tional relations and affects the rules and norms which 
shape the international context. All the measures men-
tioned above – if credibly and efficiently transposed – 
help to create a democracy-friendly international envi-
ronment. Beyond that, the actors of democracy pro-
motion try to establish formal global rules on democra-
tisation by means of multilateral organisations and to 
use them for the ‘international socialisation’ of states 
in a community of democratic states (see Schimmelf-
ennig 2000). The pressure to adapt which comes from 
existing institutions and partial communities should not 
be underestimated (see, for example, Finnemore and 
Sikkink 1998). Not only the systematic linking of inter-
national norms of democracy and carrots and sticks 
out of the éçäáíáÅë toolbox, but also the legitimatory 
pressure borne by global public opinion can contribute 
to shaking the material and ideological foundations of 
power networks.  

In addition, the creation of more appropriate inter-
national structures allows a multilateralisation of de-
mocracy promotion which can counteract distortions 
caused by particular, national interests prevalent in uni-
lateral strategies. The transfer of responsibility of parts 
of democracy promotion to international organisations 
can, furthermore, increase the coherence of measures, 
although the example of the EU shows that this is ex-
tremely difficult. Finally, international organisations are 
also important platforms for and partners in transna-
tional networks or advocacy coalitions which can exert 
pressure on autocratic regimes both ‘from above’ (in-
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ter-state level) and ‘from below’ (intra-state, civil soci-
ety level) (see also Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse et al. 
2002).  

In the European context, on the basis of the he-
gemony of the liberal-democratic model, an overlap-
ping set of organisations has formed (EU, OSCE, 
Council of Europe) for which democratic norms are 
constitutive. One can speak of an effective ‘democracy 
regime’ in Europe, with principles, norms, rules and 
procedures, which with positive and negative measures 
seeks to attain influence over the remaining authoritar-
ian governments and hinders backward steps in the 
democratisation process. Above all, in the EU’s neigh-
bourhood the prospect of accession itself has proved 
to be one of the most powerful and effective levers for 
influencing and stabilising reform processes, including 
democratisation,4 not least because the lever is unique 
in the world in integrating socio-economic and political 
instruments. Of the formal democracies which came 
into being in the third wave of democratisation new 
members of the EU account for almost all the success-
ful and therefore liberal democracies (Merkel 2004).  

Also in other regions democratic principles have 
been made the constitutive moment of regional coop-
eration. A forerunner was the Organisation of Ameri-
can States (OAS), while newer monitoring and sanc-
tions mechanisms are developing in, among others, 
the Commonwealth and the African Union (see also 
Rich 2001; Herman and Piccone 2002: 228ff). How-
ever, also at the global level democracy is acknowl-
edged as a universal value and goal of the interna-
tional community in numerous UN documents.5 Rich 
(2001) sees the emergence of a ‘universal right to de-
mocracy’.  

Still lacking at global level, however, is a consensus 
to make a democratic form of rule a precondition of 
membership of the international community, apart 
from the fact that the concept of democracy itself is 
still disputed. A consequence of this is the initiative to 
form a ‘Community of Democracies’6 as a partial 
community which in contrast to the UN defines itself 
not on the basis of the principle of sovereignty but on 
that of democratic rule and can be regarded as the or-

13 

                       
4  Dimitrova and Pridham (2004) speak of a new model of ‘de-

mocracy promotion through integration’.  
5  In the UN Human Rights Commission in 2004 the Resolution 

on the consolidation and promotion of democracy was ac-
cepted without dissent (with eight abstentions). In 1999 in 
the UN Human Rights Commission a Resolution was even 
passed on the ‘right to democracy’, again without dissent and 
with two abstentions (China and Cuba) (Rich 2001: 24). 

6  See Ministerial Conference Final Warsaw Declaration: Toward 
a Community of Democracies, Warsaw, Poland, 27 June 
2000. 

ganisational platform of a global democracy regime 
with potentially universal scope. 

Apart from that, the existing international structures 
for promoting democratisation suffer from the follow-
ing weaknesses:  
• All international organisations and agreements are 

based on voluntary membership. As regards the lack 
of international consensus only those become 
members which are already democracies and, in ac-
cordance with the theory of ‘republican liberalism’ 
(Moravcsik 2000), have an interest in safeguarding 
national rules against internal counter-movements 
through international institutions (see on this result 
also Herman and Piccone 2002: 11).  

• International democracy regimes also run the risk 
that due to diplomatic considerations and conflict-
ing foreign-policy interests norms are implemented 
in an inconsistent manner. Member governments 
may get away with a merely rhetorical recognition 
of democratic principles, although the path from 
the recognition of international democratic norms 
to their internal enforcement and sustained imple-
mentation can be very long. This is shown not only 
by experiences with the human rights regime but 
also the crooked course of democratisation proc-
esses (see above; cf. Carothers 2001; Burnell 2004).  

• A third challenge for the promotion of democracy 
through international organisations and institutions 
consists in reducing the democratic deficit from 
which these regional and global organisations 
themselves suffer.  

Options for Effective Democracy Promo-
tion 
 
Economic Starting Points 

All the abovementioned (Economic Starting Points) 
economic instruments of democracy promotion prove 
to be weak for a number of different reasons. The ac-
tors in the rich democracies are as a rule not ready to 
use them radically in the interest of democratisation. 
The hoped for indirect effect on economic develop-
ment is doubtful. Frequently they even hinder democ-
ratisation processes since they strengthen elites and/or 
increase inequality. 

Resolutely pro-democratic economic-policy interven-
tion would have to aim rather at the following:  
• Redistribution of wealth, above all land (land re-

form). One step in this direction would be the for-
mal-legal recognition of the informal property titles 
of the poor (De Soto 2001).  
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• Massive investments in the education and health 
care of the poor in order to increase their productiv-
ity. 

• Opening up of markets in the rich countries in areas 
in which poor countries can be competitive and in-
volving as widely dispersed a group of producers as 
possible. In the first place this means agriculture. 
Acceleration of narcotics liberalisation would also be 
helpful: the great demand for drugs even today 
generates enormous income, although it scarcely 
reaches the small initial producers but rather de-
forms whole societies as rental income based on 
violence.  

• Pressing for political control over rental incomes 
which overwhelmingly stem from international 
transactions (raw material exports, credit, aid, and 
so on). The most radical option would be a condi-
tion that business partners in the rich democracies 
no longer make such payments to elites and un-
democratic governments but rather into funds to fi-
nance modernisation, including those policies men-
tioned under points 1 and 2 (land reform, educa-
tion, health).  

Political Instruments 

On the whole, an impressively diverse set of policy in-
struments for democracy promotion is confronted by 
an equally extensive set of problems, which explains 
the fundamental scepticism of many observers con-
cerning the likely effectiveness of external interventions 
in democratisation processes. In contrast to the eco-
nomic starting points these problems of course do not 
call into question the instruments themselves, but 
rather make clear the need to apply high qualitative 
standards to the formation of democracy promotion 
policies and for sound analysis of power-political con-
ditions and the (unintended) consequences of external 
interventions.7 Central requirements of effective de-
mocracy promotion are the following:  
Country-specific and flexible planning: renuncia-
tion of the ‘transition paradigm’ (Carothers 2002) and 
the numerous factors which influence democratisation 
processes and with that the respective effect of differ-

                       
7  The democracy promotion policy of Western countries can 

today build on many years’ practical and academic experience 
which, however, so far has not established any theory of suc-
cessful democratisation assistance. Alongside the general 
‘classics’ of democratisation studies (among others, Carothers 
1999; Diamond 1995; Burnell 2000) the experiences and eva-
luation reports of state and non-state institutions (for exam-
ple, BMZ 2004; FES 1999; on methodology, Crawford 2003) 
offer important starting points. 

ent instruments of democracy promotion clearly show 
the need to develop country-specific strategies of in-
fluence and mechanisms allowing rapid reaction to 
changing frame conditions. Scenarios – not prognoses 
– can be developed concerning how political interven-
tion affects the redistribution of power resources. Ac-
companying procedures of evaluation and impact as-
sessments (particularly also of possible unintended 
consequences, for example, in relation to conflicts) 
need to be further developed and applied. The defini-
tion and adaptation of strategies of political democracy 
promotion must be carried out on the basis of a thor-
ough knowledge of countries which can be ensured 
through the involvement of regional and country spe-
cialists (see also Dalpino 2000: 95f), and include a 
sound political-economic analysis of the frame condi-
tions (see BMZ 2004: 9). 
Long-term support structures: long-term investment 
in positive instruments of democracy promotion (dia-
logue, support for civil society, decentralisation, and so 
on) is advisable in three respects: (i) it gives donor-
country actors the knowledge of the situation and 
problems which is necessary for appropriate and flexi-
ble action (see above); (ii) precisely in countries with 
weak democratic traditions and weak civil society one 
first has to build up partner structures for external de-
mocracy promotion and empower reform forces – this 
requires time, however: a democratisation process 
which develops step by step with societal conditions 
may ultimately advance more successfully and more 
quickly than an abrupt transition (Dalpino 2000: 11); 
(iii) Adam points out that precisely the conflictual char-
acter of democratisation processes, which always pro-
duces winners and losers, establishes an obligation not 
to leave partners in the country at the mercy of these 
conflicts: ‘they have a right to continuing solidarity’ 
(Adam 1999: 33).  
Comprehensive coordination of external influen-
ce: although democratisation benefits from a multi-
tude of actors it is indispensable for the effectiveness 
of measures that these actors coordinate their activities 
and do not work against one another. This becomes all 
the more significant the more actors get involved and 
the more strongly international organisations (UN, 
World Bank, EU) establish their own democracy-
promotion and political institution-building pro-
grammes. However, even in the policies of individual 
states or actors (EU) coordination deficits continually 
appear, namely between democracy promotion meas-
ures in the narrow sense and other foreign- or devel-
opment-policy measures which intervene in power and 
participation structures. In this way not only is external 
leverage generally reduced, but also the ability to 
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monitor interactions between socio-economic interven-
tion (for example, through trade policy and economic 
policy dialogue) and political measures. The main-
streaming of democratic and human-rights goals is one 
answer to this challenge. A stronger institutional an-
choring (for example, through ministries for democracy 
and human rights, in the EU a commissioner for de-
mocracy and human rights – see also Ahlin et al. 2004) 
can also be conducive to this goal. 
The promotion of transnational civil society net-
works: the problems of state democracy promotion 
(sovereignty boundaries, inconsistency due to goal 
conflicts, difficulties in selecting target groups) and 
comparative advantages of non-governmental organi-
sations in democracy promotion (credibility and better 
access to non-governmental partner organisations; 
know how and experience in civil society action) pre-
suppose the special role of non-governmental actors in 
the promotion of democratisation and liberalisation 
processes. Emerging transnational societal networks 
form a counterpart to the increasingly multilateral 
character of state democracy promotion and make 
possible above all learning processes in different direc-
tions. However, their often modest resources need to 
be topped up through contributions from international 
organisations and states. 
Consideration of the material basis of transfor-
mation processes: economic and political instruments 
of democracy promotion can be separated only ana-
lytically. In practice, the effect of political instruments 
of democracy promotion can be determined only in 
consideration of the dynamics in the area of economic 
frame conditions, distribution of income and wealth 
and the material basis of societal power relations (see, 
for example, BMZ 2004: 50). For the development of 
appropriate instruments of democracy promotion this 
also means that country-specific economic expertise 
must be consulted. In the case of éçäáÅó-oriented in-
struments those policy areas are to be focused on 
which can generate wider access to material resources, 
as for example education policy, health care policy and 
the promotion of women.  
External security and democracy: even in old de-
mocracies civic freedoms and the balance between dif-
ferent power centres can be threatened, particularly 
during security crises. War scenarios, terrorism and ex-
ternal enemies, moreover, shore up military power 
networks. Liberalisation and democratisation are – as, 
for example, Czempiel (2004) shows – improbable in 
precarious security situations. The pacification of re-
gional conflicts and the building of cooperative security 
structures should therefore be regarded as part of a 
comprehensive strategy of democracy promotion. The 

fact that in this context one must in some circum-
stances cooperate with (still) undemocratic regimes 
represents one of the many dilemmas of democracy 
promotion. 
Internal security and democracy: democracy re-
quires a minimum amount of internal security which 
allows all citizens and their organisations – that is, civil 
society – to articulate their political values and interests 
without fear of violence and to assert themselves com-
petitively in accordance with democratic rules. If pre-
democratic, possibly even authoritarian states fail or 
are crushed without other legitimate and efficient state 
structures taking their place, societal conflicts threaten 
to become violent when a civil society fraught with sys-
temic/sociostructural conflicts is freed from authoritar-
ian constraints (‘from voting to violence’, Snyder 
2000). Under such conditions gradualism is to be rec-
ommended, giving priority to maintaining the security 
apparatus and subjecting it step by step (as a rule, top-
down) to democratic control. A bottom-up approach 
to the transformation of violent opposition forces (mili-
tias, and so on) into forces of state order is imaginable, 
but frequently proves difficult.  

Conclusion  

Democracy promotion should on the whole prepare to 
be patient. Its possibilities for exerting influence are 
modest, although they increase hand in hand with a 
long-term commitment. Where it is able to establish 
formal democracy, with a constitution and free elec-
tions, it must count on their being undermined if fun-
damental societal power relations and income distribu-
tion remain unchanged. To change this by means of 
economic development requires long-term and prag-
matic action which cannot rely solely on free markets, 
but also demands development-oriented state action 
and the elites’ commitment to development. Political 
intervention must be closely linked to economic ap-
proaches and continually monitor the development of 
power relations. Lasting democratisation requires wi-
der diffusion of resources in society, a competent state 
in order to protect rights and impose obligations, and 
a public space in which a societal discourse can de-
velop which controls the exercise of power. 
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