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PREFACE

The division of Europe shaped profoundly the lives of my parents, who were
born in interwar Czechoslovakia and came of age just before and during the
Second World War. The communist coup in 1948 ended their hopes of living
in a (social) democratic Czechoslovakia and hobbled their careers as
academics and artists. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 caught
them unawares during a camping trip to the United States from which they
would never return home. I have been much more fortunate as I have witnessed
over the last fifteen years the end of the division of Europe. As communism
unraveled in 1989 I became interested in how East European countries would
transform themselves, how West European countries and institutions would
respond, and whether the long-standing division of Europe could be overcome.
I am deeply grateful to my parents for giving me the intellectual tools to carry
out this work. I am also indebted to the Overlake Rotary Club in Washington
state for my schooling at a lycee in France, and to Stanford University for its
commitment to study abroad and undergraduate research. As an undergraduate
at Stanford, I spent that glorious year of 1989 first in the Washington DC pro-
gram, then in the Paris program, and finally conducting research in Prague. 
I owe a very special thanks to my senior honors thesis advisor David Holloway
who supervised my undergraduate thesis on Czechoslovakia’s new foreign
policy, and who has generously supported my academic work ever since.

This book began as a D. Phil. dissertation at St. Antony’s College at the
University of Oxford. The British Marshall Commission funded my studies in
the United Kingdom at a time when this suited beautifully my agenda of under-
standing different perspectives on a dynamic, rapidly changing Europe. The
Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs at Harvard University pro-
vided a pre-doctoral fellowship that helped me complete the dissertation. At
Oxford I was advised by Alex Pravda and aided in my research by Timothy
Garton Ash as well as Anne Deighton and William Wallace. For comments on
the book at different stages I am indebted to my Oxford examiners Andrew
Hurrell and George Kolankiewicz as well as Michael Doyle, Grzegorz Ekiert,
Thomas Ertman, Matthew Evangelista, Judith Kelley, Karen Ferree, Peter Hall,
Stephen Holmes, Tony Judt, Andrew Moravcsik, Martin Rhodes, Thomas Risse,
Richard Rose, Glenda Rosenthal, Philippe Schmitter, Thomas W. Simons Jr.,
Timothy Snyder, Stephen Van Evera, and Jan Zielonka. I have thanked many
others in the footnotes. I could never have written the book without the input of
the many individuals that I interviewed and asked for assistance in East Central



and Western Europe. Dagmar Ašerová, Renata Dwan, Pavel Fischer, Sharon
Fisher, Leszek Jesień, Libuše Koubská, Elena Jileva, Michael Leigh, Jiří Pehe,
Pavel Seifter, Ivo Šilhavý, Jonathan Stein, Miroslav Wlachovský and Josef
Zieleniec were especially generous with their time and insights. The late Pavol
Lukáć was always there for me in Bratislava with his friendship and expertise;
his spirit and his scholarship will be greatly missed in Slovakia and beyond.
David Cameron, John Glenn, John Gould, Wade Jacoby, Judith Kelley, Charles
King, Jeffrey Kopstein, Andrew Moravcsik, Mitchell Orenstein, Jacques
Rupnik, Beate Sissenich, John Stephens, and Michael Ting helped me hammer
out key arguments in different chapters.

During the final revisions of the manuscript I benefited greatly from the
comments of Francesca Bignami, András Bozóki, Chad Bryant, Valerie
Bunce, James Caporaso, Pamela Conover, Rachel Epstein, Sharon Fisher,
Anna Grzyma„a-Busse, Evelyne Huber, Gary Marks, Alina Mungiu-Pippidi,
Sinziana Popa, Thomas Oatley, Thomas W. Simons Jr., Aneta Spendzharova,
and Kieran Williams. I could refine my arguments thanks as well to the
comments of participants at seminars at Claremont-McKenna College,
Cornell University, Harvard University, Ohio State University, the University
of Washington, and Yale University, as well as at the Enlargement and
European Governance Workshop of the Joint Sessions of the ECPR organized
by Frank Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier. I also benefited greatly
from the research assistance of Aneta Spendzharova. My colleagues at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill offered much support and exten-
sive comments at two faculty seminars on my work. Meanwhile my students
at UNC Chapel Hill were a great inspiration, and those that took my course
“Undivided Europe” contributed directly to the manuscript in many ways; a
special thanks goes to Chandler Abernathy, Laure Almairac, Christina Bell,
Brian Harrelson, Britton Mason, Kara Petteway, Rachel Schaffer, and Maren
Veatch. For their abiding interest in the project I am grateful to Laura Belin,
Amy Benjamin, Robert Benjamin, Graeme Brooks, John Buretta, Tamar
Herzog, Mary Anne Jorgensen, Olivia Judson, Charles Maier, Viva Moffat,
Timothy Snyder, Jitka Štefková, Alec Stone Sweet, Tomáš Vachuda, and
Sharon Volkhausen. 

The National Science Foundation, the Center for International Studies
at Princeton University, the East West Institute, the European Union Center at
Columbia University, the Center for European Studies at Harvard University,
and the European University Institute in Florence all supported this book in
different ways. Since coming to UNC Chapel Hill, my research has been
supported by the Center for Slavic, East European and Eurasian Studies, the
Spray-Randleigh Foundation, the Center for European Studies, and the EU
Centers initiative of the European Commission. A final thanks to Dominic
Byatt, Claire Croft, and Stuart Fowkes at Oxford University Press for all of
their expert work and invaluable support.
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Introduction

Twice in recent history, dramatic changes have echoed across the European
continent. In 1989 Soviet-style communist regimes collapsed, one by one, in
East Central Europe—in Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia,
Bulgaria, and then Romania. Revolution and the start of democratization
brought exhilaration and hope. Two years later the Soviet Union collapsed as
well; the Cold War was over. In 2004, some fifteen years after the Polish round-
table negotiations paved the way for Eastern Europe’s first non-communist
prime minister to take office, eight formerly communist states joined the
European Union (EU). European Union enlargement was met with greater
equanimity than the revolutions of 1989, but as an ending to the division of
Europe and the start of a new era for the EU’s new and old members alike, it
was no less historic. These dates, 1989 and 2004, will serve as markers of con-
temporary European history. And candidates such as Bulgaria and Romania,
still working to join the EU, will be adding their own markers in coming
years. How did Europe, especially East Central Europe (ECE), make its way
from revolution to integration, from 1989 to 2004?

When West Europeans contemplated the character of the newly undivided
Europe in the early 1990s, two questions about East European states and soci-
eties framed the debate: where had they come from and, more important,
where were they going? The answers to both questions at first glance were
the same for all of them. They had come from the Soviet bloc, where “really
existing” communism imposed one-party rule in politics, planning in the
economy, atomization in society, and the abrogation of human rights; the
system was held together with police terror, the threat of invasion, ideology,
job security, and social benefits. They had all shed this system between 1989
and 1991 in order to build liberal democracies and market economies, where
human rights, political pluralism, economic prosperity, and a cleaner environ-
ment would blossom in conditions of national independence.

The collapse of communism between 1989 and 1991 throughout the region,
accompanied by the end of the Soviet Union itself, was indeed a critical
juncture for the political development of all East European states. For many, it
was also a period that set in motion forces seeking national independence: the
“communist” region went from nine states in 19891 to twenty-seven in 1995.
Yet these twenty-seven new and newly sovereign polities had not come from
the same place. The first to tell you this would be the citizens: whether in



samizdat writing before 1989 or in the mosaic of expressions available after
1989, what people revealed was their strong sense of national and regional
diversity throughout the communist period and across the communist space.
And, contrary to the appearance of uniformity from the outside, scholars had
illuminated the incredible variety of polities and societies that communism had
enveloped and transformed. It follows of course that differences before com-
munism and during communism would lead to differences after its demise.

Post-communist states had not come from the same place, and they were
certainly not all headed in the same direction. By 1995 the spectrum of polit-
ical outcomes among the twenty-seven states was striking: from consolidated
democracies to consolidated authoritarian regimes, and everything in
between. This raised the question of “legacies”: which inheritances from the
communist and pre-communist past could explain the diverging trajectories
of post-communist states after 1989? Could we make sense of the post-
communist space by grouping states following similar trajectories, and by
identifying the legacies that caused states to end up in one group or another?

It was not surprising, as a first observation, that states emerging newly
independent from the Soviet Union after over seven decades of Soviet com-
munism would follow trajectories very different from states of ECE. But
would the states of ECE follow the same or similar paths? After all, Poland,
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania emerged from communism
with many common legacies and attributes. They had all experienced only four
decades of locally led communism in conditions of nominal state sovereignty,
had existed as independent states before the Second World War and had enjoyed
relative proximity to the West. They ended communism and began democrat-
ization, one after another, during that miraculous year, 1989. And for them,
democratization did not coincide with national independence movements or
violent conflicts, though the Czechs and the Slovaks would have their velvet
divorce in 1992. All five, then six, also shared a similar geopolitical environ-
ment, and were recognized in 1993 as credible candidates for membership in
the European Union.

For all of these similarities, however, Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic,
Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia experienced remarkable differences in the
initial policies enacted by their governments in the name of building democ-
racy, crafting a market economy, and returning to Europe. What explains the
variation in political trajectories among these six states in the early 1990s? A
decade later, do we see a convergence in their trajectories and, if so, how much
of this convergence was caused by the leverage of the EU? These are the two
questions that animate this book. For the rest of this brief introduction, I will
provide a roadmap of the argument in the eight subsequent chapters, a survey
of the literatures that it will engage, and an explanation of how I selected my
six cases.
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Map of the Argument

While each state followed its own, unique trajectory away from communism,
I have identified two groups. While (more or less) all elections in the six states
after 1989 were free and fair, I ask: were ruling elites pushing the polity
toward liberal or illiberal democracy? By liberal democracy, I mean a polit-
ical system where state institutions and democratically elected rulers respect
juridical limits on their powers and the political liberties of all citizens. They
uphold the rule of law, a separation of powers, and boundaries between the
state and the economy. They also uphold basic liberties, such as speech,
assembly, religion, and property. Important for our cases, they do not violate
the limits on their powers or the political liberties of citizens in order to
suppress rival political parties or groups.2

I start by arguing that the quality of political competition at the moment of
regime change determined whether states embarked on what I call a liberal or
an illiberal pattern of political change after 1989. The quality of political com-
petition in the new democracies was initially determined by the presence or
absence of an opposition to communism strong enough to take power in 1989,
and secondarily by the presence or absence of a reforming communist party.
Chapter 1 makes the theoretical case for why political competition is central
to understanding variation in political and economic change in post-communist
states. It also presents a model of the causal mechanisms that translate dif-
ferent levels of political competition into liberal and illiberal political and
economic outcomes. Chapter 2 presents the empirical variation between domes-
tic politics in Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic (the liberal states) and
domestic politics in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia (the illiberal ones).

What about the role of the EU and other international actors in shaping the
trajectories of ECE’s democratizing states? Never had new democracies
emerged on a continent so busy with the activities of international organiza-
tions: besides the European Union, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the Council of Europe (COE), the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the West European Union (WEU), the
European Free Trade Association (EFTA), the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the United Nations, and no doubt others, joined by a
parade of Western non-governmental organizations, took an interest in foster-
ing democracy and capitalism in our six East Central European states.

It was the EU that took center stage. Even before the street demonstrators
had gone home in Prague in November 1989, incoming democratic leaders of
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary had singled out joining the EU as their
most important foreign policy goal. Joining the EU was heralded as the
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symbolic endpoint of the “return to Europe”; soon this symbolism was
eclipsed by the economic imperative of membership. Chapter 3 presents a
theoretical framework for what I call passive leverage—the traction that the
EU has on the domestic politics of credible candidate states merely by virtue
of its existence and its usual conduct. This includes the (tremendous) political
and economic benefits of membership, the (dastardly) costs of exclusion, and
the (not-so-nice) way that the EU treats nonmember states.

Yet, from 1989 to 1994 I demonstrate that the EU and other international
actors had a negligible impact on the course of political change in ECE states.
The EU’s passive leverage merely reinforced liberal strategies of reform in
Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, while failing to avert, end or
significantly diminish rent-seeking strategies for winning and exercising
power in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia. Chapter 4 traces empirically the
relationship between the EU and the two groups of states from 1989 to 1994.
It also reveals how the liberal states came to understand the full force of the
benefits of EU membership by dealing with the EU from the outside, while
the EU itself slowly came to terms with the prospect of a future eastern
enlargement.

What happened once the EU started moving toward enlargement? Chapter 5
presents a theoretical framework for what I call the EU’s active leverage—the
deliberate policies of the EU toward candidate states. Active leverage is
animated by the fact that the tremendous benefits of EU membership create
incentives for states to satisfy the enormous entry requirements, setting the
stage for the effectiveness of conditionality within the EU’s pre-accession
process. Three characteristics of this process, moreover, make it particularly
powerful: asymmetric interdependence (candidates are weak), enforcement
(tough but fair), and meritocracy (most of the time). The process mediates the
costs and benefits of satisfying EU membership criteria in such a way as to
make compliance attractive—and noncompliance visible and costly.

The benefits of EU membership (and the costs of exclusion) create one of
the central puzzles of this book: why did ruling elites in illiberal pattern states
respond differently than those in liberal pattern states to the incentives of EU
membership?

For illiberal ruling elites in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia, complying
with EU membership requirements was too costly, undermining their hold on
power. But I show in Chapter 6 that active leverage helped create a more com-
petitive political system in illiberal states, changing the information environ-
ment and the institutional environment to the advantage of more liberal
opposition political forces. Next, I show in Chapter 7 that active leverage
helped compel all six governments to reform the state and the economy in
ways that are consistent with strengthening liberal democracy and the market
economy. This happened because of straightforward conditionality (to get x you
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must do y), but also because the pre-accession process served economic actors
as a credible commitment to ongoing reform and strengthened pro-EU groups
in society. I also explore in Chapter 7 the considerable variation that contin-
ues to exist among the candidate states even as they are all moving toward
satisfying the domestic requirements for EU membership.

By comparing domestic politics in six countries over the course of fifteen
years, I attempt to reveal chains of causation over time. I use the term “pattern
of political change” deliberately to show how the absence of political compe-
tition creates similar opportunities for ruling elites to concentrate political
power and extract rents over time and across countries. But as time goes by,
I show that these very policies trigger similar responses by opposition elites
and civic groups, similar consequences for the economy, and similar pressures
from society for change. The fact that these states are credible future mem-
bers of the EU, exposed to the full force of the EU’s active leverage, strength-
ens the hand of liberal forces against illiberal ones: not in a duel where good
vanquishes evil, but in an iterated electoral game where sooner or later most
political actors see the benefits of moving their own political agenda toward
compatibility with the state’s bid for EU membership. As post-communist
politics have demonstrated over and over again, with a little fine tuning most
political actors—however dispirited, discredited, or despised—can find their
way back into the political game and indeed back into power. Only in the run
up to joining the EU, there is a twist: the EU’s active leverage helps set the
parameters and write the rules of the political game.

This book combines a historical institutionalist approach, demonstrating
how the groups and institutions inherited from communism structure polit-
ics after 1989, with an elite-driven, instrumentalist approach, analyzing the
actions that politicians take in their quest to win and hold power. Historical
institutionalism explores how the existing institutions in a society shape any
future changes in policy-making practices. Agency also matters: political sys-
tems become more (or less) competitive because domestic elites emerge and
change in response to changing incentives in the political environment. What
kinds of incentives are most compelling is in turn debated between rationalists
and constructivists—between scholars that emphasize material rewards,
including myself, and those that emphasize reputational and ideational rewards
as motivating elite behavior.

Survey of the Literatures

This book engages many literatures in political science, most of them at the
intersection of comparative politics and international relations and therefore
defying easy categorization. Yet, it is helpful here to sketch the different
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contributions that this book may make to ongoing debates in different parts of
the field. To this end, I have organized the following brief overview into three
parts: (a) three literatures in comparative politics (post-communism, hybrid
democracies, and the impact of external actors); (b) three literatures in inter-
national relations (international institutions, international political economy,
and international security); and (c) that stand-alone behemoth, the study of the
EU. Roughly, these three parts correspond to the three theoretical chapters—
Chapters 1 (post-communism), 3 (international relations), and 5 (EU)—so
many references are omitted here.

The trajectories of post-communist states diverged immediately in 1989,
despite the common start to democratization occasioned by the collapse of
communism: by the first democratic elections, the conditions were in place
for liberal democracy in one set of states and illiberal democracy in another
set. Explaining this variation, the book presents and tests a model of domestic
political change based on the quality of political competition at the moment of
regime change, and on how it changes over time. In so doing, the book engages
the rich literature on communism and post-communism in comparative
politics. It also contributes to the broader literature on democratization by
considering the relationship between democratic success, economic crisis,
and economic reform.

The democratization of communist states seemed in many ways incompar-
able to democratization in other parts of the world owing to the uniqueness
of communism’s impact on the polity, the economy, and society.3 However,
the behavior of ruling elites when seizing and holding power in that gray zone
between liberal democracy and outright authoritarianism—be it called illib-
eral democracy, electoral democracy, hybrid democracy, or competitive
authoritarianism—is in many respects strikingly similar across countries and
regions. This book presents and tests a theory of the domestic and interna-
tional conditions that turn democratic revolutions into illiberal democracies—
and also that turn illiberal democracies into more liberal ones. This book thus
contributes to the recent comparative politics literature on the origin, the
dynamics, and the demise of democratic hybrids.4 Most striking, it demon-
strates that international actors can play an important role in either tightening
or loosening the grip on the polity of elites that seek to perpetuate illiberal
democracy.5

The impact of external actors on democratization, and on domestic politi-
cal change more generally, is now one of the most exciting areas of study 
in comparative politics.6 In the long-established literature on democratization
in Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, or Africa, however, the impact of
external actors on democratic consolidation has usually been considered
harmful or at best indifferent. The exception is democratization on the
European continent, where the prospect of joining the EU is credited with
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supporting transition and consolidation in Portugal, Spain, and Greece as well
as in the ECE states.7 Can this kind of influence be replicated beyond the
European continent? Elsewhere, states also join international organizations, and
elsewhere, international actors may help make political systems more com-
petitive. Yet, what makes the EU’s active leverage so effective—the benefits and
requirements of accession—is a product of very high levels of rule-based
integration and shared sovereignty that are, for now, unique to the EU.

Indeed, the process of entering the EU entails a greater transformation of
domestic policy-making and a greater pooling of sovereignty than entering
any other international organization in the world. This raises three puzzles in
international relations theory: under what domestic and systemic conditions
do sovereign states create (or join) international organizations to further state
interests; how does membership (or courtship) of an international organiza-
tion transform state strategies and preferences; and what determines the com-
pliance of existing (or aspiring) members with the organization’s rules? These
puzzles have been neglected for credible future members, as opposed to actual
members, of the EU. This book shows that the tremendous benefits combined
with the enormous requirements for joining the EU create incentives for
compliance that are different in kind and trigger different mechanisms of
domestic change in candidates than in existing members of the EU.

By exploring compliance, this book asks similar questions to the literature
on the usefulness of conditionality by the international financial institutions
(IFIs), chiefly as practiced by the World Bank and the IMF. Can conditionality
induce elites to implement specific economic reforms? Scholars in this area
have generally argued that external actors rarely, if ever, “tip the political
scales in favor of reform” by using conditionality.8 Again, the nature of the
EU’s active leverage is unique: EU membership is a reward of a different
order, and it comes at the end of a much longer and more structured condi-
tionality process than aid from the IFIs.

This book also contributes to the study of ethnic relations and conflict
within the literature on international security. Moving states from illiberal to
liberal democracy while requiring governments to satisfy membership
requirements has led to the de-escalation of tensions between ethnic major-
ities and ethnic minorities in many prospective EU members. This is a remark-
able result in the present that seems likely to endure in the future, making the
mechanisms that cause this de-escalation worthy of study. In the early 1990s
ethnic cleansing and war in the disintegrating Yugoslavia raised fears among
policy-makers and scholars that ethnic violence could also occur in many
parts of Eastern Europe, where ethnic majorities and minorities were begin-
ning an uneasy coexistence in weak, democratizing states.9 While violence
in our six ECE states was never likely, the explanation for why it is now
considered well nigh impossible can be found in this book.
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Finally, this book helps answer the central question in the study of the EU:
what drives European integration? And, more immediately, how did the EU
arrive at such a spectacular enlargement, admitting ten new members in 2004
with several more candidates waiting in the wings? Thus far, research on the
EU’s eastern enlargement has focused on four issues. First, it has tracked and
theorized the decisions among existing EU member states about whether and
how to enlarge. Second, it has explored and speculated about the implications
of enlargement for the EU’s own institutions and policies. Third, it has turned
to whether EU enlargement has plugged new members into a broader process
of Europeanization that is bringing about political, economic, social, and even
cultural harmonization among all existing EU members or even all European
states. I consider these three questions, especially in Chapters 5 and 8.

I am, however, chiefly interested in a fourth question: when and how has the
EU had an impact on the course of political change in aspiring member states?10

My study is unique, as I have integrated a theory of what explains the different
domestic political trajectories of ECE states after 1989 with a theory of how EU
leverage has influenced these trajectories at different stages during the fifteen
or more years between the start of democratization and EU accession.

Case Selection

This book focuses on Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Romania,
Bulgaria, and Slovakia. This selection of cases limits my ability to test the-
ories on the entire universe of twenty-seven post-communist states. However,
conducting in-depth comparisons among this limited number of cases does
allow me to investigate the causal mechanisms that translate differences in
well-specified initial conditions into different political outcomes.11 It then
allows me to compare the cause, the timing, and the sequence of subsequent
changes. I am thus able to identify the mechanisms that translate the EU’s
active leverage into changes in domestic politics, comparing the impact of the
EU, in broad strokes, across the six cases and across time.12

The cases maximize the variation on the dependent variable (political
trajectories), capturing the full range of outcomes among ECE states immedi-
ately after 1989 from strong initial political competition (Poland and
Hungary), to intermediate (Czech Republic), limited (Slovakia and Bulgaria),
and very weak competition (Romania). They also maximize the variation on
the political trajectories among ECE states vis-à-vis the EU’s pre-accession
process a decade later, ranging from frontrunners that hold their position
(Hungary), to those that falter (the Czech Republic), to laggards that surge
forward (Slovakia), and laggards that continue to lag (Romania).
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Meanwhile, the most obvious structural or environmental factors that could
account for the different trajectories of political change (and different levels
of success in the EU’s pre-accession process) vary across the outcomes. Thus,
simply the strength of the economy, the country’s geographic distance from
Brussels or its geostrategic importance to the West cannot account for the
variation in the dependent variable, as I discuss in Chapter 3. Moreover, the
six cases vary across different types of communist regimes, from the least
repressive in Poland and Hungary to the most Stalinist in Romania and
Czechoslovakia (after 1968). The exception is the presence or absence of a
large ethnic minority, which covaries in my six cases with the initial level of
competition in the political system. Thus my selection of cases does not allow
me to assess the relative importance of ethnic geography and political com-
petition in determining whether states follow a liberal or illiberal trajectory
after 1989.

At the same time, these six cases share crucial similarities, thus eliminat-
ing several potential explanations for their divergent political trajectories.
First, all six undertook a democratic revolution in 1989 in conditions of estab-
lished state sovereignty. Even in Slovakia, which would separate from the
Czech Republic in 1992, Bratislava was the center of Slovak politics in 1989
allowing us, with some obstacles, to follow the dynamics of political contes-
tation in Slovakia from the moment of regime change. Second, all have held
free and fair elections, at least most of the time. Third, all six states had signed
association agreements with the EU and were officially recognized as poten-
tial candidates for full membership in 1993. From 1989, they were treated as
a group by the EU and received similar kinds of attention from the West. In
addition to the difficulties for the researcher of taking on any more cases,
I excluded Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Slovenia because their “democratic
revolutions” took place much later, in 1991, and were defined by emancipa-
tion from the Soviet Union or from Yugoslavia. Finally, my cases do not
include a country that was not a credible future member of the EU, for example,
Ukraine or Moldova, because in the second half of the book my purpose is
to explain variation in political outcomes in states subject to the EU’s active
leverage—a goal which could not be served by a case on which the EU’s
active leverage had (by the EU’s own choice) virtually no purchase.

Our six countries ended up in similar places, at roughly the same time, but
their paths varied considerably—and diverged sharply from many of the
other twenty-one post-communist states. To understand these similarities
and differences we now return to the moment of regime change in 1989 to
consider the importance of political competition in a democratizing polity.
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1

Political Competition and the Reform
Trajectories of Post-Communist States

East European states embarked on democratization and marketization at
roughly the same time in 1989–91. They were exiting the communist system
with, at least nominally, the same goal: liberal democracy and market
capitalism. More than ten years on, what is striking is the multiplicity of
outcomes.1 While some post-communist states are now liberal democracies
with functioning market economies, others are ruled by authoritarian regimes
that have introduced only very limited economic reforms. Still others fall
somewhere in between, with formal democratic institutions but illiberal
politics, and with some economic reform but highly distorted markets. How
do we account for this remarkable diversity?

If we compare the performance of governments across Eastern Europe since
1989, one ingredient for democratic success stands out: a competitive political
system. Did the first decade of democratic government witness the alternation
in power of liberal democratic parties, or the monopoly on power of illiberal
parties that suppressed political competition and polarized the political sys-
tem? I argue in this chapter that the divergence in democratic outcomes, and in
the character of economic reform immediately after 1989 was determined by
the level and quality of competition in the political system. I propose that
where the collapse of communism was quickly followed by the creation and
strengthening of a competitive democratic political system, we should expect
relatively rapid progress in building liberal democratic political institutions and
a market-based economy. In countries where the collapse of communism was
followed by the creation of a noncompetitive (albeit democratic) political sys-
tem, we should expect the suppression of liberal democratic institutions, and
relatively slow progress toward a market economy.

Evidence drawn from the post-socialist societies over the last twelve years
generally supports this basic hypothesis. Two observations stand out when we
compare the empirical evidence on political freedom and economic reform
across all of these post-communist states. First, as illustrated by Figure 1.1,
there is a correlation between a country’s political freedom rating and its



implementation of economic reform. That is, the higher a country is rated for
the quality of its democracy, the more progress it has made on market reform.
Figure 1.1 plots the “Democratization” scores against the “Economic liberal-
ization” scores assigned to all twenty-seven post-communist states in Europe
and Eurasia by Freedom House in 2001.2 It reveals a very strong relationship
between democracy and market reform. Moreover, strikingly similar patterns
emerge using different indexes for economic reform, such as those of the
World Bank and EBRD, against the Freedom House democratization index.3

Second, there is a correlation between the completeness of economic
reforms and the level of aggregate social welfare ten years after the transition
began. That is, those countries that put in place the most rapid and complete
economic reforms recovered most quickly, registered the highest levels of
economic growth, and generated the lowest increase in income disparities.4

My aim here is to identify a set of causal mechanisms based on the quality of
political competition that account for these correlations—that, in other words,
explain the divergent political and economic outcomes in post-communist
Europe.

This chapter is organized in three parts. The first part makes the case for
why political competition is central to understanding variation in the course
of political and economic change in East European states after 1989. I examine
why the transitions create ample opportunities for rent seeking by ruling
elites, and why political turnover is essential for efficient rule making in the
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new polities. I then explore how information asymmetries between the rulers
and the voters, unchecked by rival groups and independent media, can play
into the hands of rent-seeking elites in winning elections, and how political
competition can abate these asymmetries over time.

The second part models the causal mechanisms that translate different
levels of political competition into different political and economic outcomes.
I argue that the presence or absence of an opposition to communism is the first
critical ingredient for vigorous political competition. But I also argue that
there is a second, less important but more surprising ingredient: a reformed
communist party. The most successful recipe for a liberal pattern of political
change is the alternation in power of political parties that originated from a
strong opposition to communism, and from a reforming communist party.
This creates the most favorable conditions for the checks and balances of a
liberal democracy, but also for the consensus and compromise of a political
system that avoids excessive polarization.

The third part sketches the variation that I am trying to explain in my six
post-communist cases, and situates my argument about political competition
within broader debates in comparative politics about the nature of post-
communism. Chapter 2 presents variation among my six cases in detail. It
examines states with an opposition to communism sufficiently strong to take
power in 1989: Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. It then examines states
where a weak opposition allowed communist rent-seeking elites to stay in
power after 1989: Romania and Bulgaria, along with the hybrid case of
Slovakia where the political stresses of nation building allowed rent-seeking
elites to take control for many years.

1.1 Rent Seeking and Reform

The transition to a market-based democracy creates the opportunity for elites
to rewrite the rules of the polity and the economy all at once. In such an
environment, politicians confront strong incentives to forsake political plural-
ism and economic liberalism in favor of rent-seeking strategies that channel
benefits to narrowly defined interest groups at the expense of society as a
whole. If political competition is absent, ruling elites are free to cultivate an
illiberal democracy and pursue these rent-seeking strategies—strategies that
sacrifice economic welfare and ethnic tolerance.

To illuminate the economic rent-seeking opportunities created by the
transition from communism, Joel Hellman presented the partial reform
equilibrium model.5 The common dilemma of the politics of economic reform
was thought to be how to prevent the reversal of comprehensive reforms by
the short-term losers in society that would suffer a decline in their standard of
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living. In the post-communist cases, Hellman showed that this was not true.
Although comprehensive reforms did impose hardships on the majority of
voters, these voters did not demand their reversal and moreover they suffered
much less than their counterparts in countries that had opted for gradual
reforms.

The challenge of the post-communist transition is instead to protect the
momentum of reform from the short-term winners of partial reform. Partial
reform generates rents arising from price differentials between the liberalized
sectors of the economy and those still coordinated by non-market mechan-
isms. Arbitrage opportunities for those in a position to mediate between the
reformed and unreformed sectors of the economy include the liberalization of
foreign trade with incomplete price liberalization, the liberalization of prices
without market competition, and the privatization of companies without new
controls on state credits and subsidies for production. As Hellman pointed out,
the transition from a command economy necessarily creates some arbitrage
opportunities because not all aspects of a fully functioning market economy
can be put in place all at once.6 The winners of partial reform, however, seek
to stall the implementation of comprehensive reform for as long as possible
in order to maximize their own rents. “Instead of forming a constituency in
support of advancing reforms,” Hellman argued, “the short-term winners have
often sought to stall the economy in a partial reform equilibrium that gener-
ates concentrated rents for themselves, while imposing high costs on the rest
of society.”7

The central challenge of reform, therefore, is to minimize rent seeking.
Adam Przeworski finds that whether markets operate efficiently and generate
a humane distribution of welfare depends on regulation by a democratic state
that does not function as a political monopoly.8 As Douglass North has
argued, “where there are no close substitutes, the existing ruler characteristic-
ally is a despot, a dictator, or an absolute monarch. The closer the substitutes,
the fewer degrees of freedom the ruler possesses, and the greater the percent-
age of incremental income that will be retained by the constituents.”9

Politicians who take power in a democratizing state where the quality of polit-
ical competition is low may fix the rules of the transition so as to prevent
turnover while profiting from the rents generated by partial reform.

Political Competition Helps Suppress Rent Seeking

Political competition limits rent seeking. It does so by exposing politicians to
the scrutiny of diverse political rivals, interest groups, and voters. Politicians
who face regular, competitive elections may be constrained from pursuing
policies that concentrate gains to a narrow segment of the electorate while
generating high social costs. There are many factors contributing to the
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quality of political competition, but the alternation of political parties in
power stands out as the most important one. At a minimum, political turnover
means that the advantages that accrue to the political parties in power are
delimited by time, and scrutinized by an opposition with experience in
government. Turnover creates incentives for elites to play by the democratic
rules, and to write the rules more fairly, limiting the rent-seeking opportunities
of those who succeed them in power.

In a noncompetitive political system, the ability of a government to maintain
political power hinges on the support of a small fraction of society—a small
as opposed to a large “selectorate.” In such circumstances, the government
has good reason to redistribute societal income from those who lack political
influence—voters at large—to those who do have influence—the groups 
supporting the government. The government taxes society as a whole—for
example, through corrupt privatization programs, partial liberalization, and
ethnic scapegoating. It then transfers economic and also political resources to
the narrow but influential interest groups keeping it in power.10

In competitive political systems, by contrast, a government must gain
support from a much wider subset of society that is generally better informed.
Because the need for majority support is critical, ruling parties cannot afford
politically to adopt policies that tax the many to benefit the few. Instead, they
are more inclined to adopt policies that are designed to disperse economic
power and raise aggregate social welfare which necessarily means that
economic rents are reduced.11 The fact that resources are allocated more
efficiently may foster higher levels of absolute economic growth as well as
greater social cohesion. Ruling parties may also be less inclined to foster
ethnic intolerance in a competitive political system where joining a coalition
with an ethnic minority party may be their only ticket to power.

Competition among political parties is essential for efficient democratic
politics—and its importance is greatly amplified when the rules of the demo-
cratic game are at stake. In established democracies, it may well be that com-
petition in politics usually takes place among contending organizations, and
therefore “below” the level of institutions.12 But during transition, when the
institutions of the new polity and economy are being created, it is the political
parties in power that have a great deal of discretion over how new rules are
written on issues as fundamental as citizenship, elections, and property rights.
These political parties will only write these new rules in an efficient way if
their freedom to maneuver is limited by competing groups. By efficient rules,
I mean rules that are designed to curb the ability of groups associated
with present and future rulers to extract political or economic rents from the
transition. Institutions, following Douglass North, are not “necessarily or even
usually created to be socially efficient; rather they, or at least the formal rules,
are created to serve the interests of those with the bargaining power to devise
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new rules.”13 Where political parties are competing for the votes of a majority
of well-informed citizens, politicians should write the rules more fairly and
distribute the gains of economic reform more broadly in society.14

The character of both the communists and the opposition is critical because
many of the benefits of political competition are dependent on the institu-
tionalization of a certain kind of political party system—one that establishes
competition among moderate and strong programmatic parties. Examining
the post-communist cases, Timothy Frye has argued persuasively for “the
perils of polarization,” particularly for the success of economic reform.15 To
avoid them, all or most parliamentary parties ideally accept the overall thrust
of domestic reform and foreign policy, all the while keeping up a lively culture
of scrutiny and criticism to avoid in turn the pitfalls of illiberal democracy or,
in other words, “democratic monopoly.”16 In Chapter 2 we will explore how
each of our six post-communist cases navigate between the perils of both—
of polarization and of democratic monopoly.

Political Competition Helps Overcome Information Asymmetries

An important reason why political competition is needed in the post-communist
transitions is because there exists a substantial information asymmetry
between the government and the citizens. Citizens are not well informed.
Politicians and their associates, generally a small circle of elites, design and
implement strategies for reforming the economy and the state. They have
detailed knowledge about whether these reforms are complete, and what
groups in society are benefiting from them. Citizens, however, have little
knowledge at the outset of the transition about the alternative strategies for
reform and, once reforms are underway, what groups are benefiting from
them. They cannot evaluate the costs and benefits of different reform strate-
gies for their economic welfare. But they do fear losing their jobs, and this
plays into the hands of politicians who want partial reform. It is striking that
in many cases the post-communist transitions enable rent-seeking elites to
win successive elections and block political turnover by promising slow, halt-
ing reforms—the kinds of reforms that bring them the greatest rents while
imposing the greatest costs on society.17

Three conditions that are common to post-communist transitions amplify
the power that accrues to a government because of the information asymmetry
between rulers and voters. First and most important, rivals may be weak—and
the rulers may use the levers of power to keep them weak. While clientelistic
groups are advantaged, competing groups may be institutionally and finan-
cially disadvantaged. Methods include blocking the registration of rival polit-
ical parties, diverting state funds from inconvenient interest groups, changing
the electoral laws to the advantage of the ruling parties, and neglecting to pass
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legislation to create a legal framework for non-governmental organizations.
Rival politicians may also be co-opted, divided, harassed, and even physically
assaulted by the new “democratic” leaders. This helps prevent rival politicians
from assembling the strength to triumph in nominally free elections.

Second, the independent media may be weak—and rulers may still control
the state-run television and large segments of the print media. State-run tele-
vision can be a very powerful instrument because many citizens do not seek out
other sources of information, even where they are available. In state-controlled
media outlets, the rulers can portray themselves as committed democrats,
implementing fair economic reforms and benefiting from close relations with
powerful international actors. After decades of severe restrictions on the press,
print and television journalists are typically inexperienced and unprofessional.
Rulers can therefore co-opt and bribe many journalists to produce propaganda
for the government. Even where journalists are not co-opted, their inexperience
with investigative reporting and with the rent-seeking opportunities created by
the transition plays into the hands of the rulers.

Third, voters may be susceptible to appeals to ethnic nationalism. Ethnic
nationalism warps the individual and group preferences that would develop in
a liberal democracy by creating a stark division along ethnic lines on all polit-
ically salient issues. This undermines social cohesion and makes politics seem
like a zero-sum competition for influence between the two ethnically defined
groups.18 Politicians may rally the nation to defend the new democratic polity
from ethnic minorities or from neighboring states.19 At the moment of regime
change, when individuals are struggling to understand the parameters of the
new order and constructing new “mental maps,” the discourse of ethnic
recrimination and intolerance can be very damaging.20

Exploiting ethnic divisions can loosely be defined as political rent seeking:
politicians collect the rents of ethnic nationalism (political power) while pass-
ing on the costs to society (ethnic recrimination). Most important, ethnic
nationalism obfuscates economic rent seeking. It diverts the attention of
citizens to the defense of the nation, creating common cause among all mem-
bers of the ethnic majority. This disguises the benefits of partial economic
reform enjoyed by the rulers at the expense of society. It often substitutes for
other coverage on state-run television. It also deflects the blame for economic
hardships from the government to the alleged rapaciousness of ethnic minor-
ities at home, or of national enemies abroad.

If information asymmetries are a vital component of a rent-seeking political
strategy, how does political competition help reduce them? Most important
are the incentives for opposition political parties to find out what the govern-
ment is doing, to make it public, and to make the case for alternative policies.
Citizens seeking to limit costly policies can use this information in order to
hold political parties that engage in rent seeking accountable, especially at the
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ballot box. The coherence and strength of the opposition parties bears heavily
on the quality of the information that is gathered, and on how widely it is
distributed. It also bears on how seriously this information is considered
by the electorate. Over time opposition parties may find various ways to com-
municate with the voters despite restricted access to the electronic media. But
if opposition parties are weak, fragmented, and consumed by intra-opposition
battles, voters may be less likely to pay attention to them.21 As we will see in
Chapter 6, excessive fragmentation (too many small parties) and/or excessive
polarization (clustering of opposition parties at the extreme left and right)
can play into the hands of ruling elites seeking to suppress real political
competition in the political system.22

1.2 Modeling a Competitive and a Noncompetitive 
Political System

What determined whether Central and East European states would develop a
competitive or a noncompetitive democratic political system in the years
immediately following the collapse of communism in 1989? Here, the key
independent variable is the presence or absence of an organized opposition to
the political order that preceded democracy. The presence of an opposition
guarantees a certain level of political competition: at the moment of regime
change there are at least two rival, organized political groups. The absence of
an organized opposition creates a political vacuum that allows the old rulers
to conduct the transition as they see fit. I will now sketch this process as a
brief, abstract model.

In states where there is a strong organized opposition to the former political
order, opposition leaders write the rules of the transition to democracy and
win the first elections. Their voters may have divergent or unknown prefer-
ences on the pace of economic reform, but they clearly support democracy
and prefer the exit of the old rulers. Since the first elections elevate the lead-
ership of the opposition to the leadership of the state, their initial strategies
aim rapidly to dismantle the old order. This includes creating democratic insti-
tutions that open up the political arena to competing political and interest
groups—groups that were oppressed by the previous regime. Once elected to
office, the opposition leaders build liberal democratic institutions and imple-
ment relatively comprehensive economic reforms. Overall, the opposition
leaders are representing the interests of the opposition movement that brought
them to power.

For competitiveness to become institutionalized, the most straightforward
path is for the old rulers to remake themselves as credible political rivals to
the new rulers in the next elections. If the reform strategies of the new rulers
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have met with overall domestic and international success, the old rulers will
have every incentive to promise to pursue them—only better. But if the old
rulers fail to reconstitute themselves as credible democratic opponents, the
reform strategies of the new rulers will suffer from too much freedom. Until
other rival groups gather strength, the new rulers will govern in a relatively
noncompetitive political system with high information asymmetries that
create opportunities for them to extract rents.

In states where no or weak opposition exists, the old rulers control the
process of the transition and win the first elections. The voters may or may
not prefer comprehensive political and economic reform, but they cannot
express their preferences clearly because the old rulers control the terms of
the first elections. Most important, they provide the information available to
voters about what allegedly constitutes the best strategy for reform: the
information asymmetries are therefore very high. No rival groups are strong
enough to voice a coherent political alternative. Once elected to office, the old
rulers are able to implement policies that benefit the few at the expense of the
many. They implement only partial political and economic reform that allows
a small group to extract significant political and economic rents. While the old
rulers dismantle the old order to put in place democratic institutions, they
attempt to block the entry of competing political and interest groups into the
political arena.

The two independent variables that explain the intensity and quality of
political competition in the early years of transition are exogenous to the
model. They are, however, internal to the countries: the EU or other external
actors play no role (yet). Political competition depends on the presence before
1989 of a strong opposition to communism. Where it exists, it evolves to form
the basis of a moderate, viable political right after it is swept to power in 1989.
Political competition also depends on the presence before 1989 of a reform-
ing communist party that fosters internal debate and technocratic skills. Such
a communist party has the tools to transform itself into the core of a moder-
ate, viable political left after the unexpected switch to democracy in 1989. 
A surprising intervening variable lurks in the background: when countries
succumb or come close to a condition of political monopoly, economic crisis
can work remarkably well to invigorate democratic competition.

1.3 Explaining Variation in the Political Trajectories of 
East European States

With this model in mind, we turn in the next chapter to how political change
played itself out in six states of East Central Europe after 1989, looking first
at Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic where post-opposition elites took
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power after the collapse of communism. The puzzle in this and in the
next chapter is why we see such a divergence in democratic and economic 
outcomes in these six states after the collapse of communism. Let me pause
here to sketch the variation in my cases and situate my answer to this puzzle
in the context of the ongoing academic debates in comparative politics about
political change in Eastern Europe after communism.

In the six East Central European (ECE) states that I examine—Poland,
Hungary, the Czech Republic, Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia—we see a
synchronized burial of the socialist state and the leading role of the communist
party in 1989, together with the emergence of democratic institutions includ-
ing regular elections which are, for the most part, free and fair.23 But we also
see a remarkable divergence in the initial policies enacted in the name of
building democracy and a market economy. Figure 1.2 illustrates the diver-
gence between the two groups as measured by the “Democratization” and
“Economic Liberalization” scores assigned by Freedom House to the six
states in 1998. In Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic the first govern-
ment throws open the political arena, lays the foundations of liberal demo-
cratic institutions, promotes ethnic tolerance, and begins comprehensive
market reforms; this pattern breaks down in the Czech Republic after a few
years. In Romania and Bulgaria, the first government suppresses political
competition, subverts the new democratic institutions, uses ethnic nationalism
to build legitimacy, and begins episodic market reforms; this pattern plays out
in Slovakia with some delay.
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I explain this variation in the dependent variable in great detail in Chapter 2.
Here, let me restate my argument that the quality of political competition
determined whether states embarked on what I call a liberal or an illiberal pat-
tern of change after 1989. The quality of political competition was initially
determined primarily by the presence or absence of an opposition to commun-
ism strong enough to take power in 1989. It was determined secondarily by
the presence or absence of a communist party that was already undergoing
internal reform in 1989. In Chapter 2, I illustrate how the presence or absence
of these two factors shaped the “competitiveness” of the political system,
including the alternation of political parties in power, the effectiveness of the
opposition in checking the activities of the government, the independence of
the media, and the accountability of the ruling parties to citizens and groups
in society.24 The development of liberal democracy is not simply a function
of having liberal democrats on hand in 1989—it is a function of an open,
competitive political arena.25

My study is part of a broader literature in comparative politics that argues that
the most important factors shaping the political and economic trajectories of
East European states after communism are found among the legacies of the past.
The quality of political competition at the moment of regime change is, after
all, an outcome of the many different and interwoven legacies of the commu-
nist and also the pre-communist past. These different legacies are the subject of
many studies that attempt to weigh their relative importance in explaining the
variation in political and economic reforms after 1989.26 The legacies include
political traditions and economic development before communism, as well as
protest, repression, economic reform, political organization, state institutions,
and socio-economic changes during communism.27 I will take up several of
these legacies in greater detail in Chapter 3 (the next theoretical chapter)
when I unpack the alternative explanations for why East European states react
differently to the prospect of earning membership in the EU.

My study is different from much of this literature because instead of weigh-
ing the relative importance of different legacies I argue that at the critical junc-
ture of regime change in 1989 the quality of political competition determines
the initial political trajectory of the new democracy. However it is that some
East European states developed a strong opposition to communism able to
take power in 1989 and others did not, this one variable at this one rupture of
history had a tremendous impact on the initial transformation of the state
and the economy. The presence or absence of this opposition is the causal
mechanism “created” under communism that shapes post-communism most
profoundly. Put more broadly, communism’s most important legacy is the
character of the groups of elites that exist in 1989—both in the opposition and
in the communist party.
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My study is unique because it explains change over time. What determines
the quality of competition—and what consequences it has for democratic
politics and market reforms—changes over the years. Political competition is
a dynamic factor. As we will see, a state with a very weak opposition and an
unreconstructed communist party in 1989 can develop a more competitive
political system over time. The quality of political competition becomes an
indicator for a number of changes taking place in the polity as the transfor-
mation moves forward. In later chapters of this book, I will show how new
factors, including the leverage of the EU, help improve the quality of political
competition in states for which the “initial conditions” regarding the character
of the elites bequeathed by communism were inauspicious indeed.

What I am attempting to do is reveal chains of causality over time, as
discussed in the Introduction. I use the term “pattern of political change” to
show how the absence of political competition creates similar opportunities to
concentrate political power and extract rents over time and across countries;
but in later chapters to show how these very policies in turn trigger similar reac-
tions from society, consequences for the economy—and pressures for change.
As Grzegorz Ekiert has argued, it is possible to show that certain specific sets
of factors are of particular importance at certain stages of transformation, and
that they bring about similar outcomes across post-communist states.28

My argument engages and draws on many studies that have helped me
think about the role of political competition in the initial period of demo-
cratization. On the importance of the opposition, I wrote first with Timothy
Snyder that the presence or absence of a strong opposition to communism
(and of a reforming communist party) determined how ethnic nationalism and
economic reform were handled by the first non-communist governments.29 As
Valerie Bunce put it, some states had “regimes-in-waiting” when communist
party hegemony ended and a rough consensus on a fully liberal economic and
democratic order among the elites, putting them “at the head of the parade
leaving socialism.”30 M. Steven Fish demonstrated statistically that whether
the first democratic elections brought to power new elites was the single best
predictor of future economic reform over twenty-six post-communist cases.31

Herbert Kitschelt conducted a systematic analysis of many factors that could
account for the different outcomes in post-communist Europe, and concurred
with Fish that “the temporally closest causal link to market reform runs
through the victory of anti-communist forces in the first post-communist elec-
tion and the establishment of civil and political rights and freedoms in that
process.”32 Michael McFaul took this one step further and, emphasizing as
I do the importance of the configuration of political actors at the moment of
transition, argued that the ideological orientation of the more powerful
actor largely determined the type of the new regime, with “democracy”
emerging “therefore in countries where democrats enjoyed a decisive power
advantage.”33

22 Reform Trajectories of Post-Communist States



On the dynamic of political competition, Joel Hellman’s path-breaking 
article crystallized the link between state capture and economic rent seeking
in the post-communist context: I attempt to explain the political genesis and,
later in the book, the political demise of the perpetrators of Hellman’s partial
reform. Mitchell Orenstein and Anna Grzyma„a-Busse have done the most
theoretically interesting and empirically rich work thus far on political com-
petition in post-communist Europe. As I discuss in Chapter 2, Mitchell
Orenstein has illustrated the surprising benefits of vigorous political com-
petition for privatization in Poland as compared to the Czech Republic.34 As
I discuss in Chapter 7, Anna Grzyma„a-Busse has demonstrated that in Poland
and Hungary strong political competition yielded a much less politicized state
than in the Czech Republic or in Slovakia.35

Who do I disagree with? Unlike some scholars, I focus on the positive
repercussions of the turnover of political parties in office, and also of the rise
of new political parties when old parties are discredited by rent seeking and
failed reform. I highlight the benefits of lively political competition over the
possible drawbacks of instability in the political party spectrum and volatility
on the part of the voters. I therefore reject the bias toward party system
stability and the perseverance of political parties in power in some of the lit-
erature evaluating democratic consolidation in Eastern Europe.36 The project
led by Gábor Tóka at the Central European University in Budapest titled “The
Development of Party Systems and Electoral Alignments in East Central
Europe” used survey and electoral data to show that most party systems in
East Central Europe did indeed remain unstable in the first half of the 1990s.37

As Tóka argues, however, party system fragmentation and electoral volatility
do not serve as accurate measures of democratic consolidation.38 A small
number of political parties with a loyal electorate does not necessarily signify
a high quality democracy. Conversely, a large number of only weakly institu-
tionalized political parties may exist in a “consolidated” democracy.

By focusing on which elites took power in 1989 and what kind of com-
petition they faced in the new polity, I am privileging the role of political elites
over institutional explanations of post-communist performance. I am thus
arguing against scholars who attribute the political trajectories of new demo-
cracies chiefly to the design of their new institutions—to how they write their
constitution, or whether they adopt a presidential or a parliamentary system.39

While presidentialism is correlated to an illiberal pattern of political change
in my cases (and across the post-communist world) after 1989, this is a con-
sequence and not a cause of the kinds of elites dominating the institution-
building process, as I have argued in the first part of this chapter.40 Where
opposition is stronger at the moment of regime change and manages to block
the adoption of a presidential system, it may of course be better able sub-
sequently to use countervailing institutions to prevent the illiberal ruling
parties from gaining absolute power.
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By detailing the positive role of oppositionists and of reformed communists
in the post-1989 transformations, I am also arguing against the idea that the
communist period was politically unproductive for the future building of
liberal democracy.41 Oppositionists in Poland and Hungary embraced Western
liberal democracy and developed civic conceptions of national identity in
opposition to the communist system, subduing earlier traditions of imperial
expansion and ethnic nationalism. Reformed communists came to post-
communism with a wealth of experience in running the state and attempting
economic reform in an impossible situation.

Fundamental structural changes conducive to economic modernization also
occurred or were accelerated during communism. Except in Poland, economies
were brutally but effectively restructured by the collectivization of agriculture
that transformed peasants into workers. More important, many societies
emerged from communism with remarkable attributes that would help them
manage both democracy and market reform: they had lower levels of income
disparity, much higher levels of skills and education and a much lower gender
literacy gap than other countries attempting the transition to democracy.42

These structural changes have mediated the impact of the transition to cap-
italism, making labor forces relatively well prepared to adjust to and profit
from market liberalization; for this and other reasons, the relationship
between democratization and market liberalization in Figure 1.1 would look
very different, for example, for Latin American states. As Philip Roeder
has written, we must deepen our understanding of “the ways in which
communism also transformed these societies for the better.”43
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2

Liberal and Illiberal Democracy After
Communism

We turn in this chapter to how political change played itself out in my six
cases after 1989. We look first at Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic
where post-opposition elites took power after the collapse of communism; and
second at Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia where non-opposition elites were
able to dominate the transition from communism. Later in the book, we will
explore in detail the variation in how oppositions developed and challenged
the illiberal rulers in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia after 1989. The pur-
pose of this chapter, however, is to show how the presence or absence of an
opposition to communism that is strong enough to take and hold power in
1989 puts one group of states on the road to liberal democracy, and the other
group on the road to illiberal democracy.

This chapter is divided into two parts: the first part is about the liberal and
the second is about the illiberal pattern of political change. Each part is divided
into three sections: the first section explores the nature of the opposition
and of the regime change in 1989; the second details the political, economic,
and national policies of the new governments; and the third analyzes the
quality of the left alternative available to voters in each state.

2.1 After Opposition: Liberal Pattern of Political Change

The presence of an organized opposition to communism jump-started the
creation of a competitive political system. Revolution had to precede demo-
cracy, and the character of the elites on hand for revolution determined, in
large measure, who would be elected to the first government and whether that
government would attempt comprehensive political and economic reform.
The presence of an organized opposition to communism at the moment
of regime change strong enough to take power in Poland, Hungary and
Czechoslovakia had an immediate and profound institutional effect: the rules
of the political transition were negotiated between the leaders of the opposi-
tion and the leaders of the communist party. In Poland the communists had



the strongest bargaining position and in Czechoslovakia the weakest: but in
no case did the communists write the rules of the first elections with a free
hand.1 Indeed, the bargaining power of the communist elites had all but
disappeared by the end of 1989 and the leaders of the civic movements were
in a position to frame the emerging political debate.2 While both the opposition
and the communist party stood in these first elections, the voters clearly
preferred the exit of the old rulers and the opposition won a sweeping victory.
It is important to mark this simple political watershed: the replacement in
power of the communist elites with the leaders of the opposition movements.3

Once in office, the post-opposition governments in Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia put in place relatively comprehensive political and economic
reform. By post-opposition governments, I mean governments that were
formed by leaders of the pre-1989 opposition movements. They handled the
two most compelling platforms of post-communist politics—the defense of
the nation from its “enemies” and the protection of the average voter from
economic reform—in ways that were usually consistent with liberal demo-
cracy and with marketizing reforms. (As we will see in the next section, ethnic
nationalism and economic populism were easy ploys for illiberal elites seeking
to win elections.) In these “founding moments,” as Jakub Zielinski argues,
political actors could determine which cleavages to depoliticize and which to
establish as the permanent axes of political competition.4

Each with a different measure of success, the post-opposition governments
can be credited with three outcomes: open democratic institutions, ethnic
tolerance, and rapid economic reform. These are the domestic ingredients for
what I call a liberal pattern of political change. First, the former dissidents
built democratic institutions in such a way as to open the political arena to
groups oppressed by the communist regime—including rivals to their political
power. That is, they put in place a more or less level playing field for groups
seeking to compete in the political arena, including the communist party and
its successors, thereby creating incentives for democracy’s former opponents
to play by the new rules.

Second, the former dissidents set the parameters of mainstream political
debate, marginalizing extreme nationalists and calling for ethnic tolerance. To
win or maintain power, they did not scapegoat ethnic minorities at home, nor
did they vilify the traditional enemies of the nation abroad. The appeals of
nationalists, meanwhile, were relatively muted by the absence of a large,
cohesive ethnic minority, though in Hungary they were amplified by large
numbers of coethnics in neighboring states. If Poland, Hungary, or the Czech
lands had had a large ethnic minority in 1989, ethnic tolerance in domestic
politics may not have had the same character. This is an important point: we
do not know how a post-opposition government would have handled this
challenge, though we have good reasons to suppose that they would not have
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resorted to ethnic scapegoating like non-opposition politicians in other states
that lacked a better source of legitimacy in the new democratic arena.

Third, the former dissidents helped electorates to understand and accept
difficult economic reform as part of the democratic revolution. They per-
suaded their societies that the national future was in a liberal democratic and
prosperous Europe for which a functioning capitalist economy was an imper-
ative. Building democracy and building capitalism became intertwined. The
consensus on the course of economic reform survived even where the post-
opposition governments were voted out of power at the next elections. The
electorate agreed to comprehensive marketizing reforms, though it could later
reject the government for how it managed them. The most striking example is
the Solidarity government in Poland that implemented a “shock therapy”
reform program that led to a sharp drop in living standards but eventually pro-
pelled Poland into the economic vanguard of Eastern Europe.5 Polish society
did not resist the radical reform measures because they were closely associ-
ated with the democratic revolution.

2.1.1 Oppositions and Revolutions

Why did an opposition exist in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia that was
strong enough to take control of the transition? The presence of such an opposi-
tion speaks to the structure of politics, of the economy and of society both
before and during communism. It subsumes many historical and institutional
developments that are beyond the scope of this book, such as the character of
industrialization and political competition before the Second World War; how
the communist regime co-opted, suppressed, or responded to dissent; how the
communist party developed internally over the previous decades; and how
state institutions were transformed under communism.6 But the condition of
the opposition could already be detected in the 1950s: H. Gordon Skilling
notes the rise of the intellectuals in the years of de-Stalinization in what he calls
the “more liberal states” of Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia—states
where there was “much greater toleration and even encouragement of spe-
cific dissent and sometimes acceptance, to some degree, of fundamental 
opposition”—in contrast to Bulgaria or Romania. Tolerance of intellectual
interest groups was coupled with the inclusion of more actors in policy-
making, though usually in a very limited way, and conversely also with more
protest against communist rule.7

In Czechoslovakia this tolerance ended categorically during the normalization
period following the Soviet invasion of August 1968 that militarily suppressed
the reform movement known as the Prague Spring. Normalization re-established
the quasi-totalitarian system of the fifties though in a gentler form; Ernest Gellner
dubbed it “Stalinism with a human face.”8 Three forces had taken part in the
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Prague Spring: society, reform-minded elites, and the communist party. During
normalization, the communist party renounced all reform; it ended the dialogue
between the party, dissidents and society; and it forced or coerced many elites to
emigrate. Still, isolated groups of dissidents emerged and attracted new mem-
bers, regrouping from 1977 around the anti-communist manifesto Charter 77
which reminded the Czechoslovak communist government that it was violating
the human rights provisions of the 1976 Helsinki Final Act.9 The legacy of the
Prague Spring—of the opening to democracy and of the direct challenge to com-
munist rule—shaped a small but forceful opposition with echoes of support in
society and abroad.10 It is the other half of our equation, the communist party,
which suffered irreversible decay after the Soviet invasion.11 As we will see, the
Czech Republic would pay a heavy price for the normalization-era purges of
reformers from the communist party and the subsequent twenty years of rigid
party rule, because these would leave the communist party without the intellec-
tual resources to reform itself after 1989.

Hungary and Poland also experienced a crackdown on opposition to com-
munism and on reformers within the communist party. The normalization
following the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 was brutal and sweeping. The
imposition of martial law on Poland in 1981 to suppress the Solidarity move-
ment was also very forceful.12 Yet, in both Hungary and Poland, for a variety
of reasons including the timing of the crackdowns, the choices of communist
rulers, and the nature of protest, opposition groups as well as the reformers in
the communist party arrived at the collapse of communism in 1989 in better
form than their Czechoslovak counterparts.13

Yet, in Czechoslovakia as well as Poland and Hungary, oppositionists did
regroup during the 1980s around the goal of reversing the destruction of civil
society and establishing rival groups to the communist party that could fight for
democracy and human rights.14 The “refolutions” and revolutions of 1989 would
thrust them suddenly, dramatically and quite romantically into high politics.15

In Poland, the communist party invited the opposition movement Solidarity
to the Roundtable negotiations on power sharing in the early months of 1989.
This move was all the more fantastic for the fact that the communist leaders who
concluded that Poles would only accept desperately needed economic reforms
at the hands of a Solidarity-endorsed government were the same leaders that had
imposed a harsh martial law in 1981 to save Poland from Solidarity.16 In
partially free elections held on June 4 1989, Solidarity won every seat that it was
allowed to contest.17 Solidarity hesitated, but ultimately decided to form a
government: Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki took office on August 24
1989 and his finance minister Leszek Balcerowicz launched Poland’s “shock
therapy” program on January 1 1990.18 The former shipyard worker and
Solidarity leader, Lech Wa„ęsa, was elected president in 1990. Solidarity
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splintered and dissolved; in the first completely free parliamentary elections,
held in October 1991, no single party received more than 13 percent of the vote
and eighteen “clubs” were formed within parliament. The leading vote-getters
were post-Solidarity Freedom Union (UW) at 12.31 percent, and the 
post-communist Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD) at 12 percent. This was
liberal democracy in its more vibrant (and chaotic) form: Poland had three
governments in the next two years and waves of strikes (mostly by public sector
employees), but political and economic reforms proceeded apace.19 Then it was
the turn of the former communists to govern again as Polish voters adjudged
that the post-Solidarity governments had become inefficient and immodest.
In the 1993 elections the former communist party, now named the Alliance of
the Democratic Left (SLD), won 37 percent of the seats, and formed a coalition
with the ex-communist satellite Polish Peasant Party (PSL) that won 29 percent
of the seats; together they controlled 66 percent of the seats for four years until
the 1997 elections.

In Hungary, the communist party entered into talks in 1989 with the
Opposition Roundtable, which brought together nine opposition groups
and parties.20 The Roundtable was first set up by the opposition itself to
harmonize the activities of different opposition organizations.21 Unlike
Poland’s Solidarity movement and Czechoslovakia’s Civic Forum movement,
the Hungarian opposition was already organized into political parties by 1989,
including the Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ), the Federation of
Young Democrats (FIDESZ), the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF),
the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP), and the Independent
Smallholders’ Party (FKGP). The Roundtable with the communists agreed the
rules of the transition, but it was competition among the anti-communist
parties that took center stage in the run-up to the first free elections in 1990.
The elections were won by the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF), the
right-wing post-opposition party—defeating the center-right and center-left
post-opposition parties as well as the reforming communists. The MDF
formed a coalition with the Smallholders and the Christian Democrats, con-
trolling 59 percent of the seats. The agenda of the first democratic government
of Prime Minister Jószef Antall reflected very closely that part of the opposi-
tion that it represented. Indeed, the first post-opposition government in
Hungary overplayed its hand in defending ethnic Hungarian minorities
abroad. In 1994 the former communist party, renamed the Hungarian Socialist
Party (MSZP), won an absolute majority of the vote, but elected to form a
coalition with the centrist liberal post-opposition Alliance of Free Democrats
(SZDSZ); together they controlled 72 percent of the seats in parliament until
the 1998 elections. The second free elections returned the former communists
to power in Hungary just as they had in Poland.
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In Czechoslovakia, the communist party was different: it did not reform
and it did not negotiate in 1989 until the pressure of street demonstrations
brought it down in a matter of days. Czech oppositionists and students organized
into the Civic Forum (OF), backed by hundreds of thousands of people
in the streets, forced the communist leadership to resign. A transitional 
non-communist government took power in December 1989, dissident leader
Václav Havel became president, and the Civic Forum (along with its Slovak
counterpart Public Against Violence, VPN) won the first free elections in June
1990 by a landslide. Before the June 1992 elections, the Civic Forum split into
three political parties. Civic Forum Finance Minister Václav Klaus, a quiet econ-
omist under the communists, founded the Civic Democratic Party (ODS) and
rapidly took center stage in Czech politics. Klaus campaigned on a radical free
market platform, and rallied the Czechs to the neoliberal teachings of Friedrich
Hayek and Margaret Thatcher; his policies in office would prove far less straight-
forward. The ODS won the 1992 elections decisively and formed a coalition 
with another post-Civic Forum party, the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA) 
as well as the Christian Democratic bloc (KDU-#SL), controlling 53 percent 
of the seats until the 1996 elections. Prime Minister Klaus negotiated the 
end of Czechoslovakia; an independent Czech Republic came into existence on
January 1 1993.

We now turn to a closer study of why we find little political or economic
rent seeking in Poland and Hungary, and rather more in the Czech Republic.
First we examine how political parties that originated in the opposition to
communism play a pivotal role in building liberal democracy during the first
transition years. Second we consider the importance of a reformed communist
party that gets back, quickly, into the political game.

2.1.2 Liberal Policies

We have explored in Chapter 1 the opportunities for rent seeking that exist for
political parties that hold power during transition. So why did politicians in
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia behave like liberal democrats immedi-
ately after 1989? Why did they put in place liberal institutions and economic
reforms that limited their own rents? The key is to pay attention to the
existence of the opposition movements before 1989 as groups that selected
their leaders and thus—unexpectedly—also selected the leaders of the new
democratic polity. The Western model of liberal democracy, rule of law, and
market capitalism was deeply internalized by individuals long before the
regime began to change in 1989.22 Opposition groups selected their leaders
not only for their proto-political skills, but also for their devotion to the core
political and economic beliefs held by the opposition.

Without discounting the courage and the foresight of the opposition leaders,
we can therefore understand the policies of the post-opposition governments
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as reflecting the interests, beliefs, and codes of conduct of the opposition
groups that brought them to power.23 Adam Michnik wrote most eloquently
before 1989 about his conviction that how Solidarity activists behaved and the
values they espoused under totalitarian rule would be profoundly reflected in
the character of the political order that would follow communism. The values
he and other dissidents promoted in Solidarity included liberalism, toleration,
forgiveness, and nonviolence.24 We need not, therefore, imagine the opposit-
ionists deciphering the preferences of a majority of citizens after taking office
in 1989, or even heroically forecasting the long-term interests of society as
a whole. We can simplify their interests to a profound rejection of certain
aspects of the communist system, and a sincere affirmation of liberal
democracy.25 These opposition groups were fighting for the inclusion of
diverse parties, groups and opinions into politics. They were also fighting
for national reconciliation with ethnic minorities at home and with historical
enemies abroad. They held strong normative views that led them to include
democratic pluralism and to exclude ethnic chauvinism and economic pop-
ulism from debates in the nascent democratic polity. They held divergent
views, however, on the virtues of economic liberalism with some dissidents
calling for a road between socialism and capitalism enticingly called “the
third way.”26

By definition, these new governments initially had a relatively free 
hand. The communist party was discredited, most of the opposition was 
represented in government (except in Hungary), and other groups in society
were only beginning to (re)form. Society had given them a broad mandate 
to dismantle communism, create democracy, transform the economy, and 
take the country into the West: but the details were left to the new government.
The civic movements Solidarity and the Civic Forum would soon dissolve,
leaving former oppositionists to try their hand at running normal political 
parties. Still, the first post-opposition governments were relatively successful
in laying the foundations of liberal democracy and market capitalism 
because they had formed preferences conducive to this project long before
communism had ended. Here, to paraphrase Douglass North, the private
objectives of those with the bargaining strength to alter institutions did pro-
duce institutional solutions that turned out to be relatively efficient over the
long term.27

On issues of national reconciliation, some post-opposition governments
exploited the revolutionary moment to begin certain policies more “European”
than their societies had expected.28 Czechoslovakia’s Civic Forum leader and
first democratic president Václav Havel took a dramatic step toward reconcil-
iation with Germany in 1990 by apologizing for the expulsions of ethnic
Germans from Czechoslovakia after the Second World War—even though
Czech citizens stood nearly united in their support for the expulsions.29

Poland’s Solidarity movement was guided by a group of intellectuals that had
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rethought Poland’s nationality policy during the 1970s and 1980s, embracing
a liberal approach to ethnic minorities in Poland, and to Poles living abroad in
formerly Polish lands. Ingeniously promoting “European standards,” even
some that did not exist, Foreign Minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski overcame
myriad obstacles to establish good relations with almost all of Poland’s neigh-
bors, including those with sizeable Polish minorities, even as every single state
that had bordered Poland before 1989 disappeared.30

In contrast, Hungary’s first post-opposition government led by the Hungarian
Democratic Forum (MDF) had foreign policy priorities that were less
evidently liberal. Its leaders came from that branch of the opposition move-
ment that had worked tirelessly under communism to support Hungarian
minorities in neighboring states. The brutal persecution of Transylvania’s
ethnic Hungarians by the communist dictator Nicolae Ceauvescu in Romania
in the 1980s defined their experience of opposition.31 The Antall government
exasperated Western leaders and Hungarian citizens alike for the whole of its
term with its obsession with the treatment of ethnic Hungarian minorities in
neighboring states, at the expense of other projects. The priorities of the MDF
illustrate clearly how the policies of the first democratic governments
reflected the interests of those opposition groups from which they hailed.32

On issues of economic reform, post-opposition governments also had
significant freedom that they used to implement a range of market-oriented
reforms. Polish, Czech, and Hungarian post-opposition governments all sup-
ported a comprehensive transition to a market economy. Why did liberal elites
implement rapid economic reform, particularly “shock therapy” in Poland,
given the risk that the resulting economic downturn would lose them the next
elections?33 Two answers stand out:

First, post-opposition governments had to move (relatively) rapidly with
reform to please their core interest groups as well as the electorate at large.
For most voters, democracy was inextricably linked to building capitalism.
The new governments could expect to be punished for the short-term
economic hardships caused by reform—but they could also expect to be pun-
ished if the economy was reformed too little. We need not therefore solve the
mystery of how a government, even of former dissidents, could be so heroic
and self-sacrificing as to implement reforms knowing it would lose power.
Alan Jacobs argues that governments seeking re-election may adopt policies
with short-term costs but long-term benefits because these policies are under-
stood to improve their chances of re-election: Interest groups may value the
long-term benefits; voters may value them as well; the government may enjoy
electoral slack (or believe it does); and some concentrated group of voters
may actually gain from these reforms even in the short term.34

All four of these possibilities were at play in the Polish case. But the existence
of Solidarity and the way that it legitimized economic reform by way of the
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democratic revolution were still critical. People declared themselves ready to
suffer in the short term for long-term gain, and they supported the Mazowiecki
government even as their living standards deteriorated dramatically.35 For many
Poles, the very decisiveness of the Balcerowicz reforms was welcomed after
years of impasse, and Polish reformers expected this support. But it is likely that
these new politicians also misunderstood how easy it would be for voters to
throw out the heroes of the revolution for whatever party could present itself as
a better manager of the new capitalist economy. The Poles did subsequently vote
Solidarity out of power after a wave of protests swept through Poland in 1993.
But as Grzegorz Ekiert and Jan Kubik argue, the Poles voted out the post-
opposition government because they disapproved with some of the ways that
it was handling the economy, not in retaliation for the economic hardships caused
by marketizing reforms.36

Second, the catalyst for costly short-term economic reforms demanded by
the transition was more reliably economic crisis than deeply held convictions
about the benefits of economic liberalism.37 Thus Poland’s Solidarity reform-
ers, brought to power by workers and presiding over a communist majority in
the Sejm, pushed through radical “shock therapy” in 1989 because the Polish
economy was imploding. The Czech Republic’s self-proclaimed free market
zealots in the ODS, by contrast, put off many fundamental reforms to win
re-election in 1996 because the Czech economy was not in (visible) crisis.
Hungary’s communitarian right-wing MDF also put off many reforms with an
eye on the 1994 elections, leaving Hungary’s reformed communists to impose
a sharp austerity program as the economy slid toward collapse in 1995.

Economic crisis had unexpected democratic benefits in many post-
communist states by acting as a catalyst for political turnover.38 Voters will
punish a government for the decline in living standards brought about by the
short-term economic repercussions of reform. However, if the thrust of the
reforms has the support of the majority of the electorate, the new government
will not promise to reverse them—only to manage them better. No mainstream
political party is likely to upset the overall thrust of economic reform—so it
matters relatively little who wins the elections. Rapid reform thus strengthens
the polity by promoting the alternation of different political parties in power
and implicating all of them in the project of reform.

Economic crisis also created an immediate demand for the left, which had
unexpectedly good results in Poland and Hungary, giving reformed commun-
ists a way back into the democratic political game. In Romania and Bulgaria,
playing to fears of economic reform allowed unreconstructed communists
to stay in power, but eventually economic crisis created a demand for new
parties of whatever origin. As we will see in Chapters 6 and 7, economic crisis
helped break the democratic monopoly of the ruling party in Romania in
1996, in Bulgaria in 1997, and also in the Czech Republic in 1997.
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The value of economic crisis sketched here is in opposition to much of the
democratization literature that worries that crisis will destabilize and even
destroy democracy, especially at low levels of economic development.39 It is
also in opposition to the “postcommunist breakdown-of-democracy” liter-
ature that predicted that economic crisis would destabilize and delegitimize
democracy.40 Bela Greskovits argues that, on the contrary, democratization
became the political vehicle of economic stabilization and transformation.41

Once economic crisis and other factors have enhanced the quality of political
competition in post-communist states, I argue in Chapter 7 that locking ruling
parties into a two-step of liberal democracy and economic reform, whatever
their political stripes, is part of the leverage of the EU on domestic politics.

2.1.3 Time Horizons and the Quality of the Left Alternative

Does the presence of an organized opposition to communism at the moment
of regime change guarantee liberal democracy and economic reform? If there
is an organized opposition to communism, then there are automatically at
least two powerful, rival groups: the opposition right and the communist left.
The quality of political competition is higher, and at least one political
turnover immediately takes place. But for the communists to leave the stage
is not enough. If the communist party becomes a credible challenger to the
opposition as a modern social democratic party, then a competitive political
system becomes institutionalized rapidly after 1989 (Table 2.1).

The Polish and Hungarian communists set the example: after losing the first
democratic elections, they transformed themselves into social democratic
parties and won the second free elections—in Poland in 1993 and in Hungary
in 1994.42 The economic insecurity and hardship of the transition created a
strong demand by voters for a political left. The communist successor parties
in Poland and Hungary reinforced the liberal democratic equation by provid-
ing a moderate, non-nationalist left-wing as an alternative for voters weary of
economic reform. Most important, these parties operated with the same long
time horizons as the post-opposition parties when evaluating their chances
under democratic institutions.43 Having lost power and regained it, they never
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Strong Poland Czech Republic
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behaved as if losing power again would threaten their future in national
politics. Unlike the communist successor parties in Romania and Bulgaria
discussed in the second part of this chapter, they had successfully reinvented
themselves and had few incentives to resort to illiberal methods in order to
prevent future political turnovers.

What is more striking is that the Polish and Hungarian socialist parties did
not promise to reverse economic reform; they only promised to restructure the
welfare state, shoring up social safety nets for those disaffected by reform.44

They deftly portrayed themselves as better “managers” of the economy—“as
reformers who knew how to minimize reform’s social costs.”45 Once in office,
they paid strict attention to continuing market reforms and impressing inter-
national institutions and investors with their constancy as economic liberals.
After all, they had to establish their credibility as political parties suitable
for running the government in a market democracy. Indeed, in Hungary it
was the former communist party, its hand forced by economic crisis, that
implemented sweeping economic liberalization and fiscal austerity after its
election in 1994.

What is also striking is that the Polish and Hungarian socialist parties made
no use of ethnic nationalism directed against minorities or historic enemies to
win or maintain power. As I wrote with Timothy Snyder, they differed from
their counterparts in Bulgaria and Romania in that they did not need to resort
to ethnic nationalism to establish their identity. In fact, they were the alternat-
ives to more patriotic parties that hailed from the former opposition. In
Poland the post-opposition parties were reprimanded by some voters for the
immodest role of the church in politics, while in Hungary the post-opposition
parties were reprimanded for privileging the protection of ethnic Hungarians
in neighboring states over political and economic reform at home.46

Why did the Polish and Hungarian communists reform so skillfully?
Confronted by a strong opposition to the communist regime, these parties
had opened themselves to dialog with society and to internal reform already
in the 1980s. As I wrote with Timothy Snyder, “the Polish and Hungarian
communist parties had made some attempts at internal reform during the
1980s and had allowed internal debate on a limited range of issues. A few
modernizers had even sought to move their comrades toward something like
West European social democracy. Meanwhile, factional differences within
these parties were a response to the strong opposition movements discussed
earlier. None of this is to say that Polish and Hungarian communists were
crypto-democrats before 1989, only that some of them were sufficiently
prepared to take advantage of the changes that followed.”47 This background
helps to explain the relative ease with which these post-communist parties
have become social democratic parties akin to those of Western Europe.48

Anna Grzyma„a-Busse shows that the legacies of communism determined the
resources and strategies available for party regeneration. How the communist
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parties transformed themselves after 1989 depended on the “portable skills”
they had acquired based on their organizational practices under communism.
The practices that set the stage for successful reform by Poland and Hungary’s
communists were elite advancement based on technical expertise, experience
with policy reform, and negotiation with the opposition.49

The case of the Czech Republic demonstrates the importance of competition
in the political system—beyond the opposition credentials of the first
government.50 That is, even if these credentials are outstanding, as they were
in the Czech lands, post-opposition governments need checks on their power.
The Czech communist party exited government in the autumn of 1989 and
subsequently remained true to its communist ideology; it was the second or
third largest party, but an impossible coalition partner for any other party in
parliament.51 The historic Social Democratic Party (#SSD) was recreated in
1990, but many years passed before it gathered political strength. Con-
sequently the left as a whole was divided and weak for the first six or more
years. This handed the post-opposition parties a comfortable majority in par-
liament after the first—and also after the second and the third—free elections.
These successive right-wing governments were hailed as evidence of the
Czechs’ devotion to neoliberal reform and to the free market. These post-
opposition governments, however, had far too much freedom because there
were far too few checks on their political power.52

As time and politics wore away at their commitment to liberal democracy,
and as the non-oppositionist Václav Klaus maneuvered his way to the helm,
the post-opposition governments led by the Civic Democratic Party (ODS)
started blocking the entry of other groups into the political arena in a clear
bid to limit competition.53 Abby Innes argues that the split of Czechoslovakia
was partly orchestrated by Klaus and the ODS, operating virtually free of
public or institutional constraints—just like their counterparts in Slovakia.54

Meanwhile, to stay in power, they delayed many key marketizing reforms that
would cause unemployment and price rises, while the free hand they enjoyed
led to corrupt privatization, theft of state assets, and bank fraud linked to the
ruling political parties.55 Comparing Poland and the Czech Republic, Mitchell
Orenstein vividly depicts how the absence of strong political competition
enabled major reform mistakes to continue unabated: “Democratic policy
alternation in the Polish case slowed the progress of privatization programs.
However, it also slowed the adoption of mistaken policies, and allowed
for more substantial interim policy corrections. The result is that Poland is
now widely believed to have slower, but higher-quality, privatization, with 
a substantial positive effect on economic growth and productivity.”56

Ironically, the absence of a reformed communist party left the Czech
Republic without the right amount of competition in domestic politics—and
also without the right amount of consensus in foreign policy. The reformed
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communist parties in Poland and Hungary gradually persuaded a substantial
portion of their core voters on the ‘conservative’ left to take a pro-Western
stand: to support membership in NATO, membership in the European Union
(EU), reconciliation with Germany and liberal market reform. On NATO, for
example, a strong political consensus developed in 1990–1 in Poland and
Hungary and held fast until membership was attained in 1998. All mainstream
political parties of the left and the right supported NATO membership as
a matter of basic state interest. In the Czech Republic, by contrast, the
unreformed communist party remained vehemently anti-NATO, anti-EU,
anti-German and anti-reform—while attracting as much as 20 percent of the
vote. Meanwhile the newly established #SSD did not exert itself to create
a consensus within its own ranks or among its electorate. Instead, social
democratic politicians remained lukewarm on NATO and on reform (though
not on the EU) as part of their ongoing struggle to woo voters away from the
communists. All together, this makes the Czech Republic a hybrid case, as we
will explore in greater detail in Chapter 7.

One of the insights of this chapter is therefore that strong political com-
petition among cohesive and moderate opposing political parties develops
most easily when you have a post-communist left as well as a post-opposition
right. If it reforms itself, the communist party becomes a credible, vocal, and
non-nationalist “opposition” to the rulers almost immediately after the first
democratic elections in 1989, drawing on its established organizational base.
For many, it was amazing and even shocking that a party allegedly so hated
by the population for forty-five years, however well reformed, could win over
the majority of the voters just a few short years after the end of communism.
For many reasons, however, in the words of Valerie Bunce, the return of
the left in Poland and Hungary proved to be “an investment in democratic
governance.”57 We can sum up this investment as creating the conditions for
the right balance of competition and consensus among the political parties in
the national parliament.

We now turn to the states that faired far worse than the Czech Republic.
They did not have a reforming communist party in 1989, but they also did not
have a strong opposition to staff the first democratic government. Instead,
unreconstructed communists and opportunists took control—or indeed
remained in control—in conditions of weak political competition and growing
polarization.

2.2 No Opposition: Illiberal Pattern of Political Change

The absence of a strong, organized opposition to communist rule in Romania,
Bulgaria and Slovakia created a political vacuum at the moment of regime
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change that enabled non-opposition governments to hold power.58 By
non-opposition governments, I mean governments that were not formed
by leaders of groups that had opposed communism. Unreconstructed
communists59 (in Romania and Bulgaria) and opportunists (in Slovakia) won
power by using the fear of economic reform and the defense of the nation to
forge a new political identity and maintain their political viability. They
exploited the lack of competition in the political system to control informa-
tion and to control the new institutions of the democratic state. Illiberal
democracy took hold: the elections were mostly free and fair, but the ruling
elites had little interest in fostering the institutions of a liberal democracy.60

Despite their democratic rhetoric, the non-opposition governments presided
over what I call an illiberal pattern of political change: they warped
democratic institutions, sabotaged economic reform and fostered intolerance
in their efforts to concentrate and prolong their power.61

The absence of a strong opposition in Romania and Bulgaria in 1989 meant
that there was no need for the communist party to formulate a liberal demo-
cratic reform program. Indeed, the comparative advantage of the Romanian
and Bulgarian communist parties lay with patronage disbursement, not with
designing policies that would pluralize the polity and liberalize the economy.
Such policies were understood as a threat to their domestic power base.
Romania’s and Bulgaria’s communist elites put a brake on domestic change
to prevent political pluralism and comprehensive marketizing reforms from
undermining their power, while Slovak elites pressed for a fundamental
change—a sovereign Slovak state—to help consolidate theirs. The absence of
a strong opposition in Slovakia in 1989 allowed nationalists and opportunists
to develop a powerful political party based on Slovak nationalism that used
Slovak state-building to create a partly new, highly clientalistic patronage
network. Pauline Jones Luong describes the behavior of all three aptly in her
finding that elites support innovation where they perceive their relative power
to be increasing, and resist changing the status quo and its distribution of
power where they perceive their power to be declining.62

To win elections, Romanian, Bulgarian, and Slovak communists and
nationalists promised to protect the average voter from economic reform, and
to protect the nation from its “enemies.” For elites competing for popular
support during the transition to democracy, Jack Snyder makes a similar
argument that “nationalism is a convenient doctrine that justifies a partial form
of democracy, in which an elite rules in the name of the nation yet may not
be fully accountable to its people.” Nationalist elites are more able to “hijack”
political discourse when “representative institutions, political parties, and
journalistic professionalism are weakly established,” and “when its citizens
lack the skills needed for successful democratic political participation.”63 In
our illiberal pattern states, we see that the concentration of power in the hands
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of rent-seeking elites, unchecked by other political forces, allows them to
mislead electorates about the long-term costs of halting economic reform and
of ethnic nationalism. In power, they harness domestic institutions to suppress
political competition and corrupt marketizing reforms, further concentrating
power in their own hands. Later in the book, we will explore how opposition
parties and civic groups gradually gather strength and challenge the rent-
seeking elites in all three states. Already below, we see that at least in Bulgaria
and Slovakia opposition forces are developing as an important counterweight
to the illiberal rulers.

2.2.1 Oppositions and Revolutions

Why were the oppositions to communism so weak in Romania and Bulgaria
that they could not manage to wrest power from the communist party in
1989—in what was after all supposed to be the moment of democratic revolu-
tion? Why was the opposition in Slovakia so weak that illiberal forces gained
so much ground after 1989? These are intriguing questions that, as I men-
tioned above, are outside of the scope of this book. What must be stressed
here, however, is that there are very significant differences in the oppositions
that did exist after 1989 in these three states. They were not strong enough to
take and hold power in 1989, but the similarities just about end there. In this
section I examine in turn each of the oppositions to communism, and then
each of the “revolutions” that ended communism in Romania, Bulgaria, and
Slovakia.

Romania had virtually no moderate, organized opposition to communism.
Its ruthless, extremely oppressive form of communism evolved into the
dictatorship of communist leader Nicolae Ceauvescu. Under the Ceauvescu
regime, Romanian intellectual dissidents were few, and the creation of clan-
destine opposition organizations was impossible: “The only alternatives were
desperate isolated gestures—immediately followed by imprisonment and
forced exile.”64 Oppression does not lead to moderation, and opposition to
Ceauvescu that did exist was often pushed to extremes: one of the most active
groups espoused a totalitarian, fascist ideology associated with the inter-war
Iron Guard. Since there is little trace of liberal democratic thought in the
history of Romania’s ruling elite, it is possible that the Romanian opposition
would have been illiberal irrespective of the brutality of the communist
regime. However, liberal democratic ideas did not prevail among Hungary or
Poland’s ruling elites in the interwar period, but gained currency as part of the
opposition to communism.65 Absent the brutality of the Ceauvescu regime
a liberal intelligentsia in Romania may well have taken shape in opposition to
communism. Instead, many Romanian intellectuals and other proto-dissidents
emigrated to the West, and most never looked back. The success of Romania’s
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communist party in stunting pluralism in Romania after 1989 was as much 
a consequence of the incoherence and weakness of the opposition which
protested its takeover of the Romanian revolution as of the lengths that Iliescu
and other leaders were willing to go to subdue it. The incoherence and weakness
of this opposition is a direct legacy of the draconian nature of Ceauvescu’s
totalitarian rule.66

Bulgaria in contrast had a rainbow of disparate civic groups that could exist
in the more relaxed though extremely pro-Soviet atmosphere of Bulgarian
communism. The end of communist leader Todor Zhivkov’s rule in November
1989 unified much of Bulgaria’s diverse opposition. Grouping historic social
democratic and Christian democratic parties, ecological movements, a trade
union, religious and human-rights groups, and various other kinds of political
formations, the Union of Democratic Forces (UDF) announced its existence
on November 23 1989. Zhelyu Zhelev, an academic philosopher and
Bulgaria’s leading dissident, was elected chairman of its coordinating council.
While this recalls in many ways the birth of the Civic Forum in the Czech lands,
the UDF lacked the coherence to outwit the communists, or the authority to
force them to resign at the behest of demonstrators, who were absent from the
streets of Bulgarian cities in the autumn of 1989.

Slovakia demonstrates most clearly how important it is for opposition
groups to exist before the end of communism, and to transfer their agendas
and their leaders to post-opposition governments at communism’s end. As a
part of Czechoslovakia, Slovakia did create the “superstructure” of a regime
change driven by opposition groups. To mirror the Czech Civic Forum (OF)
and negotiate with the outgoing communist government, an umbrella pro-
democracy organization called Public Against Violence (VPN) was created in
November 1989. But this spontaneous organization could claim only a hand-
ful of “authentic” dissidents, and did not vet the elites that stepped forward to
take the helm (except for links with extreme right-wing forces).67 Opposition
to communism in Slovakia had been weaker than in the Czech lands after
1968, as had liberalism in political thought before communism.68 Slovak
intellectuals had generally adapted themselves to the communist regime,
while Slovak society generally perceived the communist period as one of
progress. As a result, in comparison to the Czech lands, “the polarization of
Slovak society was not so deep; the dividing line between the official and
alternative structures was not so sharp.” By 1988, for example, there were
only 19 signatories of Charter 77 in Slovakia, as compared to 1,900 in the
Czech lands (though Slovaks did turn to other forms of dissent such as envir-
onmental movements and the Catholic Church).69 Of those PAV members
who were unbending supporters of liberal democracy and of a civic
conception of statehood, none emerged to dominate politics in Bratislava in
1989–90 as Václav Havel did in Prague. Opportunistic politicians began to
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fill the political vacuum in Bratislava with Slovak nationalism, gaining by
1992 a remarkable purchase on Slovak politics despite low levels of public
support for Slovak independence.

Communism ended in the autumn of 1989 in all three states: the leading
role of the communist party was terminated, basic human rights such as the
freedom of speech and the freedom of assembly were adopted, and multiparty
elections were scheduled. These were tremendous, revolutionary, changes.
But the way that communism ended, and the way that the early years of
democratization played themselves out were very different than in the liberal
pattern states.

In Romania the communists, led by the former Ceauvescu lieutenant Ion
Iliescu, were able to use economic populism and nationalism to repackage
themselves as the defenders of Romanian interests on the road away from
communism. Romania’s aborted revolution was violent. Demonstrations
against the regime began on December 16 in Timivoara where at least ninety-
seven people had died by December 21. On this day Ceauvescu called a pro-
communist rally in Bucharest that turned against him and forced him to flee.
Fighting allegedly erupted between members of the Securitate and members
of the armed forces that had turned against the regime, with protestors caught
in the crossfire, leaving at least 1,104 dead overall.70 The Council of the
National Salvation Front (FSN) formed on or before December 21 1989 by
Iliescu executed Ceauvescu and his wife and broadcast some version of their
death on national television, but kept the bulk of Ceauvescu’s apparatus and
protected members of the much feared Securitate, even those responsible for
the December violence.71 Several dissidents joined the FSN, but they had little
more than an ephemeral role, legitimizing Iliescu’s seizure of power.72 The
FSN was able to “kidnap” the Romanian democratic revolution in late 1989
because the Ceauvescu regime had created vast communist networks (whose
members recognized the FSN as the protector of their interests), and because
the Ceauvescu regime had severely repressed the opposition.73 In the electoral
campaigns of 1990 and 1992, the weak and fractious opposition was unable
to advance a convincing alternative program to that put forth by the FSN and
its propaganda machine. It was also undercut by Romania’s presidential
system that favored Iliescu and his ruling party.

After winning the presidency (with 85 percent of the vote for Iliescu) and
a majority in both chambers of the parliament (with 66 percent of the vote) in
May 1990, the FSN became “a party devoted to the protection of Romanians
in their own nation-state.”74 Its offshoot,75 the Democratic FSN (DFSN), won
the parliamentary elections in September 1992 with 27 percent of the vote,
and formed a minority government with the tacit support of three extremist
parties (which together received 15 percent).76 In July 1993, the DFSN merged
with several small parties and renamed itself the Party of Social Democracy
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in Romania (PDSR). The PDSR entered in 1995 into a formal coalition with
the extremist parties that had propped up its minority government since the
1992 elections. Though its name changed twice, Iliescu’s party of former
communists was in 1996 the only one in East Central Europe to have held
power continuously since the revolutions of 1989.

In Bulgaria the communists managed to hold on to power in 1990 by
presenting themselves as the defenders of the Bulgarian nation, and as the
protectors of the Bulgarian voter from the harsh consequences of market
reform. In so doing, they emulated the success of Romania’s communist
elites. Bulgarian communist elites, however, did not use the tools of ethnic
nationalism nearly as harshly as their Romanian counterparts, nor did they
resort to violence. They had to contend with an opposition that managed to
remain (more or less) united in the UDF, that held power in 1991–2, and that
helped elect a strongly pro-Western president. From 1989 to 1994 a series
of virtual electoral stalemates between the unreconstructed communists and
the inexperienced opposition produced weak, often incompetent, Bulgarian
governments: these brought neither systematic economic reform nor the
entrenchment of a liberal democratic state. Still, when compared to its Balkan
neighbors in the 1990s, Bulgaria was stable, peaceful and relatively tolerant;
when compared to Romania, it was politically vibrant.77

Political change in Bulgaria began on November 10 1989, when Todor
Zhivkov was ousted in a palace coup. The coup was preceded not by mounting
popular pressure but by a carefully orchestrated plot among several of
Zhivkov’s lieutenants, including Andrei Lukanov and Petur Mladenov;
Mladenov took the top post in both the party and the state apparatus. The
communists soon took the plunge: in January 1990 they changed their
ideological profile from Marxist–Leninist to “modern Marxist,” and in April
they renamed themselves the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP).78 The UDF
pressed for negotiations that took place from January to May 1990, yielding
an agreement to hold elections almost immediately in June 1990. The UDF
believed that these elections would serve as a simple referendum on commu-
nist rule, and were confident of victory. The BSP promised the Bulgarian
people gradual reform that would shield them from the economic penury of
the “shock therapy” that the UDF had prepared for the Bulgarian economy.
Helped by intimidation in the countryside, the BSP gained an absolute major-
ity of 211 of 400 seats in the June 1990 elections.79

Ineffectual government, internal BSP divisions, and social unrest brought
new elections in Bulgaria in October 1991: the UDF won a narrow plurality and
formed a minority government which depended upon the tacit support of the
ethnic Turkish party, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF). The UDF
government, led by Filip Dimitrov, greatly improved Bulgaria’s relations with
the West and introduced essential market reforms. Unlike oppositionists in
Poland and Hungary, the UDF focused on what Rumyana Kolarova calls
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“backward-looking justice”: instead of implementing radical economic reform
and shoring up democratic institutions, the UDF government prioritized
retribution and restitution. Given the nature of Bulgaria’s communists, this may
be understandable, but according to Kolarova the Bulgarian public preferred
“forward-looking impartiality.”80 After just one year in power the UDF
government fell in October 1992, ushering in a BSP-dominated government of
“experts” led by Lyuben Berov.81 In the elections of December 1994, a BSP-
led coalition won a resounding victory with 43.5 percent of the vote, and an
absolute majority of 125 out of 240 seats in parliament. In a foreboding prop-
aganda document published in March 1995, the new BSP government led by
premier Zhan Videnov blamed the UDF opposition for the bulk of Bulgaria’s
problems, while making virtually no mention of the consequences of forty-five
years of rule by the BSP’s communist antecedent.

In Slovakia, the communist government resigned in December 1989: the
Czechoslovak communist party gave up control of the federal Czechoslovak
government as well as the government of the Czech and Slovak federal
republics at the same time. The Public Against Violence (VPN), regrouping
those opposed to communist rule, took power in Bratislava, but was gradually
eclipsed by nationalists who pushed for greater Slovak autonomy as the core
strategy for increasing their political power.82 From the perspective of those
seeking to maximize power, Slovak nationalism made good sense: the leaders
of a unit of a confederation or of an independent state must automatically
wield more political and economic power, with fewer constraints on that power,
than the leaders of a unit of a federation. For Slovakia’s new nationalists, the
power of independence was amplified by the opportunity to redesign political
and economic institutions as part of the ongoing transition.83

After the June 1990 Czechoslovak elections, Vladimír Me3iar was
appointed prime minister of the Slovak federal republic, having risen quickly
through the ranks of the VPN.84 The first Me3iar government (June 1990
to April 1991) ended when Me�iar was charged with abuse of power and
removed from office in a no-confidence vote. He quit the VPN to form
his own party, the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS). Many 
prominent VPN members who would later become Me3iar’s bitterest ene-
mies resigned their posts and joined the HZDS, including Michal Ková3, the
future president. The HZDS won the next elections in June 1992. Apart
from rhetoric, the most objectionable action of the second Me3iar govern-
ment (June 1992 to March 1994) was stopping privatization and then
transforming it into an opaque, corrupt system of rewarding loyal Me3iar
supporters. By autumn 1993, the misuse of power by the ruling parties had
resulted in open conflict between Me3iar and President Michal Ková3.
A second group of HZDS deputies left the party in protest, bringing down the
government in a no-confidence vote in March 1994 (a first group had left in
protest in 1992).
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The next government, led by Prime Minister Jozef Morav3ík (March to
October 1994), made considerable progress in shoring up democratic institu-
tions, promoting ethnic tolerance, mending relations with Western institu-
tions, fixing privatization and moving forward with economic reform. Five
rightist, centrist, and leftist parties formed the Morav3ík government, which
relied on the tacit support of the ethnic Hungarian parties, thus regrouping
every moderate political party in the Slovak parliament including the
reformed communist party, the Party of the Democratic Left (SDL).

This enlightened Slovak government was short-lived: the elections of
October 1994 returned Me3iar to power, installing the most “nationalist”
government since 1989 in Slovakia. Sharon Fisher argues that although
nationalism was pivotal to the discourse of the HZDS, it was of little import-
ance to the party as an ideology: nationalism was instead a very effective tool
enabling the HZDS to carry out an authoritarian concentration of power.85

Me3iar’s HZDS received a plurality of 35 percent of the vote; it formed 
a coalition with the extremist right-wing Slovak National Party (SNP) and the
neo-communist, Trotskyite Association of Workers of Slovakia (ZRS), which
received 5 and 7 percent of the vote respectively.86 To signal that ambitious
reforms were afoot, the HZDS gave the education ministry to the extreme
nationalists, and the privatization ministry to the Trotskyites (whose “ideo-
logy” turned out to be personal enrichment). If the 1992 elections halted
the development of liberal democracy in Slovakia, then the 1994 elections
heralded its reversal as the full force of “Me3iarism” hit Slovakia for the next
four years.87 Many of its perpetrators operated on the basis of communist-era
networks and habits, and thus represented a certain continuity with the old
regime that had been masked by the drama of the independence movement.88

It bears emphasizing that the 1994 elections were extremely close. The
“opposition” to Me3iar lost voters because it included a cacophony of com-
peting parties. More shocking, it wasted many of its own votes that were cast
for small center-right parties that failed to cross the 5 percent threshold to
enter parliament.89 Despite some efforts, these small parties did not manage
to merge with one another or with larger parties. There was ample evidence
from opinion polls that they were unlikely to get enough votes (allegedly,
the results of at least one opinion poll were fixed to attract voters by con-
vincing them otherwise). Meanwhile, the 1994 elections need not have taken
place at all: the Party of the Democratic Left (SDL) insisted on elections in
the autumn of 1994 instead of supporting the Morav3ík government until the
next scheduled elections in June 1996. Though it had made progress since
1989, the Slovak opposition was still too fragmented and inchoate, lacking
the consensus and the skills to cooperate effectively against the illiberal
parties and to avert Slovakia’s additional four years of suffering under
Me3iarism.
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2.2.2 Illiberal Policies

Now we turn to the policies implemented by the PDSR in Romania, the BSP
in Bulgaria, and the HZDS in Slovakia that help create illiberal democracy in
the three states. The non-opposition leaders of the PDSR, the BSP, and the
HZDS had no normative project before them except to win and to maintain
power.90 They had typically not spent years contemplating their state’s trans-
formation into a liberal democracy, nor did they represent groups that had
resisted communist rule. Instead, they had typically spent years doing rather
well under communism. What they did after 1989 was to preserve and rebuild
a domestic power base of political and economic elites beholden to them for
patronage. In what follows I will briefly examine policies connected to (a) the
concentration of political power; (b) the corruption of economic reform; and
(c) the use of ethnic nationalism in domestic politics.

The Concentration of Political Power

The most prolonged and effective campaign to concentrate political power in
the hands of the former communist nomenklatura occurred in Romania. The
deliberate strategy adopted in 1990 by Iliescu and the FSN was to monopol-
ize power by “retaining the substance of authoritarian centralism” and by
quelling emerging political pluralism.91 The role of Ceauvescu’s Securitate in
harassing opposition political parties at the behest of Iliescu is murky but
incontestable. Iliescu also used more subtle means to undermine the pro-
Western intelligentsia, such as appointing nationalists and communists to all
cultural positions, excluding non-communists from the Romanian Academy,
and protecting the Ceauvescu-era academic establishment.92 Iliescu brought
under his control the state-run television and several influential newspapers;
the newspapers Romania libera and Ziua were independent and critical, but
their readership barely extended beyond Bucharest.

Described as “Romania’s original contribution to Eastern Europe’s post-
communist history,” the use of armed miners to suppress the opposition
vividly depicts the authoritarian ambitions of the Iliescu regime.93 Some
300,000 Romanian students, teachers, and professionals who supported
democracy and decommunization began a rally in April 1990 in Bucharest’s
University Square against Iliescu’s usurpation of power. But the protesters did
not construct a political party, nor did they address the nation as a whole.
Iliescu, meanwhile, campaigned throughout the country and the FSN engaged
in a vigorous anti-intellectual campaign. After Iliescu’s triumph in the May
1990 elections, what was left of the (then) dispirited rally was driven away by
some 10,000 miners that were transported to Bucharest from the Jiu valley in
special trains on the dawn of June 14. The miners, armed with wooden staves
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and iron bars, beat the protestors with the help of officers of the Securitate.94

Encouraged to embark on an anti-intellectual rampage, the miners moved on
to destroy the headquarters of opposition newspapers and political parties, and
to attack anyone they suspected of opposition to the government.

The BSP in Bulgaria had from the outset much more limited possibilities
for dampening political competition. In the peculiar conditions of 1989 and
1990, the UDF was strong enough to force the communists to accept certain
institutions of a liberal democracy. UDF leader Zhelyu Zhelev was elected
president by parliament in August 1990 after it was discovered that his pred-
ecessor Mladenov had supported the use of tanks against demonstrators in
1989. In 1992, Zhelev became the first president of Bulgaria elected directly
by the population. The UDF also helped install a powerful and independent
Constitutional Court that ruled frequently against legislation proposed by the
UDF as well as by the BSP. The Constitutional Court blocked attempts by
the BSP to control the judiciary and usurp power from the president and the
parliament. Meanwhile, no strong, charismatic leader like Iliescu in Romania
or Me3iar in Slovakia emerged from the ranks of the BSP to seduce the
electorate and to forge cohesion inside the BSP.

What is striking is how the BSP managed to portray itself as the defender of
democracy and of the economic well-being of Bulgarians, and to portray the
UDF as anti-democratic and extremist on account of its support for retribution
and for comprehensive economic reform. The BSP frightened especially the
rural electorate with warnings that the UDF would implement “a Polish-style”
reform. The BSP, like the PDSR, had a monopoly on the information received
by most voters in the countryside where the BSP maintained extensive control
of local government. After the BSP won a parliamentary majority in the 1994
elections, it moved to consolidate its national control of the public television
and radio. Interviews conducted with journalists by the Bulgarian Helsinki
Committee found widespread reports of censorship among journalists includ-
ing direct political interference in the content of newscasts. Many considered
that their freedom had deteriorated considerably as a consequence of the BSP
victory in the 1994 elections.95

The steps taken after the 1994 elections in Slovakia by Me3iar and the
HZDS to evade accountability to rival democratic institutions and to concen-
trate political and economic power were dramatic and ruthless.96 The HZDS
made unabashed moves to contravene normal parliamentary procedures and
the rulings of Slovakia’s Constitutional Court. It took complete control of all
parliamentary committees (except environment), and excluded opposition
parties from oversight bodies.97 In an act of political revenge on the former
HZDS members who toppled Me3iar’s cabinet in March 1994, the HZDS
attempted to get one opposition party, the Democratic Union (DU), evicted
from the national parliament, and to oust President Ková3 on charges of
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treason. It illegally stripped a HZDS defector of his parliamentary mandate,
and passed dozens of laws that were found to violate provisions of the con-
stitution such as the separation of powers and the rights of the citizen. The
HZDS also took control of the public media, the intelligence services, and the
privatization process, giving it even better tools for rewarding loyalists and
undermining opponents than simply its majority in parliament.

The 1994 onslaught on political competition in Slovakia was spearheaded
by new legislation that gave Me3iar’s HZDS partisan control over the public
media.98 The ruling coalition replaced seventeen of the eighteen members of
the boards overseeing Slovak Radio and Television. Meanwhile, Slovak eco-
nomic elites that benefited from massively corrupt privatization bought and
attempted to control private media outlets. Independent newspapers, televi-
sion and radio, however, became vociferous critics of the HZDS government
and grew in popularity despite being harassed by government agencies and
blasted as the tools of the “enemies” of the Slovak nation.99

The illiberalism of the HZDS coalition also led, as Kieran Williams has
shown, to the gross misuse of the means of coercion and surveillance, in
particular by the security intelligence service, SIS.100 The SIS monitored and
harassed opposition politicians, trade unionists, clerics, and journalists. Its
higher command was dominated by some eighty reactivated officers of the
communist secret police, the StB. The SIS and its HZDS director, Ivan Lexa,
allegedly organized the kidnapping of the son of President Ková3 in August
1995, and the murder of Róbert Remiá5, a friend of a witness to that kidnapping
in April 1996. Peter Tóth of the independent daily SME investigating Lexa and
the SIS was physically assaulted by a SIS officer, his car was firebombed,
and his newspaper was heavily sued.101 These are perhaps among the most
egregious known actions of the SIS under Me3iar, but it also engaged in other
politically motivated criminal activities.

The Corruption of Economic Reform

Partial economic reform in all three states benefited economic elites from the
old regime. This was a small group of highly placed officials and enterprise
managers, and not the large group of workers employed by state-owned
enterprises that the PDSR, the BSP, and the HZDS were claiming to protect.
Ironically it was the very rich and the very poor in society that relied on the
state—one for maintaining clientalistic networks centered on state-owned
enterprises, state-owned banks, and state-directed privatization, and the other
for meager pensions and low-paying jobs in the public sector. In general,
citizens in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia were more suspicious of the
market: the absence of an opposition to communism, or of a reforming com-
munist party at the end of communism left these societies with a weaker
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consensus on the desirability of market capitalism. This made it easy for 
rent-seeking elites to win elections by promising slow, cautious reform.

Rather than easing the transition for workers or improving aggregate
economic welfare, slow reform protected and enriched communist-era
managers whose inefficient state enterprises should have been restructured or
forced into bankruptcy. Often, money poured from the state budget through
these enterprises straight into the managers’ pockets, while mounting debts
were dumped back on the state. Privatization also became remarkably corrupt,
with governing elites handing out state property to economic cronies for
a fraction of its actual worth. For these intertwined circles of political and
economic elites, comprehensive and transparent economic reforms proved
much too costly: why forego the ongoing benefits from partial reform?102

Capturing the state yielded vivid and immediate pay-offs because of the
opportunities to exploit the transition to a market-based economy.

John Gould shows that illiberal democracies tend to choose privatization
programs that primarily reward insiders. Insiders “sought to use privatization
as a vehicle to transfer the positional assets they inherited from Communism
into material assets.” Gould presents data showing that illiberal governments
in Slovakia, Croatia, and Serbia presided over “insider capture” of the privat-
ization process with important negative effects for economic growth and
economic equality.103 As Stephen Holmes observes, “successful office holders
throughout the post-communist world have no immediate interest in the
creation of political transparency or a rule governed polity and economy.”104

Stalled economic reforms, corrupt state institutions, and insider privatizations
also suppressed the interest groups with foreign contacts that would normally
develop in a functioning market economy with strong links to the global eco-
nomy.105 Foreign investors were reluctant; they were scared away by uncertain
reform and uncertain access to EU markets—and deliberately kept away by
rent-seeking elites enjoying the spoils of insider privatization. As Figure 2.1
demonstrates, the lower levels of economic liberalization in Romania and
Bulgaria correlate with lower levels of foreign direct investment in these coun-
tries from 1990 to 1995. Figures 2.1 and 2.2 also illustrate the peculiar position
of Slovakia: substantial market reforms were put in place between 1990 and
1992 as part of Czechoslovakia’s economic reform program, but illiberal poli-
tics and insider privatization kept foreign investors away.

Using United Nations and World Bank data, Heather Grabbe and Kirsty
Hughes show similar discrepancies. They estimate the cumulative foreign
direct investment (FDI) inflows for 1990–6, per capita, as follows for our six
cases: Hungary $1,256, Czech Republic $674, Poland, $351, Slovakia $190,
Romania $70, and Bulgaria $60.106 (This is echoed in Figure 7.1 in Chapter 7.)
The low levels of FDI in the illiberal states are significant, since elsewhere
foreign investors played a key role in integrating firms into global networks
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of production and marketing, and in shifting exports towards more advanced
stages of production.107 For Romania and Bulgaria, which in 1989 had
(along with Poland) the most impoverished economies of the region, halting
reform brought great hardship without accomplishing the transition to the
market. For Slovakia, corrupt reform robbed the state and drove foreign
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FIGURE 2.1 Economic reform and foreign direct investment, cumulative 1990–4.

Notes: The Cumulative Liberalization Index is the sum of a country’s annual Liberalization
Index (LI) for each year from 1990 to 1994. The LI ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 represents an
unreformed and 1 represents a basically reformed country. The LI is the weighted average of 0
to 1 rankings of liberalization in three areas: internal markets, external markets and private sec-
tor entry.

Source: Economic liberalization index from De Melo, Denizer and Gelb (1996); foreign
direct investment from World Bank (2002b).
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FIGURE 2.2 Economic reform and foreign direct investment per capita, cumulative
1990–4.

Source: Economic liberalization index from De Melo, Denizer and Gelb (1996); foreign direct
investment from World Bank (2002b).



investors away from an economy that had otherwise shown considerable
promise.108

The seven years of Iliescu’s regime in Romania provide a textbook case of
the capture of a partially reformed economy by former communist cadres
linked closely to the ruling political parties. The PDSR attracted the votes of
Romania’s desperately poor rural workers and farmers, but it acted vigorously
to protect the interests of Romania’s increasingly rich economic nomen-
klatura. Economic backwardness played into the hands of the FSN in 1990:
an uneducated rural population accounting for over 50 percent of the elec-
torate and a generally desperate economic situation throughout Romania
meant that many Romanians quickly fell for the FSN’s promises.109 With
measures such as augmenting supplies of food and fuel, Iliescu and his friends
did, in the words of Ivo Banac, manage “to restore a semblance of normality
to Romania.”110 The draconian austerity program imposed by Ceauvescu in
the 1980s to pay off foreign debt by squeezing domestic consumption, com-
bined with widespread fear of untrammeled and savage capitalist forces from
abroad, stoked by the FSN, meant that the Romanian electorate was uniquely
unprepared to understand the benefits of comprehensive economic reform for
the Romanian economy.111

The circles of economic elites close to Iliescu that benefited from partial
reform overlapped quite dramatically with members of the communist security
services. Dennis Deletant argues that “Securitate officers, with their specialist
knowledge and their foreign contacts, triggered the creation of a veritable
economic mafia. Using their privileged commercial expertise these officers set
up private import-export businesses and by exploiting their positions within the
Foreign Trade Ministry and other government agencies . . . cornered a signific-
ant part of Romania’s export activity.”112 Romania’s opportunistic communist
elites, dubbed “entrepratchiks” by Katherine Verdery, were indeed hard at
work.113

The links of Bulgaria’s BSP governments with the former communist
cadres that stole with impunity from the Bulgarian economy after 1989
defy easy description. Bulgarian economic reforms, especially in the fields of
privatization and banking reform, were woefully slow and foreign investment
was negligible. After 1994, the Videnov government reversed certain
economic reforms, such as the privatization of agriculture. BSP politicians
were involved in the theft of the assets of state enterprises, the appropriation
of loans from state banks, and the very lucrative arbitrage opportunities that
existed in the foreign export business. The BSP’s privatization plan excluded
foreign investors and gave favorable state credits to Bulgarian businesses, thus
catering to the former communists that controlled much of the private eco-
nomy. The financial mismanagement of the banking sector by BSP-led gov-
ernments allowed savings to be directed toward “shadowy financial-industrial
groups” which had the effect of bankrupting several banks and contributing
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to the eventual collapse of the banking system in 1996.114 BSP governments
also allowed companies to reap profits from massive illegal exports that
exploited the differential between subsidized domestic prices and world
prices. In 1995, firms owned by close friends of BSP premier Zhan Videnov
had exported enough wheat to cause a severe grain shortage for several weeks.
In the winter of 1996–7, a poor harvest and illegal exports caused bread short-
ages and a twenty-fold increase in bread prices, helping to bring down the
Videnov government in January 1997.115

Divisions inside the BSP between Marxist ideologues, reformers, and
“entrepreneurs” combined with incompetence among BSP officials to 
create a more anarchic situation than in the Romanian or Slovak economy.
Communist enterprise managers and other economic elites could increasingly
manipulate or bypass the BSP government even as they stole from the
Bulgarian state.116 Zhelyu Vladimirov argues that these circles of “appa-
ratchik-experts” developed a specific corporate and conspiracy spirit, forming
a spontaneously emerging institution that gradually took hold of the very
state.117 Venelin Ganev shows with careful detail how the powerful economic
conglomerate Multigroup systematically undermined the capacity of state
institutions and the organizational coherence of administrative agencies.118

However, there is no question that Bulgaria’s economic nomenklatura knew
who their political protectors were: reportedly all of Bulgaria’s 1,000
millionaires and five billionaires in 1994 were BSP members. Thus Videnov
presided over an unprecedented redistribution of national wealth.119 It is also
tempting to conclude that the penury of a Polish-style shock therapy would
have been a blessing for the great majority of the BSP’s voters as compared
to the economic immiseration that they endured.

In Slovakia, Czech-led reforms before 1992 had already liberalized much
of the economy, making many rent-seeking opportunities of Hellman’s lucrat-
ive “partial reform” equilibrium inaccessible to Slovakia’s ruling parties. But
their ability to capture the privatization process after 1992 and distribute its
spoils among a small circle of elites was striking. Me3iar allied himself with
Slovakia’s communist-era enterprise managers who considered Czech-led
reforms a threat to their economic power.120 These industrialists were grouped
in the Union of Industry (ZP) that became a cornerstone of Me3iar’s domes-
tic power base, accounting for 64 percent of Slovak gross domestic product
in 1994. Initially wary of privatization, the industrialists embraced it once they
were “in a position to dictate conditions, so that foreigners and ordinary
citizens would be excluded and management would be able to acquire firms
for a fraction of their book value.”121

Me3iar consolidated personal control over privatization toward the end of
his second government in 1994, rewarding HZDS insiders with control over
key state enterprises and with lucrative privatization deals. The Morav3ík
government attempted to reverse some of the more problematic privatizations,
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but its time in power was too short. After the 1994 elections, the HZDS-
controlled parliament transferred decision-making power for privatization
sales from the government to the National Property Fund (FNM). John Gould
details how the FNM, as a quasi-private entity, could make decisions entirely
free of public scrutiny: henceforth Me3iar-appointed loyalists engaged in “a
non-transparent and quasilegal insider privatization program” including “the
sales of Slovakia’s largest industrial enterprises to often-unidentified Me3iar
allies at a fraction of their real value.”122 Meanwhile, FNM officials openly
used xenophobia to justify their exclusion of foreign bidders—who were
anyhow not beating down the doors to invest in Me3iar’s Slovakia. During
Me3iar’s third government, the HZDS joined the extreme right-wing party the
SNS in openly seeking to block foreign investment in favor of building what
was called a “domestic entrepreneur class.”123

The Slovak underworld blossomed under Me3iar: a privatization triangle
evolved between the HZDS, the security services, and the crime syndicates,
made possible by the FNM’s concealment of the identity of new enterprise
owners. The SIS contracted politically-connected work out to criminal gangs,
which in turn competed with one another to muscle in on the privatization
handouts of the HZDS.124 As gangland killings began taking place on
Bratislava’s streets and HZDS politicians were spotted in the company of
underworld thugs, it is not known to what extent the HZDS was losing even
its own control of the FNM.125

The blatant political abuse of privatization was perfectly evident to the
opposition and the independent media, but calls for oversight of the FNM
were to no avail.126 The toll on the economy was substantial: the privatization
of enterprises at only 28 percent of their book value in 1996 and 18 percent
in 1997, usually into the hands of friends and relatives of the leaders of the
ruling parties, robbed the state of desperately needed revenue.127 Meanwhile,
in the absence of foreign investment, uncompetitive enterprises were kept
afloat through heavy borrowing, which led to a doubling of the country’s
external debts, from $5.4 billion in 1994 to $10.5 billion in 1998.128

Ethnic Nationalism and Political Rent Seeking

The contrast between how oppositionists and non-oppositionists handled
ethnic questions was sometimes stark. The post-opposition governments in
Poland and in the Czech lands in 1990 and 1991 celebrated the multiethnic
nature of their states (easier to do with no large ethnic minorities) and worked
to regulate relations with neighboring states that had been historical enemies.
The non-opposition governments in Romania and Slovakia warned that the
nation’s sovereignty and territorial integrity were under threat from ethnic
minorities and neighboring states. They encouraged individuals to blame their
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economic hardships on the rapaciousness of ethnic minorities, even though
minorities tended to suffer from much higher levels of unemployment. They
cycled through all of the available ethnic enemies: for example, Slovakia’s
HZDS started with the Czechs, continued with the Hungarians and the Roma
(Gypsies)—and finished with opposition politicians, independent journalists
and even Western academics. For some groups of elites, nationalist appeals
aimed against ethnic minorities and foreign powers were an attractive way to
compete for popular support.129

Ethnic geography—a matter of historically conditioned perceptions rather
than “pure” demography—helped determine the salience of ethnic national-
ism as a political strategy. As pictured in Table 2.2, Poland, Hungary, and the
Czech Republic are relatively homogenous, while in Romania, Bulgaria, and
Slovakia one ethnic minority comprises about 10 percent of the population.
There are some 1.7 million ethnic Hungarians in Romania (7 percent of the
total population), 800,000 ethnic Turks in Bulgaria (10 percent), and 600,000
ethnic Hungarians in Slovakia (11 percent).130
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TABLE 2.2 Ethnic Geography of East Central Europe, 1991/1992

Country Total Largest minorities as Minorities
population percentage of the approximate

population in 1991/1992 numbers

Poland 38,419,603 Ukrainian 0.78 300,000
Belarusian 0.52 200,000
German 0.52 200,000

Hungary 10,375,323 Roma 3.9 404,461
German 1.69 175,000
Slovak 1.06 110,000

Czech Rep 10,298,731 Moravian 13.2 1,359,432
Slovak 3 308,962
Roma 0.49 50,000

Romania 22,760,449 Hungarian 7.12 1,620,199
Roma 1.8 409,723

Bulgaria 8,472,724 Turkish 9.7 822,253
Roma 3.4 287,732

Slovakia 5,268,935 Hungarian 10.76 566,741
Roma 1.53 80,627
Czech 1.01 53,422

Source: Bugajski (1994). For similar data, see European Commission country profiles at:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/enlargement.htm. Estimates of the probable number of
Roma are 35,000 in Poland; 482,000 in Hungary; 200,000 in the Czech Republic; 700,000 in
Bulgaria; 1.5 million in Romania; and 500,000 in Slovakia. See Zoltan Barany (2002: 160–61).

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/enlargement.htm


The success of Romanian, Bulgarian, and Slovak illiberal elites in exploit-
ing feelings that ethnic minorities posed a threat to the national majority can
be attributed to three main factors: minorities form a significant portion of the
population; history lends credibility to assertions that the minority harbors 
a separatist agenda; and minorities have formed cohesive political organiza-
tions.131 Moreover, the political activism of ethnic Hungarian minority groups
combined with the forceful advocacy of the Hungarian government after 1989
provided “external validity” to the accusations of the Romanian and Slovak
governments that Hungarian minorities posed a threat to the nation.132 Finally,
the susceptibility of the electorate to strategies of ethnic scapegoating also
depended on the use of nationalism by the communist regime to shore up their
legitimacy—practiced in its most extreme and coercive form by Bulgaria’s
Zhizhkov against ethnic Turks, and by Romania’s Ceauvescu against ethnic
Hungarians.133

In Romania, Iliescu’s unreconstructed communists exploited ethnic
nationalism to win national elections and establish domestic legitimacy as the
defenders of the Romanian nation.134 The ethnic Hungarians of Romania
viewed democratization as an opportunity to rebuild their organizations, restore
Hungarian-language schools, and work toward local self-administration. But
the political cohesion of Hungarians in Transylvania was portrayed by the FSN
(and later the DFSN and the PDSR) and by the extreme nationalist parties as
threatening to the Romanian majority. In March 1990, the extremist group Vatra
Românească (Romanian Cradle) incited anti-Hungarian riots in Târgu-Murev;
an unknown number of Hungarians and Romanians were killed in what has so
far been the only instance of large-scale, organized ethnic violence within the
six states considered in this book since 1989. The governing FSN did not con-
demn Vatra for the violence; instead, it blamed Hungarian extremists and their
patrons in Budapest. Weeks later the FSN affirmed the “unitary” character of
the “Romanian national state” and deplored Hungarian “chauvinism, irreden-
tism and extremism.” Prime Minister Petre Roman claimed to have discovered
a Hungarian–Transylvanian government-in-exile.135 In its first months in
office, the FSN government passed up, quite spectacularly, the opportunity to
repudiate its nationalist inheritance from the Ceauvescu regime.

The increasing influence of Romanian extremist parties and organizations,
combined with the refusal of the government to meet minimal Hungarian
demands in the spheres of education and local administration (often delivered
with accusations of “treason” in parliament), led the Hungarian Democratic
Alliance of Romania (UDMR) to radicalize its program. After years of
consciously moderating its agenda, the UDMR decided at the Cluj Congress
in late 1994 to work for territorial autonomy. In January 1995 the UDMR set
up a council on local administration, grouping Hungarian mayors and ethnic
councilors. This council was declared illegal by the government and
denounced by virtually all of Romania’s other political parties.136 Nationalist
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politicians and extremist groups capitalized on the moves toward territorial
autonomy to press their case that the Hungarians seek secession and that the
Budapest government may intervene militarily on their behalf.

Between 1989 and 1996, the cycle of national animosity and political
isolation of minorities proceeded the furthest in Romania. Whenever Iliescu
appeared to be in danger of being overtaken by his reformist opponents, the
nationalist card was played “in all of its crudity.”137 The climate created by
Iliescu’s unreconstructed post-communist party during its seven unbroken
years of power moved many opposition parties to adopt nationalist rhetoric as
a sine qua non of Romanian domestic politics. Meanwhile, the PDSR depended
on the support of extreme nationalist parties, which ceaselessly pushed it
to radicalize its discourse and its policies. All the while, the reaction of the
Hungarian minority—its moves towards self-administration and calls for
territorial autonomy—made it an easy target for nationalists and an impossible
ally for moderates. By 1995, domestic political discourse in Romania was
steeped in ethnic nationalism aimed against the ethnic Hungarian minority.

Illiberal elites used nationalism to win early elections in different measures.
Bulgaria’s BSP chiefly engaged the population’s fear of economic reform; its
use of ethnic scapegoating was muted compared to that of Romania’s PDSR
or Slovakia’s HZDS, but nevertheless present. The BSP moved decisively in
1990 to reverse the brutal and violent forced assimilation campaign of ousted
communist leader Zhizkov against Bulgaria’s Turkish minority, and resisted
the organized protests of nationalist groups opposed to reinstating the basic
rights of the ethnic Turks. However, the BSP capitalized on the echoes of
Zhizkov’s anti-Turk nationalism, presenting itself as the defender of the
majority ethnic Bulgarian population and the Bulgarian nation state.138 The
BSP used ethnic nationalism when campaigning for votes, and enjoyed the
support of Bulgaria’s small extreme-nationalist parties.139 Some Bulgarian
scholars and observers claim, however, that ethnic nationalism aimed against
the ethnic Turks did not gain much “purchase” on Bulgarian society, which
prides itself on a history and a culture of tolerance.140

In the first election campaign in 1990, the BSP exploited fear of the Turks
by telling Bulgarians that a politically empowered MRF would seek cultural
autonomy, which would inevitably lead to territorial autonomy, and then the
return of Turkish domination. In the run-up to the October 1991 elections,
the BSP continued to appeal to ethnic nationalism, and formed an electoral
coalition with several small extreme-nationalist parties.141 Socialist candidates
claimed that the MRF did not allow democracy in regions where it had
influence, and that the MRF and the UDF were in some kind of an unholy
alliance directed against ethnic Bulgarians.142 Bulgaria’s 1991 constitution and
electoral law passed by the BSP prohibited the creation of political parties
based on religious or ethnic identity. The socialist-controlled Central Electoral
Commission then banned the MRF from participating in the October 1991
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elections, but this decision was reversed by the Constitutional Court. For its
part, the MRF has generally curbed its radical elements and has never called
for territorial autonomy, helping to keep the intensity of majority–minority
antagonism at a much lower level than in Romania.143

The BSP’s 1994 electoral campaign also promoted Bulgarian ethnic nation-
alism by linking economic problems to the Turks. As education minister, the
1994 BSP government appointed Ilcho Dimitrov, an extremist politician who
had taken part in the assimilation campaign of the 1980s, and who vowed to
restrict Turkish language education. By 1994, however, Antonina Zheyazkova
argued that Bulgarians had at least come to accept the existence of a Turkish
party as normal.144

In Slovakia, Me3iar created his political base by rallying Slovak nationalism
behind the cause of an autonomous Slovakia. He found that the call to rally
around the Slovak nation was especially effective if the nation was in danger,
and hinted (at politically propitious times) that the Czechs, the Roma, and the
Hungarians posed a threat. From the outset, the HZDS government elected in
June 1992 refused Hungarian initiatives to strengthen minority rights, and
rejected changes to the draft Slovak constitution designed to move Slovakia
toward a civic definition of the state.

In response to the deepening intolerance of the second Me3iar government
and, in particular, to plans for redistricting regional administration, Hungarian
groups proposed in December 1993 the creation of a territorially autonomous
district uniting Hungarian areas situated along the Slovak–Hungarian border.
The principle of territorial autonomy was immediately condemned by all
Slovak political parties, and subsequently abandoned by Hungarian represent-
atives. By January 1994, Hungarian groups had reduced their demands to
cultural and educational autonomy, expanded language rights, and a greater
role in local administration.145 The short-lived call for territorial autonomy
exacerbated political tensions, as nationalists charged that the Hungarians
threatened the integrity of the Slovak state. The third Me3iar government
renewed earlier attacks on the educational autonomy, language rights, and
parliamentary representation of the Hungarian minority. The language law of
November 1995 restricted the use of minority languages by decreeing, for
example, that all official communication involving any aspect of state or local
government must be in Slovak. We will turn to a closer study of the relation-
ship between the Slovak and Romanian governments, the ethnic Hungarian
minority groups, and the Hungarian government in Chapter 6.

2.2.3 The Quality of the Left Alternative and Time Horizons

Returning to the broader comparison of liberal and illiberal pattern countries,
we can reflect again on the importance of a reforming communist party for the
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success of post-communist reform. In every single country of post-communist
Europe, the transition to a market economy created a strong demand for the
left. Voters suffering from the economic hardships of market reform—voters
angry about the present or scared about the future—sought to vote for a classic
left-wing party that would promise them help from the state. The transition
thus raised fundamental questions of balance between economic liberalization
and managing the social costs of liberalization to maintain social cohesion. The
election of moderate left-wing parties in Poland, Hungary and eventually the
Czech Republic has helped maintain social cohesion which has, in turn, had
benefits that feed back into the capitalist economy including fewer strikes,
greater investor confidence, and the diminishing fortunes of extreme left- or
right-wing parties.

In Romania and Bulgaria voters had no moderate left-wing alternative to
the unreconstructed communist party: this prolonged the grip on power of the
communist parties that were not forced to exit in 1989. And the PDSR and the
BSP naturally fought to keep their position as the only left-wing party
available to voters disaffected with economic reform. The irony therefore is
that on election day the PDSR and the BSP capitalized on the economic mis-
ery of the population that they helped create by way of economic corruption
and partial reform. The Czech Republic also lacked a reformed communist
party, and this has hurt its transition to a liberal democracy, but the Czechs
could choose to elect another major leftist party, the social democrats, once
they became weary of economic reform. Romanian and Bulgarian voters who
sought protection from the market did not have an alternative to the PDSR and
the BSP, except perhaps tiny extremist parties on the far left.

Why did the PDSR and BSP not reform themselves into moderate social
democratic parties? Besides the immediate incentives to suppress political
competition, corrupt economic reform, and exploit ethnic nationalism that we
have discussed above, there are at least three, more structural, factors at play.
First, the PDSR and the BSP were not forced to exit government in 1989 and
thus to break their pre-existing patronage networks. This empowered those in
the party that resisted reform. Even the Hungarian communist party which
was quite reformed before it left power in May 1990 still had a great deal of
“divesting” of these networks to do in the early 1990s.146

Second, under communism the Bulgarian and especially the Romanian
communist parties allowed little internal debate and underwent little or no
internal reform: communist officials consequently lacked the creativity, the
vision, and the knowledge about Western social democracy to transform their
party in 1989.147 This was a two-way street in Poland and Hungary before
1989: more reform-minded communist parties created “space” for opposi-
tions to exist, and oppositions challenged communist cadres to policy innova-
tion and, perhaps, ideological introspection. In Bulgaria and Romania, the old
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communist leaders had resisted calls for perestroika-style reforms from
Moscow; after communism collapsed, the new communist leaders looked to
these limited reforms as a model instead of looking to the West.

Finally, these parties had no experience with economic reform. Whereas
Hungary had pursued economic reforms since 1968, and Polish communists
had behind them the experience of reforms in the 1970s and the accord with
Solidarity in 1980, very little colored the gray pattern of communist life in
Romania and Bulgaria—and in Czechoslovakia after 1968. These communist
parties were unresponsive even to Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s urgings
for economic reform in the waning days of communism in 1989. In Hungary
and also Poland, a significant portion of the elites that worked as technocrats
for the communist state subsequently worked for the democratic state. Their
experience in government and their technical skills turned out to be an asset.
Romanian, Bulgarian, and Czechoslovak elites that had worked for the com-
munist state were, on balance, more ideological and a greater burden by way
of their persistence in the bureaucratic structures of the democratic state.

In contrast to Romania and Bulgaria, voters in Slovakia did have a moder-
ate left-wing alternative because after 1989 the core of the Slovak communist
party moved toward genuine social democracy.148 But by the time this new
party had consolidated itself, Vladimír Me3iar had succeeded in drawing
elements of the left and the right into his populist and nationalist Movement
for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS). Much like the PDSR and the BSP, he
promised to protect the average voter from economic reform while robbing
the Slovak state of millions of dollars through insider privatization. However,
the existence of a reformed communist party in Slovakia would pay dividends
in the future by giving voters a moderate left alternative to the HZDS in the
1998 elections.

Illiberal political parties operate with different time horizons as compared
to liberal parties. They behave as if losing power represents an extraordinary
event and possibly the end of their role in national politics. This is important
because it is those rulers who equate losing an election with the end of their
political career who are most likely to use illiberal methods to prevent polit-
ical turnover. These rulers are probably wrong to think that any political party
is ever so discredited that it cannot reinvent itself and win in future elections.
They are probably right, however, in our cases to think that if they ever do
regain power, the opportunities for rent seeking will be much more limited.

The PDSR, the BSP, and especially the HZDS behaved as if their time
horizons did not extend beyond losing office. They pushed through as much
insider-friendly legislation and as many corrupt privatization projects as
possible. In Bulgaria, as we will see in Chapter 6, the BSP stole so much from
the public purse that its government was driven out by street riots—despite
its comfortable majority in parliament. More impressive are the PDSR in
Romania and the HZDS in Slovakia that managed to fine tune their extraction
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of resources to keep the economy from crashing. But in Slovakia, the ruling
HZDS pushed through literally hundreds of privatization deals, trade agree-
ments with Moscow, and loans in the eleventh hour of its term, leaving the
country poorer, with unwanted ties to Russia, and with crippling debt.

Regular political turnover teaches political parties to work with longer time
horizons that are more conducive to liberal democracy. As Valerie Bunce has
argued, party turnover means “losers learn that they can win, and winners
learn that they can lose.”149 Where it exists, political parties in power are usu-
ally looking past the possibility of losing the next elections to the probability
of winning the ones after that.

2.3 Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to show how the quality of political com-
petition at the moment of regime change helped determine the character of
the new polity. The presence or absence of an opposition to communism was
the key factor: in East European states where the opposition was strong, the
communists were forced to quit power and dissidents-turned-politicians wrote
rules and built institutions that helped install political pluralism and com-
prehensive economic reform. In states where the opposition was weak and
divided, unreconstructed communists and other opportunists used the defense
of the nation and the defense of the voter from economic reform to win and
maintain power. These rent-seeking elites made their voters pay a heavy price
by promoting intolerance in society and by stealing from the state. Con-
centrating political and economic power allowed these elites to slow down
and partly to control the transition from communism.

I have also argued for two other factors that have aided the quality of
political competition in the democratizing states: I have argued for the reform
of the communist party and its swift return to government, providing voters
a non-nationalist left-wing party that symbolizes greater protection from the
hardships of the transition economy. The reform of the communist party
moreover helps establish a moderate post-opposition and a moderate post-
communist pole in politics that encourage lively competition against the back-
drop of a parliamentary consensus on basic goals such as economic reform
and joining Europe. I have also pointed out the salutary effect of economic cri-
sis which, in conditions of weak political competition or outright democratic
monopoly, has helped create a demand for new parties in government. As we
will see in Chapter 6, this eventually happens even where unreconstructed
communists or nationalists have managed to monopolize power and also
monopolize the left. More broadly, this chapter points to the positive effects of
the alternation of different political parties in power. Table 2.3 summarizes the
turnover of political parties in our six states from 1989 to 2002.
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Table 2.3 The alternation of political parties in power, 1989–2004

Poland
1989 Opposition movement Solidarity rules with communists.
1991 Complete alternation: post-opposition right Solidarity coalitions led by

UW
1993 Complete alternation: post-communist left coalition SLD + PSL
1997 Complete alternation: broad coalition of right parties led by AWS
2001 Complete alternation: post-communist left coalition SLD + PSL

Hungary
1990 Complete alternation: post-opposition right defeats communists, forms

coalition MDF + FKGP + KDNP
1994 Complete alternation: post-communist left and post-opposition center

form coalition MSZP + SZDSZ
1998 Complete alternation: post-opposition right forms coalition 

FIDESZ + FKGP + MDF
2002 Complete alternation: post-communist left and post-opposition center

form coalition MSZP + SZDSZ

Czech Republic
1990 Complete alternation: opposition movement Civic Forum defeats

communists
1992 Partial alternation: post-opposition right forms coalition

ODS + ODA + KDU-ČSL
1996 No alternation: post-opposition right forms same coalition 

ODS + ODA + KDU-ČSL
1997 (Government falls: brief centrist government)
1998 Partial alternation: “opposition agreement” soc dems ČSSD + ODS
2002 Partial alternation: soc dems ČSSD + center-right parties

Slovakia
1990 Complete alternation: Public Against Violence defeats communists
1992 Partial alternation: HZDS forms coalition with SNS
1994 (Government falls: brief centrist government of moderate parties)
1994 No alternation: HZDS forms coalition with SNS + ZRS
1998 Complete alternation: left and center-right parties in broad coalition 

SDK + SDL + SOP + Hungarian SMK (with cabinet posts) 
2002 Partial alternation: center-right parties form coalition 

SDKU + KDH + ANO + Hungarian SMK (with cabinet posts)

Bulgaria
1990 No alternation: post-communist BSP wins first free elections
1991 (Government falls, caretaker government)
1991 Complete alternation: opposition forms coalition  

UDF + Turkish MRF (no cabinet posts)
1992 Partial alternation: UDF government falls after only one year; lengthy

“technocratic” government supported by BSP + Turkish MRF
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1994 Partial alternation: BSP wins majority, rules alone
1996 (Government falls due to economic crisis; caretaker UDF government)
1997 Complete alternation: coalition of center-right UDF + small center

parties
2001 Complete alternation: coalition of center-right NMSS + Turkish MRF

(with cabinet posts)

Romania
1990 No alternation: post-communist FSN landslide in first free elections
1992 No alternation: post-communist FSN/PDSR minority govt.; later

PDSR forms coalition with extremist parties PRNU + PRM + PSM
1996 Complete alternation: opposition CDR forms broad coalition including

Hungarian UDMR (with cabinet posts)
2000 Complete alternation: post-communist PDSR wins majority, rules

alone
2004 Elections in November.

In January 1995, it was clear that in many ways Poland, Hungary, and the
Czech Republic were “ahead” of Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia in creating
political pluralism, and prosperous capitalism. But in my details of domestic
politics in Bulgaria and Slovakia, I have signaled the presence of opposi-
tion parties and civic groups that were becoming more and more organized,
cohesive, and moderate over time. While they were still immature and weak
in 1995, where we leave this narrative, they were giving the ruling parties, the
HZDS and the BSP, a run for their money. They were challenging them in the
Constitutional Court, they controlled the presidency; and more and more they
were incorporating international actors and international goals, especially EU
membership, into their political strategies. We will rejoin the efforts and the
development of these opposition groups in Chapter 6.

Now, having identified the initial domestic ingredients that determined
the trajectories of East European states after communism, we turn to a new
question: when and how did the EU and other international actors start having
an impact on the course of political change in our six states?
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3

The Passive Leverage of the European Union

We have identified the following problem: while some democratizing states
of post-communist Europe developed a competitive political system after
1989 and laid the foundations of liberal democracy, other states moved toward
illiberal democracy. These states failed to implement comprehensive political
and economic reforms because a non-competitive political system allowed
rent-seeking elites to win and maintain power. We now turn to how the
prospect of European Union (EU) membership was treated by the governing
elites of Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and
Romania during the first five years of transition.

It is striking how rapidly and universally membership in the EU (then the
European Community) became the destination of the revolutions of 1989. By
the end of 1990 the five governments had all embraced joining the EU as their
most important foreign policy goal. Despite fears of diminished national 
sovereignty and increased economic vulnerability, EU membership emerged
as a matter of national interest because it offered tremendous geopolitical,
sociocultural, and economic benefits. In turn, the magnitude of these benefits
created a profoundly asymmetrical power relationship between aspiring can-
didates and the EU because they depended so much on the EU whereas the
EU depended on them but little. This “asymmetric interdependence” would
shape all of their dealings with the EU—until they became full members and
perhaps even thereafter.

I use the concepts of “passive” and “active” leverage to separate theoretic-
ally the kinds of influence that the EU can have on credible future members.
By passive leverage I mean the attraction of EU membership, and by active
leverage I mean the deliberate conditionality exercised in the EU’s pre-accession
process. For the first five years after 1989, the EU exercised only passive
leverage over its six credible future member states in this study. The reaction
of the liberal pattern and the illiberal pattern states to this passive leverage,
however, diverged substantially. Joining the EU became the common foreign
policy goal of all six states, but meeting the domestic requirements of
EU membership did not necessarily emerge as a matter of immediate govern-
ment industry. In other words, the foreign policy goal was not necessary 



followed up with the requisite domestic policies. Only the liberal pattern 
governments of Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia satisfied or anticipated
EU requirements in key areas of domestic policy-making; the illiberal pattern
governments of Romania, Bulgaria, and, eventually, Slovakia did not. While
all five (then six) governments declared EU membership as their foremost 
foreign policy goal, illiberal pattern governments distinguished themselves
from liberal pattern ones by jeopardizing their state’s progress toward EU
membership.

Why were the benefits of EU membership treated differently in different
East European capitals?1 The explanation returns us to domestic politics: the
cost to governing elites of fulfilling the EU’s domestic requirements varied
after 1989 according to their dependence on ethnic nationalism and economic
corruption to win and keep political power. For illiberal governments, the
costs of adapting domestic policies to EU requirements were too high. Their
political power depended on domestic strategies that were incompatible with
the EU’s requirements of liberal democracy and comprehensive economic
reform. Complying with the implicit and later explicit norms of EU member-
ship would require these ruling elites to implement policies that would
weaken their domestic power base.

Applying for EU membership would put the domestic politics of all of the
candidates under close scrutiny by EU officials and institutions once the EU
began exercising its active leverage. Joining the EU is in this sense an unusual
foreign policy goal because it can only be attained by profound changes of
domestic policy. But for a few years, while there was only passive leverage,
illiberal pattern governments could have it both ways. They could solicit EU
membership as a matter of foreign policy, but practice economic and political
rent seeking as the daily bread of domestic politics. Governments in Romania,
Bulgaria, and Slovakia exploited low levels of political competition at home
and of scrutiny from abroad to conduct a sort of foreign policy “arbitrage.”
They pretended to be seeking EU membership under the cover of their near
monopoly on the transmission of information between their polities and the
West. And they exploited the embryonic nature of the EU’s conditionality
policies to win a level of inclusion and approbation from the West that made
these claims more credible.

This is the first of two chapters that explores the relationship between East
European states and the EU during the period of passive leverage. In Chapter 4,
I show how (differently) passive leverage played itself out in the EU’s rela-
tionship with liberal and illiberal pattern states from 1989 to 1994. In this
chapter, I first examine theoretically the EU’s passive leverage, explaining the
benefits of membership and the costs of exclusion that make membership so
attractive. Second, I look at alternative explanations for why East European
states reacted differently to the incentives of EU membership.
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3.1 Theorizing Passive Leverage

By the force of the attraction of its markets and institutions, the EU exercised
“passive leverage” on the democratizing states of Eastern Europe after 1989.
Passive leverage is the traction that the EU has on the domestic politics
of credible candidate states merely by virtue of its existence and its usual 
conduct. This includes the political and economic benefits of membership, the
costs of exclusion, and the way the EU treats nonmember states, as summar-
ized in Table 3.1. But it does not include any deliberate policies to influence
the states in question or to pave the way for their eventual membership—this
is active leverage.

For the EU to have leverage or “traction” on domestic politics, a state must
be a credible future member of the EU. The EU’s 1957 founding Treaty of
Rome stipulates only that the EU is open to all European countries. After
1989, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were widely perceived as the
most likely candidates for EU membership (if the EU did enlarge) because of
politics and geography: they were considered the frontrunners in the transi-
tion to liberal democracy, and they were situated along the border of the EU.
Bulgaria and Romania joined them as the only other two states that renounced
communism in 1989 in conditions of uncontested state sovereignty. Since
1995, the list of states that are considered credible future EU members has
increased dramatically. We return to the question of which states are credible
future EU members and why in Chapter 8. For our six cases here, however,
their geographic eligibility to take part in the EU’s pre-accession process
(once it existed) was never in doubt.
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TABLE 3.1 Passive leverage

Political benefits
Protection of EU rules
Voice in EU decision-making

Economic benefits
Access to EU market
Transfers from EU budget
Increased investment � growth
Increased entrepreneurship � skills

Benefits are shaped by:
Costs of exclusion when neighboring states are joining
EU treatment of nonmembers

Additional benefit:
EU membership conditionality as a catalyst for domestic reform



Why do states seek to join the EU? Let us turn now to a theoretical 
discussion of the benefits of EU membership for states in general. This discus-
sion applies not just to the six states in this study, but to all official candidates
and proto-candidates for EU membership (especially the post-communist
ones). At its height before ten new states joined the EU in May 2004, this
totaled some eighteen states: Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia,
Romania, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Cyprus, and
Turkey were official candidates; and Croatia, Serbia-Montenegro, Macedonia,
Albania, and Bosnia-Hercegovina were, officially, potential candidates.

3.1.1 The Protection of Rules and the Benefits of Voice

If we look at the relationship between the EU and states outside of it through
the lens of international relations theory, we can add to the strictly economic
benefits of membership discussed below two other benefits: the protection
of EU rules, and a voice in EU policy-making.2 For international relations
scholars, the political reasons for joining the EU—centered on the reduction
of uncertainty in order to increase prosperity through cooperation—are much
the same as the reasons for creating institutions.3 Most important, joining
the EU would regulate relations with powerful neighbors by way of a desir-
able set of clear and well-established rules. Stanley Hoffmann and Robert
Keohane describe a new institutional form that enables “rich and strong states
to act more effectively on a collective basis, and [permits] poor and weak
countries to gain acceptance into a club of prosperous states, governed by
rules that apply to all members.”4

The debate within international relations about whether and how multilat-
eral institutions influence state strategies unites institutionalists and realists on
the importance of rules for weak states. The rules of institutions, in Robert
Keohane’s words, “may create a presumption in favor of the norm that prin-
ciples of conduct must be generalized to all members of the institution,
imparting greater consistency of behavior and favoring weaker states.”5

Similarly, Joseph Grieco finds that weaker states may favor institutionalized
relations with their stronger partners if the rules “provide sufficient opportun-
ities for them to voice their concerns and interests and thereby prevent or at
least ameliorate their domination by stronger partners.”6 The protection of
EU rules through membership satisfies both approaches—and the chief 
motivation for seeking the protection of EU rules was early vulnerability to
EU protectionism.

For all of its geopolitical rhetoric, the EU was still primarily a successful
project of economic integration in the early 1990s, and its greatest source of
power remained its enormous market.7 At this time, as we see in Figure 3.1,
all of the non-EU economies in Europe taken together were inconsequential
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compared to that of the EU and highly dependent on its markets. The EU’s
trade partners—rich West European and poor East European states alike—had
to abide by rules governing access to its markets, but had no hand in writing
these rules, nor could they control how the rules might be changed. This cre-
ated a substantial power discrepancy, which most plausible EU members
chose to end by way of membership: witness the accession of all but two
of the wealthy European Free Trade Area (EFTA) states, whose advanced
economies allowed for substantially greater autonomy than those of East
European states.8

The Europe Agreements on association with the EU signed in 1991 did not
satisfy East European states for the same reasons that the European Economic
Area did not stave off the membership applications of the EFTA states, cul-
minating in the accession of Sweden, Finland and Austria to the EU in 1995.
The EFTA states like East European states found themselves obliged to adopt
a great proportion of the acquis communautaire without any participation in
the decision-making process of the Commmunity. Unilateral adjustment to
the EU’s trade rules did minimize the costs of being on the outside of the EU
economy.9 But much of the sovereignty that would formally be lost through
accession was thus already gone in practice—without the benefits of full
membership.10 The costs of exclusion from aspects of “the EU economy”
motivated concessions not just from the rich EFTA states on the terms of their
admission, but also from isolated members on the project of European
Monetary Union (EMU).11
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FIGURE 3.1 EU, EFTA and ECE GDP compared, 1992. 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) purchasing power parity (ppp).

Notes: The six ECE countries are Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania and
Slovakia. The EFTA countries are Austria, Finland, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Sweden,
and Switzerland.

Source: Calculations based on World Bank (2002b).
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How much a particular state values the protection of EU rules that 
membership would afford it depends on how the EU chooses to treat it as a
nonmember. This explains why protection by EU rules mattered so much to
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia in the early 1990s. As we will examine
closely in Chapter 4, exports from Eastern Europe threatened EU producers in
the “sensitive sectors,” triggering an array of protectionist safeguard clauses
that the EU insisted on including in the Europe Agreements. Meanwhile,
export-led growth turned out to be of paramount importance to the transition
from planned to market economies taking place in Eastern Europe. In this way
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were more “provoked” to apply to the
EU than the EFTA states, which enjoyed virtually unrestricted access to EU
markets for all but agricultural goods. And it is possible that latecomers to the
accession process such as Serbia or Albania will be more complacent about full
membership, because the EU has recently backed up its geopolitical goal of
stabilizing the Balkans with economic instruments such as market access that
were previously blocked by domestic economic interests in various members.

As we will see in the next chapter, East European elites became aware
in 1990 and 1991 of the nature of the EU as an economic actor and the 
weakness of their own bargaining position in a relationship of asymmetric
interdependence.12 Institutionalists have shown that “power in an interde-
pendent relationship flows from asymmetry: the one who gains more from the
relationship is the more dependent.”13 By playing by the EU’s rules, attempt-
ing a wholesale reorientation of their trade to EU markets, embarking on the
EU’s pre-accession process and seeking EU membership, East Central
European (ECE) elites adopted what amounted to a strategy of maximizing
their dependence on the EU: Figure 4.2 in the next chapter illustrates the
tremendous rise in their dependence on trade with the EU from 1991 to 2002.
For ECE states, the only way to eventually decrease their vulnerability to the
EU was to become a part of it.14 The behavior of the candidate states supports
Andrew Hurrell’s argument that “the more prepared the dominant power is to
accept a rule-constrained hegemonic order, the more acceptable is a strategy
of bandwagoning for the weak states.”15 In this case, it is the EU’s institutional
form that makes “incorporation” an acceptable strategy for candidates. The
fact that the EU is an open and effective international organization as opposed
to a powerful neighboring state matters profoundly.16

Joining the EU offers a much brighter economic and geopolitical prospect to
East European states than their existence as the weak neighbors of powerful
West European states. Lloyd Gruber in Ruling the World argues that states faced
with the possibility of joining a powerful regional organization like the EU
will do so to avoid the costs of exclusion. However, Gruber argues that this
organization caters to the interests of the states that designed it—and not to the
interests of the latecomers, who would prefer that the organization did not exist

68 Passive Leverage of the European Union



at all. Referring to the preparations that East European states have had to make
to enter the EU, Gruber asks, “were governing parties in these formerly
Communist countries happy about all this?”17 As we will see in the next chap-
ter, that rather depends on the domestic agenda of the governing parties in ques-
tion. But overall the answer is a resounding “yes.” The relationship between the
EU and its aspiring eastern members is indeed all about power, but it is a more
comfortable, diffuse power moderating the special interests of individual EU
member states in the political sphere and, over time, the economic one as well.

Indeed, in some ways the existence of the EU would have been a boon for
Eastern Europe’s new democracies even if they never got to join it. The aggre-
gate terms of trade have very likely been considerably better than any that East
European states could have negotiated bilaterally with each of the EU’s twelve,
then fifteen, member states. Moreover, while the EU projected the aggregate spe-
cial economic interests of its members in its external trade policy, the commit-
ment to rules dampened the ability of EU governments to use foreign economic
policies to bully small neighbors for nationalistic ends. Given the firm hand of
the European Commission in foreign economic relations, extortion was difficult.
Thus Greece was eventually forced to desist in its trade blockade against
Macedonia, and Italy was similarly pressured into moderating its intimidation of
Slovenia. Thus Germany in the 1990s was unable to use its economic weight
including access to the critical German market to coerce special compensation
for Germans expelled from Czechoslovakia and Poland after the Second World
War. As Figure 3.2 shows, the Gross National Income (GNI) of the six states in
this study was only about one third of the GNI of united Germany in 1992.
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FIGURE 3.2 German and ECE GNI compared, 1992. 

Gross National Income (GNI) purchasing power parity (ppp).

Source: Calculations based on World Bank (2002b).
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Since East European states can in fact become members of the EU, the
argument that the existence of the EU is beneficial to them is much clearer.
We turn now to the economic benefits of EU membership for poor entrants,
which are compounded for post-communist states by the benefits of using EU
membership as a catalyst for reform.

3.1.2 The Economic Benefits of Membership and the 
Costs of Exclusion

For East Europeans emerging from forty years of communism, the original
attraction of the EU was as a choice of civilization, as a democratic
political community, as a guarantor of security—and as a promise of Western 
economic prosperity. Soon the overriding and enduring appeal became 
economic performance. For poor states whose GDP per capita is below the EU
average—and this includes all of Europe’s post-communist states—EU mem-
bership is considered “enormously beneficial.”18 The prosperity of Portugal,
Spain, Ireland, and Greece bears witness to the overall economic benefits of EU
accession for relatively poor countries. EU membership brought them eco-
nomic modernization, access to new export markets, and improvements in the
regulatory environment as well as transfer payments that were macroeconomic-
ally significant. It also brought substantial inflows of foreign direct investment.

More interesting perhaps is that qualifying for EU membership has influ-
enced the unique transitions of East European states from planned to market
economies. Chapter 7 will focus on how the process of joining the EU at the
same time as consolidating democracy and building market economies has
shaped domestic policy choices in the applicant states. Indeed, as we will see,
the discipline imposed by the EU’s accession process has had much to rec-
ommend it—not least because it has served as a commitment device reassur-
ing foreign investors and domestic economic actors that elected officials will
stay the course of reform.

Here my point is more straightforward, simply that being an EU member
has many economic benefits for East European states. One study forecast
long-term total gains to the new member states ranging from 23 to 50 billion
Euro.19 Entering the EU is expected to raise output and growth rates by stimu-
lating entrepreneurship, foreign direct investment (FDI) and technology
transfers. Studies indicate that because of raised investor confidence FDI
inflows have already been concentrated in those post-communist states that
were at the front of the queue to join the EU.20 Locking the applicants into the
EU legal and regulatory frameworks also promises to improve administrative
capacity and, all together, facilitate fuller insertion into the EU and global
economy—thereby bringing substantial opportunities for higher returns to
the national budget over the long run. Transfers from the EU to the national
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budget are also considerable even though East European entrants receive
lower subsidies from the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and from
the Structural and Cohesion Funds than did the previous economic laggards
to join the EU. We will analyze in Chapter 8 the argument that the EU’s more
limited financial transfers to the East European entrants make it unlikely that
they will be able to emulate the economic success of Spain, Portugal, and
Ireland following their entry into the EU.

The costs of exclusion are in any case even more striking than the benefits
of membership. For those that fail to enter an enlarging EU along with their
neighbors, the economic consequences are grave. A steady flow of aid, expert-
ise, and foreign direct investment is diverted away from states that do not join
the EU towards those that do.21 The opportunities for trade also bear the costs
of exclusion as exports to the EU run the ongoing risk of incurring various
forms of contingent protection, while market access for agricultural goods
remains restricted. This takes on unusual importance given the sheer size of
the EU market and the striking poverty of the proximate alternatives, particu-
larly of the post-Soviet market. All the while the EU market from which a
nonmember is excluded will continue to expand—causing what Richard
Baldwin has termed the “domino effect” of enlargement.22

The costs of exclusion weigh heavily on relatively rich states as well as
poor ones. Walter Mattli in The Logic of Regional Integration has shown that
economic integration can cause three kinds of negative externalities for states
left outside: trade diversion, investment diversion, and aid diversion.23 When
states consequently suffer a significant performance gap, measured in terms
of forgone growth, they will seek membership. Studying West European states
outside the EU from 1960 to 1992, Mattli shows that “out of twenty applica-
tions for membership by eleven countries, eighteen were submitted after
one or—more typically—several years of growth rates mostly substantially
below the average growth rates of EC countries.”24 Joining the EU has costs:
a considerable loss of sovereignty and, for wealthy members, usually net con-
tributions to the EU budget. But only states that have an independent source
of economic wealth—and here the chief example is Norway with its discov-
ery of vast oil reserves in the North Sea—can afford to shrug off the costs of
exclusion; our East European states cannot.

Indeed, there are few persuasive economic arguments against EU mem-
bership for East European states (although we will see in Chapter 8 that some
scholars suggest that the net economic benefits are in fact modest). A pos-
sible advantage of staying outside is the ability to protect national industries
and small-scale farming from outside competition. But the imperative of
exporting to the EU prompted most East European states to sign trade agree-
ments which, as described below, already supplied domestic markets with
Western industrial and agricultural goods in response to high consumer
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demand before EU membership was even on the table. These agreements
could have been designed to give local producers more time to improve
quality and marketing to compete with Western products. Still, pulling out of
these agreements—or having never signed them—would cause economic
disruption that would far outweigh the benefits of protectionism as it would
further restrict access to the critical EU market while delaying structural
reform and frustrating consumer demand for Western products.25 More
broadly, as James Caporaso suggests, the demands of the global economy
may argue against successful protectionism by individual economies—
and for joining the European Union as a way to mitigate the negative
externalities of globalization through regional cooperation.26 We will return
to this in Chapter 7 when we ask how much of the domestic policy change
we see in the applicant states can be attributed to the EU’s active leverage—
and how much to the less deliberate processes of Europeanization or
globalization.

3.2 Explaining Variation in the Response to EU Membership
Incentives: The Domestic Costs of Compliance 

with EU Requirements

All together, the considerable benefits of EU membership create one of
the central puzzles of this book: why did ruling elites respond differently to
the incentives of EU membership? After all, there were so many reasons
for our six ECE states to turn away from Moscow and seek EU membership
that through the lens of international relations theory this outcome seems
highly overdetermined. The answer is that for some ruling elites the domes-
tic costs of complying with EU rules were much higher than for others. The
cost to governing elites of fulfilling the EU’s domestic requirements varied
after 1989 according to their use of restricted political competition, economic
corruption, and ethnic nationalism to win and keep power. In liberal democ-
racies, ruling elites depended little on these strategies to win power. In illiberal
democracies, however, ruling elites used all three strategies (in different
measures).

As we will see in the next chapter, the political and economic agendas of
governments in the liberal states overlapped (more or less) with the implicit
(and later explicit) requirements for joining the EU. Explaining this, Walter
Mattli and Thomas Plümper argue that leaders in “more democratic coun-
tries had a strong incentive to implement politically costly and protracted
‘institution-building’ reforms that constituted a natural stepping stone towards
EU application.” However, leaders in “less” democratic countries, facing lower
electoral accountability, were much less concerned with the general well-being
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of the population, and therefore felt less pressure to embark on such difficult
reforms.27

Illuminating further the contrast between these groups, I argue that the
domestic requirements of EU membership proscribed the very mechanisms
by which governing elites in illiberal states consolidated political power and
cultivated their domestic power base: limited political competition, partial
economic reform and ethnic nationalism. Meeting EU requirements threat-
ened to undermine the domestic power of ruling elites in Romania, Bulgaria,
and Slovakia by strengthening opposition forces, limiting rent-seeking oppor-
tunities for economic cronies, and precluding ethnic scapegoating as an easy
ploy for rallying support. Although citizens overwhelmingly wanted to join
the democratic, prosperous West, few had any knowledge about how different
state strategies might bear on this goal. In a non-competitive political system,
the ruling parties were able to control information about the state’s relation-
ship with the EU much like they controlled information on what were
allegedly the best strategies for political and economic reform. Meanwhile,
political parties in opposition were too weak and divided to get their message
through an electronic media that was only partially free.

It is not surprising that the illiberal pattern governments would forsake the
generalized benefits of EU membership to protect their political and economic
rents. But why did they not distance themselves from the EU altogether? It
turned out that they could not abandon the project of building closer ties with
the EU because this project was so popular with the electorate,28 as shown in
Table 3.2, and because it offered immediate economic rewards including
greater market access and international development aid. So Bulgaria,
Romania and Slovakia signed Europe Agreements and put in their applications
for EU membership in step with Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic.

Since the future requirements of membership were not specified and sur-
veillance of domestic politics was only sporadic, from 1989 to 1994 govern-
ing elites in Sofia, Bucharest and Bratislava could thus demand EU
membership while pursuing rent-seeking domestic strategies with impunity.
They were in a position to practice a sort of foreign policy arbitrage because
they were the dominant intermediary between Western actors, domestic polit-
ical actors, and the domestic media. They kept up a rhetoric of working in
earnest to join the EU, because Western acceptance strengthened their domes-
tic credentials as reformers, while Western loans and trade agreements pro-
vided much-needed economic resources. There is evidence that it is indeed
counterproductive for international actors to provide these kinds of resources
to governments disposed against reform as they help them “postpone, rather
than pursue, adjustment.”29

Ethnic nationalism was a tempting tool for winning elections in Slovakia,
Bulgaria, and Romania (and elsewhere in post-communist Europe) because of
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the substantial information asymmetries that existed between political leaders
and citizens. Many voters did not understand that ethnic nationalism at home
delays or prevents substantial gains in wealth and security by the special
means of EU membership. Governing elites in nationalist pattern states
pushed the electorate towards shortsighted identity politics and an identifica-
tion of the state with the ethnos, while also hailing a return to the prosperous
and democratic West. Likewise, voters did not understand that partial reforms
that kept state enterprises afloat and price regulations in place had the oppo-
site effect of shielding them from the hardships of economic reform. Partial
reforms exacerbated economic suffering and allowed small groups of elites to
get rich, all the while putting the country behind for EU membership.
Meanwhile, opposition parties were too weak to provide credible alternative
strategies for dealing with the protection of the nation and the reform of the
economy.

Ruling parties in Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania did articulate foreign
policies that called for rapprochement to the EU and NATO. The interests of
society and the state were sacrificed, however, in the economically corrupt and
nationalist domestic strategies they adopted in order to hold power in the period
of democratization. These eventually compromised the state’s application
for EU membership and curtailed relations with foreign economic actors.
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TABLE 3.2 Support for EU membership, 1992 and 1996

Country Support for full EU membership
(percentages of those surveyed)

1992 1996

For full Against For EU Undecided Against
membership accession

Poland 80 7 70 12 7
Hungary 83 4 47 16 15
Czech Republic 84 7 43 23 11
Romania 88 2 80 8 2
Bulgaria 73 2 49 17 4
Slovakia 86 7 46 25 9

Notes: The question in 1992 asks: “If [country] were to join the European Community as a full
member in the future, would you feel strongly in favor, somewhat in favor, somewhat opposed
or strongly opposed?” The table combines the answers into two groups.

The question in 1996 asks: “If there were to be a referendum tomorrow on the question of
[country’s] membership in the EU, would you personally vote for or against membership?”

Sources: Eurobarometer (1993: 28, 47) and Eurobarometer (1997: 36).



The prospect of EU membership multiplied the international effects of domestic
policy choices, making the opportunity costs of “illiberal” politics at home
unusually high. Absent this prospect, a government propped up by ethnic
nationalism would at most compel the suspension of some international aid
and the withdrawal of some foreign investment—as long as it resisted foreign
military adventures. In post-communist Europe, a government legitimized by
clientelism and ethnic nationalism could make society pay the high price of
delaying or forsaking EU membership.

3.2.1 Alternative Explanations

Why did the political elites in power in East Central European capitals
respond differently to the prospect of obtaining the benefits of EU member-
ship? Institutionalist theory has helped us understand under what conditions
states seek the benefits of cooperating with other states through international
institutions; but it cannot explain the variation we observe among ECE states.
I argue above that the answer to the puzzle of why we see so much variation
in the responses of governments to the incentives of EU membership is
found in the costs that compliance imposes on the domestic power base of 
ruling elites. But can we instead explain this variation without considering
the tenor of domestic political change in each country after 1989? Let us 
consider briefly four alternatives to domestic politics: a state’s position in the
international system, geography, economic prosperity, and prospects for
membership.

The first competing explanation is coercion: realists treat regional integra-
tion as a way for hegemonic states to impose cooperation on weaker states.30

Realists may therefore consider that the EU is asserting its economic and
political might, taking advantage of the feeble position of post-communist
states in order to impose rules and regulations and dominate domestic politics
against the will of local elites too weak to protect their sovereignty. If this
were the case, we would expect to see the weakest states succumbing to this
coercion more readily than the strongest. Instead, some of the politically and
economically stronger states made progress most quickly in satisfying acces-
sion requirements and unilaterally adopting 80,000 pages of EU norms and
standards. In fact, the EU did not impose cooperation on the candidates; many
EU member states were indifferent to enlargement in the early 1990s, as we
will see in the next two chapters. Realists also treat regional integration as an
alliance created to counter the rising power of a threatening state. But on this
logic we would expect to see all East European states doing their utmost to
join the EU and NATO in order to counter the threat of a resurgent Russia.31

The second competing explanation is geography: The success of reform
aimed at entering the EU has been explained as a function of a post-communist
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country’s geographical distance from the border of the EU. This can be
discounted because of Slovakia’s as well as Croatia’s poor performance in the
1990s despite their proximity to the EU. Nevertheless, there is clearly a strong
correlation between geography and liberal democracy. Jeffrey Kopstein
and David Reilly develop a more subtle analysis where the strict geographic
proximity of a post-communist state to the West is combined with openness
to create a new measure called “accessibility.” They find that “states that
are near the West but have established barriers to interaction are less likely
to be influenced by Western ideals and practices than a state that is near
and receptive.”32 But this raises the very question that this book seeks to
answer: what domestic factors determine the level of “openness” to outside
influences?

The third competing explanation is economic prosperity: many observers
of the EU accession process consider that the relative progress of post-
communist candidates toward EU membership is a function of their economic
starting point at the moment of democratization in 1989. Since all six states
confront similar strategic environments and economic incentives, systemic
theories of international relations, be they realist or institutionalist, might
also predict that all six states endeavor with equal commitment—but varying
ability—to join the EU. On this logic, variation in how states respond to the
incentives of EU membership can be explained by relative levels of per capita
income, because these determine a state’s ability to meet the EU’s accession
requirements. The evidence, however, does not bear this out: per capita
income in 1989 does not correlate with progress toward EU membership in
the subsequent five years. The most prosperous states did not make the great-
est progress toward meeting EU requirements.33 Moreover, economic ability
did not bear on the strictly political requirements for EU membership that
were the cornerstone of EU conditionality in the mid-1990s. Meeting at least
these political requirements could have brought substantial economic rewards
that the less prosperous countries ought to have been most keen to earn.

It is however more compelling to define modernization broadly, and to
argue that the progress of industrialization and urbanization in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries determines a country’s likelihood of democratic
and capitalist success after the collapse of communism. A composite rating
would include such measures as the skill level of the population, the devel-
opment of infrastructure, and the capability of the public administration, but
need not be reflected in per capita income in 1989. This would help account
for Poland’s success despite its impoverished economy in 1989. More inter-
esting, it could help build a theory of why strong oppositions to communism
developed in some states but not in others. Rich Czechoslovakia as well as
rich Yugoslavia would still be the outliers: while they spawned liberal demo-
cracies (the Czech Republic and Slovenia), they also spawned illiberal ones
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(Slovakia and Croatia) where little or no opposition to communism existed
before 1989. In both cases, as discussed below, politics trumped economics
as a political vacuum allowed questions of nation—the struggle for sovereignty
and the presence of a large ethnic minority—to shape domestic political
change.

More recently, GDP per capita or even modernization broadly defined can-
not explain why some candidates move more quickly through the pre-accession
process than others. Bulgaria, for example, has implemented political and
economic reform more successfully than Romania since 1998. As we will see
in Chapter 7, the explanation again returns us to domestic politics and the
choices that are made by the political parties that hold power.

The fourth competing explanation is the prospect of membership: for the
EU’s own internal reasons, different East European states may enjoy different
membership prospects, and consequently different levels of attention and aid
from Western actors. Following the logic of this explanation, governments in
Poland and Hungary paid attention to the requirements of EU membership
because they were convinced that their membership prospects were good by
the steady attention and encouragement of a wide range of Western actors.
This was a virtuous circle, but to the south it was the opposite, a vicious one.
Governments in Romania and Bulgaria could be less sure for several reasons
that they enjoyed the same likelihood of joining the EU: they were poorer and
geographically more distant, offering fewer opportunities for Western
investors while threatening to send greater quantities of cheap labor and cheap
goods westward that would compete with EU workers and producers.
Romania and Bulgaria consequently benefited from less attention and less
funding from Western institutions, government officials and private investors.
Altogether this made it much less obvious to ruling parties that they should
conduct domestic policy-making with reference to EU requirements, while
also lowering their ability to do.

There is of course some truth to this argument. Romania and Bulgaria are
geographically more distant from the EU, and therefore they were of less
immediate geopolitical concern and economic interest to EU governments in
1989. They were also thought of as less “European” for historical reasons.
While uprisings in Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and Poland in
1981 are stamped in the minds of West Europeans as attempts by these soci-
eties to join the liberal democratic West, no equivalent events took place in
Romania or Bulgaria before 1989 attesting to the liberal democratic aspira-
tions of Romanian and Bulgarian citizens. And as 1989 was drawing to a
close, Romania and Bulgaria seemed also to end communism in the least
“democratic” way.

For all of this, however, the evenhandedness and equality that Romania and
Bulgaria enjoyed from EU governments after 1989 is stunning. We will ask

Passive Leverage of the European Union 77



ourselves in later chapters if the EU’s obsession with treating Romania and
Bulgaria just like Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia (the Visegrad states)
in the early 1990s was a mistake because it conferred domestic legitimacy on
illiberal elites. However, here I can say with confidence that rulers and cit-
izens of Romania and Bulgaria had many reasons to believe that they enjoyed
the same membership prospects as the Visegrad states.34 I will show in
Chapter 4 that the EU refrained from differentiating among the five countries
in the early 1990s. I will show in Chapter 5 that it was the meritocracy of the
EU’s pre-accession process that helped make the EU’s active leverage so
powerful in the late 1990s. And I will show in Chapter 6 that reform-oriented
domestic elites could, and did, rehabilitate illiberal pattern states very quickly
in the eyes of the EU even if they could not quickly overcome economic
backwardness and weak state capacity.

3.3 Conclusion

In this chapter I have explained the EU’s passive leverage as the attraction
or magnetism of EU membership, absent any deliberate policies toward
prospective members. The EU’s passive leverage is based on the political 
benefits of membership (that also have important economic implications): a
voice in EU affairs, and the protection of EU rules. The benefits of interna-
tional institutions for states seeking to join them are much the same as the
benefits theorized by institutionalist scholars for why states choose to create
them—and they appear in both situations to be particularly beneficial for
weak states. The EU’s passive leverage is also based on the straightforward
economic benefits of membership: inclusion in the internal market and receiv-
ing financial transfers from the EU budget. Finally, it is shaped by the overall
cost of being excluded from the EU, which is largely determind by how the
EU treats nonmembers.

EU membership was embraced as the foremost goal of foreign policy
after 1989 by all five (then six) states in this study (and by many of their
neighbors). Yet as we will see in Chapter 4 and then again in Chapter 6, the
cost to ruling elites of fulfilling the EU’s implicit and explicit domestic
requirements varied after 1989 according to the nature of their domestic
power base. For ruling elites in Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, the
costs were minimal because the thrust of the anticipated requirements over-
lapped with their political and economic agendas. For Romania’s PDSR,
Bulgaria’s BSP and Slovakia’s HZDS along with their extremist coalition
partners, however, this cost was prohibitive because of their dependence on
ethnic nationalism and economic corruption to win and keep political power.
Yet, the conditions of passive leverage until 1994, during which time the EU
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used hardly any conditionality to structure its relations with its new democratic
neighbors, allowed ruling elites in the illiberal democracies to sign agree-
ments with the EU and demand EU membership while pursuing rent-seeking
domestic strategies with near impunity.

Now we turn to the details of the relationship between the EU and both
the liberal and the illiberal pattern states from 1989 to 1994. While all of 
the benefits of joining the EU described in this chapter may not be immedi-
ately evident to elites on the ground in Eastern Europe in 1989, we see in
Chapter 4 how they come to have a greater and greater appreciation of the
advantages of full membership through dealing with the EU from the outside.
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4

The Impact of Passive Leverage: The EU and
Eastern Europe, 1989–94

East European elites learned hard lessons about power and vested interests by
dealing with the European Union (EU) in the early 1990s. To understand why
the EU’s passive (and later active) leverage became so powerful, I trace in the
first part of this chapter how elites in liberal states came to treat EU member-
ship as such an all-consuming goal of foreign and domestic policy. While
deeply held convictions about joining the Western democratic community
shaped the opposition groups whose leaders took power in 1989, we will see
how their resolve hardened in response to the material incentives of member-
ship—especially in response to the economic costs of trading with the EU
from the outside. In the first part of this chapter I also sketch the milestones
in the development of relations between the EU and Eastern Europe more
generally, because EU policies tended to crystallize in response to the
persistent demands of the three frontrunners, known as the Visegrad states.
The liberal states put forward demands that the EU open markets and design
a pre-accession process—as opposed to reacting to demands by the EU or
other international actors to change their own policies.

From 1989 to 1994, the Polish, Hungarian and Czechoslovak (later Czech)
governments took cues from Western policy and Western advice, but the lib-
eral democratic project was their own. I argue therefore that during this period
the EU merely reinforced the domestic strategies of reform in the liberal
pattern states that we have explored in Chapter 2. By this I mean that the EU
did not play a decisive role in motivating liberal reform—and absent the exis-
tence of the EU, we could expect all three states to follow broadly similar
trajectories of political and economic reform in the early 1990s.

I turn to the impact of the EU’s passive leverage on the course of domestic
political change in the illiberal states in the second part of this chapter. Again,
I show that in this period from 1989 to 1994, the EU’s passive leverage did
not have a decisive influence on domestic politics. In illiberal pattern states,
the EU’s passive leverage failed to avert or modify the rent-seeking behavior
of governing elites. Pressure from the EU and other international actors was



sporadic and had little success in changing their domestic policies in key
policy areas. Still, the EU did set the stage for its more active leverage during
this period by committing to an eventual enlargement and by beginning work
on the requirements for (and therefore the grounds for exclusion from) an
eastern enlargement.

4.1 The EU and the Liberal States

The interaction between Eastern Europe’s frontrunners and the EU during
1990, 1991, 1992, and 1993 revealed to East European elites and publics the
benefits of EU membership—and these benefits were amplified by the diffi-
culties of dealing with the EU from the outside. The EU stood to gain from
its political and economic relationship with Eastern Europe. But Eastern
Europe stood to gain much, much more. This gave the EU significant bar-
gaining power when dealing with East European states, especially those seri-
ous about economic reform—and it showed no compunction in using it. As
Andrew Moravcsik has argued, such patterns of “asymmetrical interdepend-
ence” have determined relations between the EU and candidate states in the
past—and also among EU member states during major treaty negotiations.1

The underlying logic is that more “interdependent” countries tend to benefit
more from liberalizing markets, and are thus willing to make concessions to
reach agreements. For political elites in emerging market economies in
Eastern Europe, trade and integration with the EU was soon treated as a mat-
ter of economic survival, and their relative weakness vis-à-vis the EU became
well understood.

The episode that defined the relationship between the EU and Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia was the negotiation of the Europe Agreements
(concluded about one year before the division of Czechoslovakia on January 1,
1993). Whatever its support for freedom and democracy, the EU acted
decisively to protect producer interests in the EU as opposed to easing the
economic hardships of transition in the East. By December of 1989, EU
leaders were also worrying about the repercussions of an eastern enlargement
for the momentum and the institutions of European integration, launching the
ongoing “widening” versus “deepening” debate. Could a suddenly undivided
Europe hinder, halt or even reverse (West) European integration?

The irony is that France, the state most interested in stalling EU enlarge-
ment to prevent “widening” from undermining “deepening,” was also the state
that hardened the resolve of East European governments to attain full EU
membership by insisting on the highest levels of protection from East
European imports. The effects of competition from East European producers,
even in the “sensitive sectors,” would by all accounts have been modest had
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the EU thrown wide open its markets after 1989. EU miserliness prompted
Polish, Hungarian, and Czechoslovak leaders to work in concert and with
determination to scuttle any alternatives to full EU (and NATO) membership,
prefacing all moves toward regional cooperation with declarations that they
were not establishing any kind of rival economic or defense organizations.2

In the end, the position within the EU against enlargement of the “deepen-
ers” and of certain groups of producers did not prevail since enlargement
would turn out to be a matter of net economic and geopolitical interest for the
EU as a whole.3 But producer groups have managed to capture EU policy-
making in other cases to great effect; witness the endless delays in reforming
the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (known as the CAP). It is therefore
interesting to note here just how much the EU’s early policies toward Eastern
Europe were shaped by their concerns, and how later attempts by the EU to
construct a more effective foreign policy, discussed in Chapter 8, have hinged
on loosening their grip on the EU’s external economic policies.

In this part I will look first at the goal of the 1989 revolutions to “return to
Europe”; second at the negotiation and implementation of the 1991 Europe
Agreements; and third at the earliest steps by the EU toward an eastern
enlargement. I use the term “Visegrad states” to refer to Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia: these three states embarked on a regional cooperation effort
in 1990 known as the Visegrad triangle. Like policy-makers and journalists at
the time, I find it useful shorthand for Eastern Europe’s three self-appointed
frontrunners in the early years of the transition. I use the name European
Union or EU (except in direct quotes) even though before 1992 it was called
the European Community or EC.

4.1.1 The Return to Europe

For states emerging from communism in 1989, the EU was closely associated
with the democratic stability and prosperity of Western Europe. Opposition
elites who had spent years battling communism and plotting an exit from the
Soviet bloc hailed EU membership as the final marker of their country’s
escape from Moscow and its “return to Europe.” The Civic Forum called for
the inclusion of Czechoslovakia in the process of European integration in the
first “samizdat” version of its foreign policy agenda, crafted in the Magic
Lantern in the early days of the revolution in November 1989.4 By then,
Poland’s first Solidarity-led government had already taken office in August
1989, and called for closer relations with the EU as had Hungary’s still-
communist government.

The slogan “return to Europe” captured the aspirations of East Central
European publics and elites alike to “rejoin” the community of West European
democracies from which East Central European states had been “kidnapped”
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by Joseph Stalin after the Second World War (though only Czechoslovakia
had been a democracy during the interwar period). For many, Western or
Central Europe (with Paris or London or Berlin as the hub) was the natural
political and cultural home of the Czech, Polish, and Hungarian nations.5

Moscow had forced them into the Soviet sphere at gunpoint.6 What is fasci-
nating is that by the end of 1989 membership in an international economic
organization, the EU, had become the destination of this cultural and
social–political journey “back” to Europe. To a great extent elites and publics
now equated Europe with the EU. And for them, the appeal of EU member-
ship was initially as much a question of beliefs about their identity and cul-
ture as it was a matter of geopolitical and economic interest.

The goal of the revolutions of 1989 was to reproduce West European free-
dom and prosperity—and the prospect of EU membership gave hope that
building democracy and capitalism to catch up with Western Europe could
be a success. After all, formerly authoritarian and backward states such as
Spain and Portugal had made great strides in the wealthy European club.7 The
nature of the EU was also attractive to the dissidents who had suddenly
become politicians. The EU symbolized, for them, the triumph of cooperation
and integration over nationalism and war. Many dissidents considered the
revolutions of 1989 as the beginning of a new order in Europe in which the
EU and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) could
play a founding role—in contrast to the Atlantic Alliance, which they consid-
ered as much an anachronism of the Cold War as its Soviet-led counterpart
the Warsaw Pact.8

For its part, the EU embraced in 1989 and 1990 its role as the instantiation
of the ideal of European freedom and prosperity. Jacques Delors, President of
the Commission, explained early in the autumn of 1989: “As many European
leaders have already stressed, it is our Community, a Community based on the
rule of law, a democratic entity and a buoyant economy, that has served as the
model and the catalyst for these developments. The West is not drifting east-
ward, it is the East that is being drawn toward the West.”9 West European
politicians delighted in welcoming triumphant Polish, Hungarian, and
Czechoslovak dissidents turned politicians to their capitals. These visits were
moving for both sides, symbolizing the hard won freedom of Eastern Europe’s
new democracies.

The year 1990 became the year of boundless discussions about the “new
architecture of Europe.” The EU, self-confident and dynamic due to the suc-
cess of the Single Market project, took center stage in the debate. Indeed, the
EU’s member states as well as outsiders expected it to take the lead in the
region as the cornerstone of the new European architecture. The member
states took important steps in 1990 to create a unified EU policy by giving the
Commission authority to construct political as well as economic relations with
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East European states. The Commission soon assumed the role of coordinating
aid to Eastern Europe on behalf of the G-24 as well as the EU. With the com-
pletion of the Single Market project in view, the Commission embraced build-
ing relations with the EU’s eastern neighbors as the new project that would
guard its own prominence in EU affairs while preserving the momentum of
integration.

For their part, the new democratic politicians of Poland, Czechoslovakia,
and Hungary embraced membership in the EU as a culmination of their demo-
cratic revolutions. The EU was perceived as a union of rich countries, easily
capable and morally obligated to help their eastern neighbors through this
difficult period. They believed that the EU would offer them membership
soon, in order to lend political and economic support to their fledgling democ-
racies. This support would be motivated by the West’s moral and historical
obligations to the countries it abandoned to the Soviet Union at Yalta. It would
also be motivated by the EU’s interest in democratic and economic stability
along its eastern borders. The simultaneous transition to democracy and
market capitalism risked endangering democracy as populations suffering
from economic reform turned on their weak new democratic institutions.10

Czechoslovak President Václav Havel warned, “Instability, poverty, hopeless-
ness and chaos in the countries which have rid themselves of totalitarian rule
could threaten [the West] just as much as it was threatened by the military
arsenals of former totalitarian governments.”11

As it happened, the risk of democratic failure and economic collapse in East
Central Europe in the early 1990s was one that EU member governments
seemed willing to take—as opposed to the risk of opening their markets to
East European goods. The EU’s common foreign policy was still far too weak
to command market access as a tool for bolstering stability in the East. East
Central Europe’s post-opposition governments soon realized that the EU had
no plans to admit them rapidly—indeed, it would not even commit to an even-
tual enlargement or open its markets. Questions of cultural affinity and deeply
held beliefs about joining the Western democratic community, symbolized by
the slogan “return to Europe,” soon formed only a backdrop to the questions
of trade and economic adjustment that dominated relations between East
European states and the EU in the early 1990s.12

4.1.2 Negotiating the Europe Agreements

In 1990 the EU initiated negotiations on association agreements called
“Europe Agreements,” governing the economic and political relations
between the EU and the East Central European states. At their core, these
were trade agreements. If East Central Europeans were disabused of their
hopes of quick membership, they continued to expect that their trade with the

Impact of Passive Leverage 85



West could be regulated in such a way as to support economic reforms. But
the EU took negotiating positions that East Central Europeans regarded as
unfair or even unjust. Proud of their achievements in the revolutions of 1989,
confident of their own European credentials, and believing themselves enti-
tled to better treatment at the hands of their richer Western neighbors, the East
Central Europeans were brought face to face with their own weakness.

The agreements, signed in December 1991, were anticipated as preparing
the way for full membership, offering a first set of rules regarding both polit-
ical and trade relations with the EU. Hungarian Foreign Minister Géza
Jeszenszky explained, “This document is expected to pave the way for us
towards full membership in a few years’ time, i.e. towards Hungary’s full
political and economic integration into Europe, assuming, of course, that
Hungary takes all the required steps.”13 As Steven Weber aptly put it, Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia “delivered dramatically on their side of the
ledger.” Each country moved rapidly to establish the basic institutions of a
market economy with regulation, tax, and legal codes designed to make them
“EU-compatible.”14 In the Europe Agreements they agreed to bring their laws
pertaining to the EU’s internal market in line with EU practice; this included
laws on intellectual and commercial property, public procurement, banking,
financial services, company accounts and taxes, indirect taxation, technical
rules and standards, consumer protection, health and safety, transport, and the
environment. This was dubbed “harmonization without representation,” but it
was generally understood by political and economic elites as positive.15

But the experience of negotiating access to the EU market was difficult and
demoralizing. The Polish negotiator (and later Foreign Minister) Andrzej
Olechowski recalled “a jungle of complex quotas and haggling over the pre-
cise details of dried mushrooms.”16 In September of 1991, a French veto of
an infinitesimal increase in meat quotas prompted his delegation to walk out
of the negotiations.17 Access to the EU market, however, was essential to the
success of the transition from state socialism to market capitalism. Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were reorienting their exports dramatically
from east to west. Foreign trade was the most dynamic sector of their
economies, and by 1991 nearly half of their exports were directed to EU mar-
kets. But the EU did not hasten to promote economic restructuring and growth
by granting generous market access. Instead, EU negotiators of the “Europe
Agreements” with East European states acted decisively to protect the inter-
ests of powerful producer groups within the member states.18

While the agreements provided for a steady liberalization of trade over a
ten-year period, in the “sensitive sectors” where East European exports would
be most competitive—steel, textiles and agriculture—the EU demanded long
transition periods, extensive antidumping safeguards, and, for agriculture,
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permanent restrictions. Meanwhile, in the sectors where West European goods
would be most successful, the Europe Agreements locked in market access.
In 1991, 1992, and 1993, as industrial production fell, the EU was able to
constrain eastern exports to its markets and accumulate a large and growing
trade surplus with its East Central European partners.19 Many argued that
this surplus, depicted in Figure 4.1, exceeded the export of technology and
capital that was necessary to propel the economic transition—though many
economists have pointed to the benefits of the inflow of Western technology
and of the shock of sudden competition from Western producers in accelerat-
ing the transformation of the economy.20

The text of the Europe Agreements explicitly declared that they were more
advantageous to the weaker party in what was recognized as the asymmetric
relationship between the EU and Eastern Europe; the opposite turned out to
be true. The association agreements contained three kinds of unfavorable eco-
nomic provisions. First, higher tariffs were maintained on “sensitive goods”
such as steel, textiles, and agricultural products: goods in which the East
Central Europeans had a comparative advantage.21 Second, a 60 percent local
origin rule was included, and numerous other non-tariff barriers were
allowed.22 Third, the agreements contained seven safeguard provisions, allow-
ing for the implementation of “contingent protection” on any good at any
time. This sort of protection was doubly worrisome, for even the possibility
of its use deterred domestic and foreign investment.23 Although most
observers paid more attention to the first kind of protection, the third proved
to be more important. During the negotiation of the agreements, newer EU
members endeavored to write in specific clauses protecting particular industries,
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FIGURE 4.1 EU trade surplus with six ECE states, 1991–2002.
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while older members of the EU held back, well aware that they could rely
upon safeguard measures to protect themselves.24

The result was frequent and unpredictable protectionism. A 1993 survey
concluded that “protective devices” affected between 40 and 50 percent of all
exports from eastern and central Europe.25 A 1994 European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) study found nineteen anti-dumping
and twelve other restrictive measures in force, along with a number of other
“voluntary export restraints” effectively imposed on East Central European
states. The authors of this EBRD study called EU trade policy “the main threat
to eastern European exports and investment.”26 A study of the Polish Ministry
of Agriculture found that the terms of the agreement were “decidedly unfavor-
able” to the development of Polish agriculture; a Western analyst considered
the agriculture provisions of the agreements “nothing short of criminal.”27

The editors of the Financial Times noted that while the EU accumulated 
a $13 billion trade surplus with all of Eastern Europe in 1992, its total imports
from the same countries amounted to less than 60 percent of its imports from
Switzerland. In their view, “The terror felt by EU member states—demonstrated
by the fact that the Europe Agreements contain seven safeguard clauses—is
pathological.”28 In 1992, Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia accounted for
only 1.42 percent of the EU’s total imports, and only 2.07 percent of the EU’s
imports in the “sensitive” sectors.29

It is indeed difficult to account for the protectionism of the association
agreements by way of rationally considered economic interests. Economists
concur that while the welfare benefits of free trade with the EU would have
been substantial for East Central Europe, the effects on EU producers would
have been modest, even making no allowances for the growing eastern mar-
ket for West European products. Jim Rollo and Alisdair Smith conclude that
“no rational economic explanation for the EU’s sensitivity with respect to
trade with Eastern Europe emerges.”30 Riccardo Faini and Richard Portes
write that “it is virtually impossible to find significant negative effects” of
“opening trade with [East Central Europe] at the national, regional, or sectoral
levels.”31 A study commissioned by the European Commission found that
medium-term gains far outweighed (very small) short-term reductions in out-
put, and that the EU’s poorer south would have benefited immediately from
free trade with eastern Europe.32 To many, the trade provisions of the associ-
ation agreements demonstrated that the EU remained subservient to vested
interests, and that its approach to trade with East Central Europe was “shaped
more by direct commercial interests and policy priorities of its own than by
any general considerations with regard to the international repercussions of
the dissolution of the Soviet bloc.”33

The consequences of the EU’s protectionism are difficult to assess overall.
There is no question that the Visegrad states were able to dramatically reorient
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their trade to the West, as illustrated in Figure 4.2. Between 1988 and 1992,
Czechoslovakia increased its share of the EU’s total imports by 96 percent;
Hungary by 40 percent; and Poland by 62 percent although, as we saw above,
their overall share of EU imports was tiny.34 After 1992, however, the
dynamism of the Visegrad states’ export growth slackened (see Figure 4.2) and
many blamed the safeguard and other protectionist measures in the Europe
Agreements. Meanwhile, as Table 4.1 shows, between 1991 and 1994 the
image of the EU deteriorated in the Visegrad states—quite likely as a con-
sequence of EU protectionism and stalling on enlargement.35 (The question of
the EU’s image is distinct from the support of respondents for their country
joining the EU in Table 3.2) Two trade disputes sketched below—one over
meat and the other over fruit—help illustrate for us the atmosphere as well as
the substance of EU relations with the liberal states in the early 1990s.

The meat and livestock ban of April 1993, our first example, sparked the
first trade war between the EU and its eastern associate members.36 EU
officials had detected a case of foot-and-mouth disease in Italy, and traced the
infection to Croatia. In response, the EU imposed total bans on the import of
livestock, meat, and dairy products from eighteen Central and East European
countries. Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic protested that their coun-
tries had been free of the disease for decades, and invited EU inspections.
They also retaliated by banning the import or transit of EU livestock, meat,
and dairy goods. Poland’s Minister for Foreign Economic Cooperation Jan
Krzysztof Bielecki turned the tables on the EU, officially justifying the ban by
the appearance of foot-and-mouth disease in Italy. Still, the EU ban continued
for some 100 days. Ironically, it was ended under the pressure of French
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TABLE 4.1 The image of the EU, 1991–2003

Country Image of the EU: positive and (neutral) percentages of those surveyed

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 2001 2002 2003

Poland 49 48 37 42 46 58 56 44 46 47
(32) (31) (32) (23) (19) (24) (27) (32) (31) (27)

Hungary 42 34 36 32 30 33 42 51 59 45
(28) (34) (32) (28) (28) (32) (30) (31) (26) (35)

Czech Rep 46 45 37 34 26 33 34 46 43 42
(29) (36) (40) (40) (36) (42) (38) (24) (26) (29)

Romania 52 55 45 51 50 65 56 70 72 75
(11) (16) (21) (25) (18) (21) (25) (13) (10) (13)

Bulgaria 46 51 42 37 27 42 50 70 64 72
(16) (12) (17) (23) (15) (19) (17) (17) (21) (16)

Slovakia 37 35 44 37 31 34 46 48 47 51
(34) (43) (39) (37) (35) (44) (38) (33) (33) (32)

Note: The question gave respondents three choices: positive, neutral, and negative. The figures
in bold are for positive and those for neutral are within brackets.

Sources: For 1991–95, Eurobarometer (1996: 44–51). For 1996–97 Eurobarometer (1998:
8–16). For 2001–03, Eurobarometer (2001), (2002a), and (2003).

farmers who were in need of supplies from Polish farmers. Hungary, Poland,
and the Czech Republic estimated their losses in the tens of millions of
dollars, and noted that the ban had made it impossible for them to meet several
yearly quotas. All three Visegrad states agreed that the ban had been a
transparent attempt to eliminate competition, but officials suggested that the
greater loss was in their confidence in the EU.37

Fruit restrictions imposed by the EU in 1993, our second example, came on
top of complaints from the East Central Europeans that EU export pricing was
undercutting their own agricultural sectors, and that the EU was dumping sur-
plus grain on markets in Russia and Ukraine.38 In July and August 1993, the
EU imposed minimum prices on several fruits imported from East Central
Europe. The EU was paying its farmers the difference between production
costs and market prices so that they could compete in the east, while forcing
eastern farmers to price their products out of western markets. While all par-
ties knew that such actions were envisioned by the safeguard clauses of the
association agreements, the Visegrad states were additionally annoyed by the
lack of any advance notice and took note once again of the inadvisability of
trading with the EU from the outside.39 The Visegrad leaders were by now
quite determined to secure a promise of full membership, as well as a roadmap
for the preparations and the timing of the pre-accession process.40



4.1.3 Commitment, Criteria, Timetable

Although governing elites in Prague, Budapest, and Warsaw desired more
explicit and active guidance from Brussels, the EU needed to do little—except
hold out the credible promise of membership—to encourage these states to
make policy choices consistent with future membership. The EU provided not
only a goal for foreign policy, but its prevailing rules and practices provided
templates or at least clues for the domestic policies necessary to achieve it.
The goal of joining the EU thus reinforced liberal reforms in these states
chiefly by creating “a normative focal point” for domestic adjustment efforts.
Well before joining the EU and even before any accession requirements were
clearly spelled out, liberal pattern states engaged in “anticipatory adaptation”
of the rules and norms associated with EU membership.41 In Poland and
Hungary, for example, by 1995 all new legislation had to be checked for
conformity with EU legislation. These new rules and norms in turn shaped the
development of political and economic interests in each state.42

The period before 1995 when the EU exercised only passive leverage was
marked by Polish, Hungarian and Czech officials demanding more guidance
from the EU (and better terms of trade)—and not by the EU making demands
on them to change domestic policies. There was certainly much room for
improvement in their domestic policies in many areas. But the considerable
deficiencies that existed in liberal states went largely unnoticed or uncom-
mented by the EU. One notable exception that I examine in Chapter 6 was the
pressure exerted on Hungary to moderate its foreign policy toward neighbor-
ing states harboring ethnic Hungarian minorities.

Meanwhile, as we have seen, all of the liberal pattern states reoriented their
trade as rapidly as possible from east to west. They became much more
dependent on the West for trade and, as a result of their successful economic
reform programs, they were able to attract much more foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) than the illiberal pattern states.43 Here, however, the Czech
Republic stands as another notable exception because it tried to minimize for-
eign direct investment in the early years. The voucher privatization program
launched by the government of Václav Klaus in 1992 was designed to keep
enterprise shares in the hands of Czech citizens.44 This was part and parcel of
attempts by the Klaus government to limit political competition and concen-
trate economic power in the Czech Republic between 1992 and 1996, making
the Czech Republic a “hybrid” case as discussed in Chapter 2 and again more
fully in Chapter 7.

The countries that attracted significant FDI inflows between 1990 and
1997—Hungary, Poland, and eventually also the Czech Republic—were
among the best performers in EU markets.45 This is important because rapid
economic reform weakened the interest groups tied to the communist and
early transition status quo, and strengthened individuals and groups that
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benefited from trade with Western Europe.46 This, in turn, reduced their
willingness to upset relations with the EU and to scare off foreign investors
by supporting nationalistic politicians. Economic links with Western Europe,
meanwhile, amplified the preferences of domestic actors for marketizing
reform, while also “pluralizing” communist-era distributions of income and
power.47 Building dense links to the EU economy and rewriting domestic laws
to comply with EU standards helped empower domestic economic actors
favorable to future integration into the EU, while weakening domestic actors
that might oppose it.

Pressure for an Enlargement Policy

Visegrad leaders sought to change the terms of their relationship with the EU
by pressing for a promise that membership was forthcoming, for the criteria
by which their applications would be judged, and for a timetable of what they
must do by when. The agenda of the three governments for the next ten years
crystallized around these three goals: a commitment to enlargement, a list of
membership requirements, and a timetable outlining the steps toward full
membership. Polish, Hungarian, and Czech politicians returned over and over
again to Western capitals to make eloquent pleas for the EU to open the doors
to new member states from the east. Only in 1993 did the EU loosely commit
itself to an eventual eastern enlargement—on a still unknown timetable,
should the candidates meet (still unspecified) requirements.48 Patience would
be needed: The criteria would be spelled out in the 1997 Opinions and
Accession Partnerships, and a timetable would follow in 2001.

Opposition to enlargement among EU member states generally stemmed
from fear of competition with East European goods, fear of diminishing pay-
ments from the EU budget, or concern that the EU’s federal project would be
derailed and its institutions ensnared by admitting new members. “Widening”
versus “deepening” dominated the debate about the future of the EU. French
leaders especially Commission President Jacques Delors and French
President François Mitterrand admonished that the end of the Cold War
should in no way hinder or modify the projects underway among the (then)
twelve members of the EU.49 These “federalists” opposed enlargement, while
so-called intergovernmentalists such as the United Kingdom and Denmark
supported it—not least to thwart the federalists.

By 1990 the divergent approaches to enlargement of the EU’s key member
states were already on display.50 The French opposed it, to protect “deepen-
ing,” to protect France’s pivotal role in the EU, and to protect French farmers,
though they could not resist many pretty words about democracy and a united
Europe. Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg tended to fall in behind
France to protect the federal vision of the EU that privileged them as small
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member-states. The British supported enlargement, because it served their
interests in diluting European integration, extending free trade and expanding
the zone of liberal peace on the cheap. This left the Germans to cast,
cautiously, the deciding vote in favor of enlargement for reasons of national
security and economic opportunity. They were backed by other geographi-
cally proximate states—Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and (fitfully) Austria.
However, the Spanish, the Portuguese, the Greeks, the Irish and sometimes
the Italians opposed enlargement, in so far as it threatened to impoverish their
producers and to dramatically reduce the payments they received from the EU
budget. Over the next thirteen years the Germans backed by the British and
the Scandinavians would have to railroad the French and pay off the poorer
members, repeatedly, before a deal could be done.51 And as time passed, even
France was forced to admit that an eventual eastern enlargement was in the
interest of the EU (and of France), thus French strategy shifted from prevent-
ing enlargement to slowing it down.52

The first attempt on the part of the French to head off enlargement came
early: French President François Mitterrand proposed in January 1990 a
European Confederation of concentric circles, eventually joining the entire
continent in a political framework but keeping East European countries
definitively out of the inner EU core.53 He revived it from time to time as a
useful method for cooperation as he predicted that it would be decades before
the East European states could qualify to join the EU.54 A second attempt
came during the negotiation of the Europe Agreements in 1990 and 1991: the
EU delegation refused to formally link the association agreements with the
possibility of full membership; the three East Central European delegations
had to struggle mightily to include a preamble stating that they understood the
association agreements as preparation for full membership. When the finished
accords were signed in December 1991, they were quickly ratified by national
parliaments in the East—but not by those in the West, which were extremely
slow.55 This was of little practical importance because transition agreements
with identical terms of trade went into force immediately, but such a public
display of how politically inconsequential the agreements were for the
EU member states was considered demeaning in Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia.56

Many West European politicians viewed the determination and the fitness of
Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary to join the EU in the near term as
unfortunate.57 Given the economic climate in Western Europe in the early 1990s,
the revolutions of 1989 were ill-timed. The foundation of European integration,
economic prosperity, had been eroded by high unemployment, low growth, and
an overextended welfare state. Economic stagnation had in turn compelled West
European governments to take a short-term and thus tight-fisted view of finan-
cial assistance and market access for the new democracies. Meanwhile, as the
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Second World War faded into history, the political imperatives of postwar
European unity seemed to fade as well.58 European integration was feared to be
adrift: the Maastricht Treaty and its aftermath only heightened confusion about
the EU’s purpose and form. In this nervous climate, it was argued that the
“widening” of the EU to the east would preclude needed “deepening” of West
European integration.

One message sent to the governments of Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia in 1991 and 1992 was that they could not qualify for EU
membership in the foreseeable future, so it would be most logical for them to
cooperate and integrate with one another instead.59 The Visegrad Triangle—
Quadrangle after the split of Czechoslovakia—had indeed been launched by
Polish, Hungarian, and Czechoslovak leaders in 1990–1 to foster cooperation
and integration on the logic that these three states faced similar social, eco-
nomic and geopolitical challenges.60 But all three governments were put on
their guard to prevent any appearance that Visegrad cooperation could be a
substitute for EU membership. 61 In fact, a tangible success of the Visegrad
effort in the early 1990s was cooperation in putting pressure on the EU to set
the stage for enlargement. Visegrad showed that states may cooperate among
themselves as part of their strategy to win membership in an attractive
international institution.62

Visegrad was first and foremost a triumph of marketing: the term “the
Visegrad group” became shorthand for the politically and economically most
advanced, most “Western” post-communist states.63 Visegrad cooperation
helped convince the West that these countries were the stars of the transition
to communism—that figuratively, as well as literally, they had the least 
distance to travel to return to Europe. The emergence of their new political
leaders from the bosoms of spirited protest movements attested to the fact 
that they also had the most developed civil societies. Simply put, Visegrad
cooperation helped convert revolutionary capital into diplomatic recognition
and positive articles in the international press. By way of Visegrad, Poland,
Hungary and Czechoslovakia also made the geographic, cultural, and
political claim that they were the heart of Central Europe, and of Europe as
a whole.64

Three years after the revolutions of 1989, Visegrad leaders had become
practiced in scuttling any alternatives to their full membership in the EU.
Besides the European confederation, Western politicians and observers had
suggested that the East European states join EFTA, or take on an “affiliate,”
“partial,” or “political” membership in the European Union.65 For Visegrad
leaders, all of these signified second-class status in the EU, making them
second-class citizens in Europe; the political symbolism (added to the eco-
nomic imperative) of full membership was too powerful for any of these
schemes to succeed.66
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On October 28, 1992, the four Visegrad prime ministers met in London for
their first joint summit with EU leaders. They requested once again a timetable
and criteria for membership. The EU promised instead an intensification
of dialogue, but host British Prime Minister John Major indicated that a list 
of criteria would be presented at the December 1992 Edinburgh summit of
the European Council.67 The European Commission added to the expectations
by proposing that the EU liberalize trade with its associate members at the
Edinburgh summit.68 In the event, the Edinburgh summit was an attempt to res-
cue the Maastricht treaty (signed in February 1992) after its referendum defeat
in Denmark, and to resolve a host of organizational, financial, and security
issues that had plagued the EU during 1992. Consumed by these problems, EU
leaders agreed neither on the criteria for membership nor on the liberalization
of trade with the East.69

The reaction of the Visegrad prime ministers was immediate and to the point.
In January 1993, Hungarian Prime Minister Joszef Antall called full member-
ship a question of economic life and death; Polish Prime Minister Hanna
Suchocka said that Poland must secure entry into the EU by the year 2000; and
Czech Prime Minister Václav Klaus fumed that his new Czech Republic was
already prepared for full membership.70 In an attempt to reduce some of this
pressure before the Copenhagen summit of June 1993, the Danish government
called a pre-summit conference for April 1993. There, East Central Europeans
were urged to trade with one another and with their eastern neighbors. The
Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, and Hungarians pointed to their freshly signed Central
European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), and asked once again for criteria
and a timetable.71 In early June 1993, representatives of the four Visegrad states
issued a joint appeal for the EU to “set the date and define conditions for full
membership,” adding that after the fall of communism and the hardships of
reform, their publics “should at least be given hope.”72

The Copenhagen and Essen Summits of the European Council

The Copenhagen summit of the European Council in June 1993 was a turn-
ing point, laying the foundations for the EU’s pre-accession process.73 The
EU formally committed itself to admitting, eventually, its eastern associate
members if they met the criteria for membership. It also provided a first set
of very general but also far-reaching requirements known as the “Copenhagen
criteria.” These were welcome moves: during the previous two years the EU’s
refusal to pave the way for enlargement and the EU’s protectionism had
caused a great deal of bad feeling toward EU members among both elites and
publics in the Visegrad states. Describing the breakthrough at Copenhagen
Alan Mayhew observes, “it is an interesting comment on the European Union
that while there was little discussion or dispute on the common objective of
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accession, the minor trade concessions proved very difficult to negotiate.”74

Indeed, as we will discuss in Chapter 5, by 1993 all EU members seemed in
agreement that enlargement should eventually go forward because it was in
the long-term geopolitical and economic interest of the EU, but there
remained many disagreements regarding the timing of enlargement and the
distribution of its expected short-term economic costs.

The Copenhagen criteria, for their part, stipulated that candidate states could
become EU members as soon as they had achieved democratic stability, the
rule of law, human rights, and respect for and protection of minorities. To
satisfy the Copenhagen criteria, discussed in detail in Chapter 5, the candidates
would also have to prove the existence of a functioning market economy, the
capacity to cope with competitive pressures and market forces within the
Union, and the ability to take on the obligations of membership including
adherence to the aims of political, economic and monetary union.75

The Copenhagen criteria would eventually take on great importance as the
focal point of the political and economic conditionality of the EU’s pre-acces-
sion process. For the time being, however, the Copenhagen criteria were too
general to have much of an impact on the liberal states. By any account, they
were making progress toward them in the mid-1990s. The general expecta-
tions of the EU in many areas coincided with the political and economic
agenda of the liberal pattern governments. When they did not, as in reform of
the state administration or privatization, this remained largely hidden for want
of a systematic, first-hand evaluation by any external actor. The Czech
Republic in particular would later yield surprises as corrupt privatization and
financial schemes were found to riddle the vaunted economy.

Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic announced in 1994 that they
would submit formal applications for full membership. With their ratification
by EU parliaments finally completed, the European Agreements went into 
force on February 1, 1994. The agreements set up cabinet-level Association
Councils bringing together government officials and parliamentarians from
both sides to oversee their implementation. Hungary took advantage of the
first meeting of the Councils, on March 7, 1994, to announce its intention
to apply for full membership. Hungary applied on April 1, 1994, and Poland
followed seven days later.76 Czech Prime Minister Václav Klaus maintained
that his country was already prepared for full membership, but (to make the
Czech Republic stand out) he stated that he would delay formal application
until 1996. The Czechs took the opportunity to reiterate that the EU should
liberalize trade with its eastern neighbors.77 As pictured in Table 4.2, all ten
East European associate members filed official applications for membership
between 1994 and 1996.

The Essen summit of the European Council reaffirmed Germany’s pivotal
role in pushing the enlargement process forward as a reflection of its own
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geopolitical and economic interests. On  March 23, 1994, German Chancellor
Helmuth Kohl reacted positively to the pending membership applications of
Hungary and Poland, expressing his own view that it was “unthinkable” that
the Oder-Neisse line would remain the eastern boundary of the Union.78 Kohl
pledged that the upcoming German presidency of the EU from July to
December 1994 would be used to accelerate the expansion process. The German
presidency was marked by an essentially German–French disagreement over
the timing of expansion. In late July, the Commission had proposed a number
of steps to prepare the East Central Europeans for membership, including a
timetable for harmonizing legislation and a pledge to address imbalances in
agricultural trade.79At a September summit of EU and associate member for-
eign ministers, Germany and France accepted the first proposal, and soon
afterwards asked the Commission to draw up a White Paper detailing the steps
that associate members should take to prepare themselves for the EU’s inter-
nal market.80 Beyond this point, German proposals began to meet French
resistance. First, the French opposed German plans to regularize contacts
between EU and associate member foreign ministers. Then the French began
to resist German plans to invite the East Central Europeans to the final day of
the Essen summit.81 By the time of the summit (December 9–10), however,
Kohl had orchestrated an impressive compromise, winning French support for
moving forward on enlargement in exchange for a plan for a Mediterranean
free-trade zone and for increased EU aid to France’s southern neighbors.

The Essen summit reaffirmed the Union’s intention to expand to the east,
announced that the Union would first be reformed by the 1996 Intergovernmental
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TABLE 4.2 Europe Agreements and applications for EU membership

Date of Date of application
Europe Agreement for membership

Hungary December 1991 March 1994
Poland December 1991 April 1994
Czechoslovakia December 1991

Romania February 1993 June 1995
Bulgaria March 1993 December 1995

Slovakia October 1993 June 1995
Czech Republic October 1993 January 1996

Estonia June 1995 November 1995
Latvia June 1995 October 1995
Lithuania June 1995 December 1995
Slovenia June 1996 June 1996

Source: European Commission.



Conference, and suggested that accession might proceed at the turn of the
century. A “pre-accession blueprint” was to be prepared for the six associate
members (the Visegrad states plus Romania and Bulgaria) by spring 1995, and
for Slovenia and the Baltic states after they signed association agreements.82

This was important, because it opened up the accession process to any associate
member and it also tasked the Commission to launch the pre-accession process
by creating Agenda 2000 and writing the Opinions, described in the next chapter.
Although the summit was seen as a victory for Germany and a significant
breakthrough for enlargement, it did not offer the East Central Europeans a clear
timetable for membership. The Poles and Hungarians set one for themselves,
saying that they expected to join the EU in the year 2000; the Czechs
predicted 1999.83

4.2 The EU and the Illiberal States

While Polish, Hungarian, and Czech leaders were making demands on the EU,
Bulgaria and Romania, later joined by Slovakia, were keeping a relatively low
profile. They did demand—and receive—equal treatment from Western Europe,
more or less. It was never as affirming for a Western leader to host a barely
redone communist or a disreputable nationalist as to host a hero of the struggle
against communism such as Czechoslovak President Václav Havel or Polish
President Lech Wa„ęsa. Romanian, Bulgarian and later Slovak leaders were
invited less often to Western capitals. More important, EU leaders discussed
whether these states were in fact liberal democracies eligible for closer relations
with the EU. During the 1989–94 period, they considered using conditionality
and even put in place instruments to do so, but they decided against differenti-
ation among the five (later six) states. With some delays, the EU negotiated and
signed (almost) the same Europe Agreements with all six—and all six also
gained admittance to the Council of Europe and signed up for NATO’s
Partnership for Peace. No one challenged the illiberal pattern states when they
proclaimed their intention of qualifying for EU membership.

I argued in Chapters 1 and 2 that the character of political change in
East European states immediately after 1989 depended on domestic factors,
primarily on the quality of political competition. I argue in Chapter 3 and in
this chapter that during the first five years (1989–94) of democratic politics
international factors played a marginal role in the composition and the policy
choices of the first post-communist governments. In this period, the EU exer-
cised only passive leverage: this failed to avert or stop rent-seeking behavior
in illiberal pattern states, while (merely) reinforcing the trajectory toward
democratic pluralism and market capitalism (such as it was) in liberal pattern
states, as we saw above.
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The EU’s passive leverage, stemming from the benefits of EU membership,
was so compelling that the leaders of all East European states declared that
they were doing their utmost to qualify for membership. Societies throughout
the region wanted to join the EU and expected, on the government’s own
account, that the state was making progress toward membership. We will see
in Chapter 6 that once the EU developed its active leverage it had so much
traction on the domestic politics of credible future EU members because the
potential benefits of membership were so appealing. Rulers that disqualified
their states from EU membership by conducting illiberal politics and partial
economic reform could not turn their back on the EU. Their participation in
the EU’s pre-accession process opened the door to criticism of their domestic
policies, strengthening the hand of their domestic opponents.

But while East European states were only subject to the EU’s passive lever-
age, illiberal pattern governments could get away with having it both ways.
Passive leverage induced all governments to sign up for future membership
rhetorically, as a matter of declared state policy—but it did not inspire their
compliance with EU rules in domestic policy-making. The strategies adopted
by these first governments in response to international incentives—to the
“passive leverage” of the EU—distinguished liberal and illiberal pattern states
from one another well before the EU had even committed itself to enlarge-
ment. The litmus test of the sincerity of a government’s EU strategy was
whether or not it pressed for specific accession criteria: liberal pattern gov-
ernments pleaded for a list, while illiberal pattern governments could already
be heard complaining of unwarranted attention to internal affairs. In this
section I will explore how the EU treated the illiberal pattern states from 1989
to 1994: the idea of using conditionality existed already in 1989, but it was
practiced so weakly that it had little impact.

4.2.1 Inclusion versus Differentiation

Early in 1990 the EU was already confronted with political and economic poli-
cies in Romania that were quite drastically at odds with the declared project of
building liberal democracy and a market economy. Political developments in
Bulgaria caused more muted concern. How did the EU handle Romania at a time
when it was just beginning to wrestle with its emerging role as the core of an
undivided Europe? Given the divergent views about whether to pursue enlarge-
ment at all, it is not surprising that the EU lacked a coherent policy during this
period toward states embarking on a trajectory that would distance them from
qualifying for EU membership. The dominant approach, which was also the
most expedient, was to avoid isolating new governments by adopting the same
policies toward all five East European states that “revolted” against communism
in 1989. It is worth remembering here that in 1990 the Soviet Union and
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Yugoslavia had not yet dissolved, while East Germany was fast disappearing and
Albania was completely marginalized, leaving only our five states seeking
agreements with the EU. Were the years 1990 and 1991 a missed opportunity for
EU leaders to avert “illiberal democratization” by differentiating among these
five states in a more consequential way?

There were two sides to the debate about how to treat Romania and
Bulgaria that could be roughly termed as “inclusion” versus “conditionality.”
And had the EU chosen to sanction Romania, a separate debate would have
taken place about whether Bulgaria merited the same treatment (echoing the
debates in 2004 discussed in Chapter 8). On one side, policy-makers argued
that conditionality could generate isolation, economic hardship, and under-
mine democracy as excluded governments and societies turned back to the
protection of Moscow. They argued for inclusion as a way to change govern-
ment policies over time through engagement and cooperation. On the other
side, policy-makers argued that it was wrong to maintain the same relations
with governments embarked on such different trajectories of reform, and that
including Romania and Bulgaria in the EU’s programs would undermine
democracy by empowering undemocratic forces.84 The outcome, as we see
below, was that inclusion carried the day against differentiation.

The EU’s first opportunity to use political conditionality was in the timing
of the negotiation and conclusion of the Trade and Cooperation Agreements,
precursors to the Europe Agreements. They were signed quickly in the spring
of 1990 with Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and even Bulgaria, though
the Bulgarian government was still composed entirely of communists.
President Petur Mladenov tried to present Bulgaria as an example of reform
communism that could satisfy Moscow, and of democracy that could engage
the West. Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) leaders were far from making a
credible case that they had become liberal democrats, but they did make
a favorable impression by reversing the assimilation campaign against
Bulgaria’s Turks. The BSP was internally ambivalent about its orientation to
the West despite its pro-EU rhetoric. Much of the party favored preserving a
close relationship with Moscow and generally kept its distance from Western
leaders and organizations.

The Trade and Cooperation Agreement with Romania was initialed on June 8,
1990, but its conclusion was postponed when later in June the Romanian gov-
ernment trucked several thousand miners to Bucharest to attack the protestors.
By this time, the European Commission was also overseeing PHARE aid and
more generally aid on behalf of the G-24. It sent fact-finding teams to judge
whether prospective PHARE recipients met five conditions: commitment
to the rule of law, respect for human rights, the establishment of multiparty
democracy, free elections, and economic liberalization. On July 4, 1990 the
G-24 foreign ministers decided that Romania did not qualify for PHARE
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aid because of the violent government crackdown on pro-democracy protestors
using armed miners in Bucharest. G-24 PHARE aid to Romania was delayed
until January 30, 1991.

In July 1990 the representatives of EU governments debated the merits of
suspending altogether the negotiation of a Trade and Cooperation Agreement
with Romania. France, Italy, and other member states argued that marginalizing
Romania could jeopardize the democratization process rather than encourage it;
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and others disagreed but did not prevail.
France was accused already in 1990 of supporting the agreement with Romania
despite the violent crackdown for two rather different reasons: to slow down or
prevent enlargement by including such a miscreant in the process; and to exploit
economic opportunities flowing from the long-time affection of Romanian
elites for France.85 Doina Cornea, one of the few Romanian dissidents who had
openly denounced Ceauvescu, attacked Iliescu’s confiscation of the revolution
and called on the West to stop all aid to Romania until a real democracy was in
place.86 Little had improved in Bucharest when the European Council did sign
the agreement with the Romanian government in October 1990. The European
Parliament also delayed its consent, but not for long: it ratified Romania’s Trade
and Cooperation Agreement in February 1991.

Next came the question of whether the EU should sign a formal association
agreement, a Europe Agreement, with Romania and Bulgaria. The fact that
the EU dodged a commitment to a future eastern enlargement in the Europe
Agreements played into the hands of illiberal ruling elites in Romania and
Bulgaria: if the agreements had been more explicitly linked with future acces-
sion, EU member states might have taken a harder look at the qualifications
of their new associate members. To qualify for a Europe Agreement states had
to “give practical evidence of their commitment” to the five conditions listed
above that had already been set out for PHARE aid. As Karen Smith writes,
“Geopolitical concerns seem more important in this decision than a positive
appraisal of Bulgaria’s and Romania’s fulfillment of the criteria for conclud-
ing Europe Agreements.”87

The Council did delay the start of talks with Romania because of another
round of violence against demonstrators in Bucharest in September 1991:
undeterred by torrents of bad press in the West, Iliescu had called in the miners
yet again. In April 1992, the Commission proposed that the Europe Agreements
with Romania and Bulgaria contain a clause making them conditional on
respect for human rights, democratic principles, the principles of the market
economy, and also respect for the rights of minorities. The clause was an early
attempt to give the EU a way to exercise political conditionality: it signaled that
Bulgaria and Romania did not fully meet established criteria for a Europe
Agreement, and that the agreement could be revoked if political and economic
reforms did not proceed apace. The Council was concerned about offending
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Romania and Bulgaria, but did decide to follow the Commission’s recommenda-
tion and include the clause in the Europe Agreements that were signed with
Romania on February 1, 1993, and with Bulgaria on March 8, 1993. Romania
and Bulgaria protested because the first three Europe Agreements did not con-
tain such a clause. After the division of Czechoslovakia, however, the Czech
Republic and Slovakia signed new, separate Europe Agreements with the EU in
October 1993 that also included this clause (see Table 4.1).88

What impact, if any, did these delays have on the Romanian government?
There is evidence that the delays did moderate the use of physical violence on
the part of the Romanian government. President Iliescu’s aids allegedly
advised him that the West would let slide many things but not government-
sponsored violence making headlines in the Western media.89 However, there
is no evidence that the delays led to greater inclusion of opposition political
parties and civic groups in the policy process, access for them to the media, or
indeed less scapegoating of ethnic Hungarians or opposition “subversives.”
Moreover, there is little indication that the delays had any domestic repercus-
sions for the Iliescu government, which was able to present the agreements as
testaments of the West’s approval of the Romanian government and gloss over
the delays.90 Table 4.1 shows a significant drop in positive views of the EU in
Romania (and Bulgaria) from 1992 to 1993 which likely reflects negative
publicity about the protectionist measures included in the Europe Agreements,
making Iliescu’s position even more comfortable.

4.2.2 Moving Toward Conditionality

From the earliest days, the European Commission presented the incentives of
EU membership as a tool for promoting liberal democracy. Writing in 1992
to persuade EU member states to make a commitment to an eastern enlarge-
ment, the Commission observed: “By offering this perspective, the Community
will provide encouragement to those pursuing reform and make the short term
economic and social consequences of adjustment easier to bear. This per-
spective will also provide a stimulus to investment and discourage excessive
nationalism.”91 The clause making the Europe Agreements conditional on
respect for democratic standards, the principles of the market economy and
the protection of ethnic minority rights was the first decisive move toward
conditionality in the EU’s relations with its eastern neighbors. It also heralded
the EU’s deepening concern about ethnic intolerance throughout Eastern
Europe as the wars worsened in the former Yugoslavia.

When the EU did commit itself to an eastern enlargement at the
Copenhagen summit in June 1993, the tables started to turn against the
illiberal governments—but it would take two or three more years before their
situation became uncomfortable. The EU began the process of developing
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the tools to interact purposefully with the eastern candidates. It finally set out
the general political and economic conditions of membership in the so-called
Copenhagen criteria, but it did not evaluate the candidates in terms of these
requirements. For the illiberal pattern governments, the only ramification of
manifestly failing to the meet the Copenhagen criteria—even in the prominent
area of ethnic minority rights—was the threat of exclusion from a first wave
of EU expansion. Such an exclusion seemed very distant in 1993—and in fact
it would take the EU four more years to separate the “ins” from the “outs.”

The EU and other international actors discouraged the use of physical
violence or blatantly undemocratic acts, but they had little impact on the
substance of domestic policy-making in the illiberal pattern states until active
leverage was fully developed. In theory, the EU could have revoked Europe
Agreements, but it preferred to wait until the Commission researched and
published long Opinions on the applications of each of the candidate states in
July 1997. However, even sooner than that, Western governments and EU
officials started to abandon the norm in international politics of not interfer-
ing in the domestic affairs of other states. They began to point out the
discrepancies between the behavior of governments claiming to aspire to EU
membership, and the membership requirements laid down in the Copenhagen
criteria. As we will see in Chapter 6, this practice gathered steam in 1995—
and it has continued ever since.

4.3 Conclusion

The passive leverage of the EU—not just the benefits of membership but also
the costs of exclusion and the treatment of nonmembers—invigorated the
quest of liberal pattern states in the early 1990s for full EU membership.
However, even in the liberal pattern states, passive leverage alone was not
self-sustaining: as EU leaders continued to avoid committing to an eastern
enlargement in 1990, 1991, and 1992, this discredited moderate parties who
had all thrown their lot in with “Europe.” For this reason, the EU’s passive
leverage declined over time, and an EU that had remained passive (or that had
later changed its mind about enlarging) could have caused a backlash against
moderate parties.

But there is reason to believe, as we will see in the next chapter, that the
EU’s reluctance to enlarge along with the economically brutal way that the
EU took advantage of the asymmetric interdependence in its relationship with
East European states set the stage for the effectiveness of the EU’s active
leverage. Although lack of access to the EU market hurt Visegrad economies,
EU protectionism did drive home the imperative of full membership. The
Visegrad states in particular might have felt less pressure to play by the rules

Impact of Passive Leverage 103



of the EU’s pre-accession process in the early 1990s had they not experienced
the ambivalence of certain key EU members toward enlargement, key
members that could use noncompliance to grind the process to a halt.

The passive leverage of the EU did not, however, change the course
of democratization in the illiberal pattern states in the early 1990s. The EU
and other international actors moderated the behavior of illiberal elites on the
margins, but clearly failed to change their way of governing, in particular the
kinds of domestic policies that they implemented to please their domestic
power base. The marginal role of international actors may be surprising
given the general expectation that Europe’s international institutions would
be intimately involved in building Europe’s new democracies. There existed
the perception that international actors and especially the EU were shaping
the course of the transitions—and certainly both EU leaders and East
European leaders invoked the role of international actors in the democratiza-
tion process a great deal.

What were the consequences of the absence of more active leverage on the
part of the EU? Most important, elites in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia
were able to “play it both ways” for a long time—seeking membership as a
matter of foreign policy, but engaging in ethnic intolerance and economic cor-
ruption as a matter of domestic politics. The illiberal governments exploited
the time lag, subordinating foreign policy (joining the EU) to domestic polit-
ics (rent-seeking). Ethnic nationalism came to permeate domestic political
discourse in Romania and Slovakia. Economic corruption disfigured eco-
nomic reform in all three states, distorting new institutions, undermining the
belief of citizens in the market economy, and robbing the coffers of the state.
Economic links with the West were much slower to develop, further impov-
erishing the population. But as we will see in the next chapters, the EU’s
active leverage, once developed, would play a role in breaking the hold of
illiberal rulers by improving the quality of competition in domestic politics in
Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia after 1994.
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5

The Active Leverage of the European Union

We ended Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 on the same note: the substantial divergence
between the political and economic trajectories of the liberal pattern and the
illiberal pattern states after five years of transition. On the first of January
1995, Romania was governed by unreconstructed communists in coalition
with extremists; Bulgaria by unreconstructed communists alone; and Slovakia
by nationalist populists in coalition with extremists. The three ruling parties,
the Party for a Democratic Romania (PDSR), the Bulgarian Socialist Party
(BSP), and the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS), respectively,
were embarked in vigorous and creative attempts to concentrate political
power and extract economic rents from the transformation. To the south,
ethnic cleansing and war devastated Bosnia-Hercegovina and Croatia,
while Croatia and Serbia became the pariahs of Europe as the sponsors of
genocide.

On the first of January 2000, Eastern Europe looked quite different. Those
states that were credible future members of the EU had all developed a more
competitive political system. They were almost all moving forward with political
and economic reform, and making progress toward EU membership within the
framework of the EU’s pre-accession process by adopting EU rules. David
Cameron shows that while all post-communist countries have made progress in
economic liberalization since the early 1990s, the gap between the accession
candidates and the other countries in the extent of sectoral and regulatory reform
increased dramatically over the 1990s. More striking is the divergence between
the two groups in meeting liberal democratic standards: between 1991 and 2001,
“while the accession candidates extended rights and liberties to such an extent
that most of them were comparable in that regard to many of the member states
of the EU, the other post-communist states actually experienced a decrease in
the average score; in the latter group, rights and liberties were, on average, less
extensive and secure in 2001 than they had been in 1991!”1

In the three accession states that I have labeled illiberal pattern states in this
study, coalitions of political parties that vowed to open up the political arena,
respect the rule of law, implement comprehensive economic reform, promote
ethnic tolerance and qualify for EU membership had won elections in 1996 in
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Romania, in 1997 in Bulgaria, and in 1998 in Slovakia. The imperative of a
“return to Europe” was evoked once again—and it was popular to quip that
the new reform governments were starting where Poland and Hungary had
started in 1989. For the most part, the new ruling parties followed through on
their promises, changing domestic policies and adopting specific EU rules
in order to pave the way for EU membership and the “return to Europe.” In
Romania and Slovakia the very composition of the new coalition governments
signaled a radical change since they included political parties representing
the Hungarian minority and distributed government portfolios to ethnic
Hungarians.

We have explained the variation in the domestic trajectories of East
European states after 1989 in Chapters 1 and 2, and the variation in their
responses to the external incentives of EU membership in Chapters 3 and 4.
Now, how do we explain this general convergence? What are the domestic and
international factors that caused shifts in the political and economic trajector-
ies of East European states? I argue that of greatest importance are two key
factors that change and interact over time: the quality of political competition,
and the EU’s active leverage flowing from pre-accession process.

As we considered the prospects for liberal democracy in post-communist
states in Chapters 1 and 2, we looked first to the legacies of the communist and
pre-communist past; legacies that cannot be changed. Political competition,
however, is dynamic: polities can become more (or less) competitive over time
as a consequence of political, economic and social developments. The EU’s
pre-accession process is also dynamic: states can move forward (or back) in
the process over time. Meanwhile, the EU’s active leverage reinforces domes-
tic political change: it elicits compliance as candidates seek to qualify for
membership, and the process of complying transforms the polity, the economy
and groups in society over the medium term. As candidates move through the
pre-accession process toward membership, it becomes less likely that the
polity will slide back by becoming less competitive or rolling back reform.

This chapter takes a step back and unpacks active leverage—much as
Chapter 3 explored the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of passive
leverage. I argue that the EU’s active leverage is so powerful because it
builds on the benefits of membership, described in Chapter 3. It is also
powerful because of the requirements of membership and because of the three
characteristics of the pre-accession process—asymmetric interdependence,
enforcement, and meritocracy, described in this chapter. I show how the
EU’s pre-accession process mediates the costs and benefits of satisfying EU
membership criteria in such a way as to make compliance attractive—and
noncompliance visible and costly.

The next two chapters, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, demonstrate how the EU’s
active leverage has had a role in a two-step process of convergence toward



liberal democracy and compliance with EU rules. In the first step, illiberal
pattern states replace overtly rent-seeking governments in national elections
with more reform-minded governments that bring them into compliance with
the EU’s general political criteria. In the second step, governments in both
liberal and illiberal pattern states implement substantial reform of the state
and of the economy as they make their way through the EU’s pre-accession
process aiming to complete the negotiations and enter the EU.

What are the mechanisms by which the EU’s active leverage influences the
evolution of domestic politics during each step? I argue in Chapter 6 that the
relationship between the EU and credible future members gradually changed
the domestic balance of power in illiberal states against rent-seeking elites,
undermining the strength of their domestic power base by making the political
system more competitive. The EU’s active leverage was only marginally
effective in moderating the domestic policies of illiberal pattern governments
directly. But active leverage did help create a more competitive political system
by working through society to change the information environment and the
institutional environment to the advantage of more liberal political forces.

Once in power, these more liberal political forces pursued EU membership
in earnest: I argue in Chapter 7 that the conditionality of the EU’s pre-
accession process compelled all governments to reform the state and the
economy, embarking on politically difficult or inconvenient reforms instead
of delaying them. The pre-accession process also locked governments into 
a predictable course of economic policy-making that served as a credible
commitment to ongoing reform for internal and external economic actors.
Since this argument has two distinct steps, Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 each have
a separate section exploring alternative explanations to the argument pre-
sented in that chapter. By unpacking active leverage in this chapter, I lay the
groundwork for Chapters 6 and 7 that investigate in detail the mechanisms of
EU influence on domestic politics.

By no means is this two-step process of convergence inevitable; moreover,
it has come with costs and dangers that I will explore in detail in Chapter 8.
Now that eight post-communist candidates have obtained membership and
more are very likely to do so, the record of the EU’s active leverage in
compelling states to pursue political and economic reform certainly seems
impressive. However, there is also considerable scholarly disagreement about
the outcome: how beneficial has the process of qualifying for EU membership
been for Eastern Europe’s new democracies? After I have presented my
argument about how EU leverage works and what impact it has on domestic
policy choices in aspiring member states, I will put it in the context of the
wider debate on the merits and demerits of EU conditionality in Chapter 8.

This chapter covers the EU’s active leverage and is organized in four
parts. The first part explains why three characteristics of the pre-accession
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process—asymmetric interdependence, enforcement, and meritocracy—have
made the EU’s active leverage particularly effective. The second part exam-
ines carefully the substantial requirements of EU membership that have made
the EU’s active leverage so far-reaching. The third part explains in more detail
the various “tools” of the pre-accession process that the EU has used to exer-
cise active leverage. The fourth part compares the EU’s active leverage to the
influence of the Council of Europe and NATO, two international organizations
that East European states also sought to join after 1989.

5.1 Active Leverage and the Characteristics of the 
Pre-Accession Process

The substantial benefits combined with the enormous requirements of mem-
bership have afforded the EU unprecedented leverage on the domestic poli-
tics of aspiring member states. We can generalize to any institution and
hypothesize that the leverage on credible candidates created by the prospect
of membership varies according to two factors: the magnitude of the benefits
of membership, and the magnitude of the entry requirements. The greater the
benefits of membership, the greater the potential political will in applicant
countries to satisfy intrusive political and economic requirements.

Following this logic alone, we could conclude that the benefits of EU mem-
bership for East European states must be immense: at no time in history have
sovereign states voluntarily agreed to meet such vast domestic requirements and
then subjected themselves to such intrusive verification procedures to enter an
international organization. The requirements of EU membership bear on virtually
every aspect of the work of a national government, placing very substantial
demands on the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary. Securing EU mem-
bership may begin as a foreign policy goal, but it becomes a mammoth project
of domestic politics. In addition to the benefits and the requirements of mem-
bership, I argue that there are three characteristics of the pre-accession process—
of the way that the EU “delivers” political and economic conditionality—that
have made the EU’s active leverage, summarized in Table 5.1, so effective.2

They are (a) asymmetric interdependence; (b) enforcement; and (c) meritocracy
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TABLE 5.1 Active leverage

Characteristics of the Requirements of
pre-accession process EU membership

Asymmetric interdependence Copenhagen political criteria
Enforcement Copenhagen economic criteria
Meritocracy Acquis communautaire



across countries and across time. These characteristics amplify the incentives to
comply with the EU’s membership requirements because they make the EU’s
threat of exclusion as well as its promises of membership more credible. I will
now examine each of them in turn.

5.1.1 Asymmetric Interdependence

The EU does not coerce candidates into meeting the membership require-
ments. Indeed, some EU member states would be indifferent to, if not pleased
by, the defection of some or all of the candidates from the accession process—
a fact that makes the conditionality of the pre-accession process all the more
powerful (as long as the process itself is not put in question). This bears
emphasis: the initial wavering of the EU and its lukewarm approach to
enlargement made conditionality more powerful. The relationship of “asym-
metric interdependence” that I introduced in Chapter 3 made the conditional-
ity of the EU’s pre-accession process credible: while the EU depended
but little on economic or political ties with any particular candidate, East
European states depended on integration with the EU for their economic 
survival and eventual prosperity. Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye
showed that relative bargaining power in international negotiations tends to
track relative preference intensity.3 As we saw in Chapter 4, the East European
states showed a very intense preference for an accession agreement, and
consequently their position in dealing with the EU was very weak.

This imbalance allowed the EU to make believable threats of exclusion,
turning up the heat on illiberal states by threatening to keep them out of the
pre-accession process entirely, but also on liberal states by threatening to keep
them out of the first wave of enlargement because they were dragging their
feet on certain reforms. For this reason, 1996–7 in Poland and 1998–9 in the
Czech Republic were remarkably fruitful years for reform of the state and of
the economy. However, geopolitical and domestic considerations did give
greater bargaining power to the candidate states late in the process—for
example, giving Poland too much confidence after 1997 that Germany would
not allow it to be excluded from the first wave of enlargement, or allowing
Poland to cast doubt on the preference of its citizens for entry in the context
of its accession referendum.4

Is this a case of successful, noncoercive international leverage on domestic
outcomes as a consequence of carefully assembled policies? Not quite: the EU’s
passive leverage—flowing from the benefits of EU membership—certainly did
not come by design. What is striking, however, is that the EU’s active leverage—
flowing additionally from the requirements of EU membership and the structure
of the pre-accession process—did not come by design, either.5 There was hardly
a “civilizing” project on the part of EU leaders to democratize and stabilize
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Eastern Europe by using the tools of EU enlargement. Originally the require-
ments of EU membership and the structure of the pre-accession process were
designed to keep undesirable states out of the EU; they were not designed to coax
and cajole every eligible state into making itself desirable.6

My point here is that asymmetric interdependence, stamped very clearly on
the early stages of the accession process, made conditionality more powerful.
Let us imagine an EU that was eager to expand rapidly to the states of Eastern
Europe after 1989 in order to prove its growing geopolitical importance to the
United States. Such an EU would not have wielded the same active leverage
on domestic politics as an EU that took its time deciding whether or not it
would go forward with an eastern enlargement at all. To put it another way,
most West European governments and officials did not care about improving
the public administration, the banking system or even the environment in
East European states. They learned to care about these things as they became
convinced that EU enlargement was in their national interest, given the
alternative of foregoing EU enlargement in a post-Cold War Europe. (How
many West European politicians would return to the relative simplicity of
a divided Europe if they could is an interesting but quite different question.)
We will take up the question of what motivated EU governments to pursue
enlargement to Eastern Europe again in greater detail in Chapter 8.

5.1.2 Enforcement

Asymmetric interdependence is paired with the enforcement of the EU’s acces-
sion requirements. If states insist on pursuing EU membership, they are volun-
tarily subjecting their domestic policy process to the examination and evaluation
of the EU. The power discrepancy exposed by trade relations between the EU
and neighboring states becomes even more stark when these states choose
to take part in the “pre-accession process”: the requirements for accession are
massive, and they are nonnegotiable. Here the voluntary aspect bears emphasis.
The complex, laborious, intrusive, and sometimes demeaning process of seek-
ing admittance to the EU is triggered by the candidate’s application for mem-
bership. An application is submitted on the understanding that the EU’s vast
requirements cannot be changed, and that compliance with the requirements
will be (more or less) enforced. Explaining the Commission’s recommendation
to exclude Slovakia from negotiations in 1997, Commissioner for External
Relations Hans van den Broek put it like this: “With all respect for the sover-
eignty of Slovakia I have to make plain that if a state wishes to become an EU
member, it has to respect its fundamental rules and also convince [the EU] about
it.”7 Many of the tools of the EU’s active leverage that I discuss below in part
four were designed to help the EU gather information about the compliance of
candidate states with the EU’s requirements.8
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Ultimately, the EU’s pre-accession process is designed to make candidates
demonstrate their commitment to EU policies well before they join. This helps
to explain the relative effectiveness of EU conditionality vis-à-vis the eastern
candidates in comparison to previous enlargements, and also in comparison
to the uses of conditionality by the international financial institutions (the
IFIs)—the World Bank and the IMF. Miles Kahler’s “bargaining model” pre-
dicts successful implementation of IFI programs when governments are asked
to make commitments and take policy actions before external support is
offered.9 But while IFIs generally hand over a considerable part of the reward
they have to offer (loans and other financial assistance) in the early stages of
their relationship with a government, the EU holds back its greatest reward
(membership) until a later stage when the expectation that conditionality will
induce compliance has all but run its course. While IFI conditionality can cer-
tainly compel governments to take dramatic economic steps in the short term
to secure assistance, the scope and the incentives for compliance are more
limited and different in kind.10

Leading up to the first eastern enlargement in 2004, enforcement was taken
more seriously than during previous enlargements for two reasons. First,
earlier applicants for EU membership had less to do: the acquis was far less
substantial, especially before the completion of the internal market. Sweden,
Finland, and Austria did join after the completion of the internal market, but
they had already adopted much of the EU acquis as participants in the
European Economic Area (EEA). Since they joined in 1995, European
integration has moved forward quite dramatically in areas of more “political”
integration such as border control, immigration, and foreign policy, in addi-
tion to the traditional areas of economic integration centered on the single
market and the common external tariff. Earlier applicants also had less to do
because they had established civil societies and market economies, whatever
their prior difficulties with democracy. East European candidates have had
to create a civil society and a functioning market economy, as well as a
democratic polity. Reconstructing the state so that it can oversee all of this and
also implement the acquis has posed a great challenge. All told, when faced
with implementing the acquis, for East European candidates the starting point
is further back and the acquis target is moving forward more quickly than for
previous candidates.

Second, enforcement has taken center stage because of the EU’s interest in
making sure that candidates generally do comply with the EU’s membership
requirements before accession. This has been a function of the number of can-
didates: by 2003 there were ten official candidates and five protocandidates
from Eastern Europe, a tremendous number in comparison to previous
enlargements. It has also been a function of the gravity of the problems that
unqualified candidates from Eastern Europe could, it was feared, import into
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the EU. These have included ethnic conflict, unstable political institutions,
weak oversight of financial markets, and the inability to combat international
crime, in addition to the cardinal sin of having public administrations that are
too weak to implement the single market acquis. At the same time, the
economic backwardness of the East European candidates has given the EU
other powerful reasons to delay accession until the requirements are met.
These reasons have included the fear of competition from low-wage workers
and low-priced goods, and concern about the implications for the EU budget
of so many economically backward new members joining the EU at once.11

For EU officials, the lessons of past enlargements underscore the import-
ance of enforcement, especially the lesson of the Greek accession. The logic
of inclusion was at play for Greece in 1981. The Commission’s Opinion on the
Greek application in 1976 argued that Greece was not prepared for member-
ship. But EU governments decided to let Greece reform its state administra-
tion and implement the acquis after accession so that membership in the
European Community could nurture and protect its new democracy. In the
years that followed, Greece adopted the EU acquis at a snail’s pace. Thirty
years later, Commission officials argue that inclusion has worked for Greece.
But they also argue that Greece would have been better off if the EU had used
the leverage it had on the Greek government before it joined to push for more
comprehensive reforms as a condition of accession. And they observe that the
EU could not wait—for political, budgetary and institutional reasons—for
twenty or thirty years until gentle inclusion transformed such a quantity of
new East European members.12 The accession of five or ten or fifteen coun-
tries as ill prepared as Greece when it joined in 1981 would be a full-blown
disaster for the EU. More generally, the geopolitical context of a Europe
divided by the Cold War militated against setting rigorous membership
requirements for Greece; in contrast, the geopolitical context of an undivided
Europe, with a long queue of candidates for membership, gave EU leaders all
the more reason to insist that requirements be met.

5.1.3 Meritocracy Across Countries and Over Time

While asymmetric interdependence and enforcement both give credibility to
the EU’s threats of exclusion, meritocracy gives credibility to its promises of
eventual membership. So far the EU has adopted a roughly merit-based
approach to enlargement: an applicant’s place in the membership queue has
corresponded to the progress it has made toward fulfilling the EU’s require-
ments. All of the candidates are subject to the same requirements and are
evaluated in a manner that has proved to be more or less based on merit. The
pre-accession process could not work without enforcement, and enforcement
could not work if the process was not generally considered to employ objective
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and technical standards for evaluating whether candidates qualify to move
forward in it. The European Commission’s evaluations and the European
Council’s decisions about the status of candidate applications have been
accepted as reflecting accurately the state of reform. Though officials from the
candidate states may find factual mistakes or may disagree with the interpreta-
tion of a particular passage in the Commission’s Opinions and Regular
Reports, it is striking how in general they accept the logic and the overall
fairness of the process.13

More remarkable, there have been few charges that the Commission’s
assessments or the Council’s decisions have been driven by short-term political
interests—for example, that a candidate’s reforms have been portrayed as
lagging behind because (for political, economic or budgetary reasons) some EU
member states would prefer to exclude that country from the first wave of
enlargement. Governments would cease to devote so much political capital
to meeting the requirements of membership if it was obvious that the quality of
preparations for any individual candidate could be trumped by domestic politics
in EU member states. While strict requirements mean a great deal of work for
applicant states, in principle they protect those applicants who, for structural
reasons, are difficult for EU member states to absorb. For EU electorates, it
would be more popular to admit a state with a low potential to export workers,
and for the EU budget, it would be more convenient to admit a state with low
demands on the agricultural and cohesions funds—irrespective, in both cases,
of how well large swaths of the acquis had been adopted. If meritocracy did not
prevail, a candidate with strong patrons in the EU could also expect special
treatment. In these ways, at least in principle, a merit-based accession process
creates rules which tie the hands of governments not just in aspiring member
states, but also in existing ones.

Another aspect of the meritocracy principle is that it extends across time in
one country as well as across countries. The EU’s good opinion, once lost, is
not lost forever. In other words, however dismal a country’s past record of
respecting democratic standards and even human rights, it can “rehabilitate”
itself by implementing the necessary reforms under a future government.
When I interviewed them, opposition politicians and civil society leaders in
Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia emphasized that this message was very
important in motivating political action, especially among the young, and fos-
tering cooperation among different civic groups and political parties.14 When
the Luxembourg European Council decided to invite only five of the ten can-
didates from Eastern Europe to begin negotiations in 1998, EU leaders and
the Commission went to great lengths to reassure the five states excluded from
negotiations that they were still very much in the running for membership and
that they would be invited to begin negotiations in the near future. To make
the point, they were invited to begin screening immediately (see below).
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The Commission meanwhile pushed very hard for the two groups to be called
the “ins” and the “pre-ins,” as opposed to the “ins” and the “outs.”

To give the most striking example of meritocracy across time, Serbia-
Montenegro is a credible future member of the EU, and as such has a clear
and relatively certain track toward membership despite its history of state-
sponsored ethnic cleansing. Among our cases here, Slovakia was able to affect
a dramatic reversal of its EU fortunes. EU Commissioner for External
Relations Hans Van den Broek explained in the spring of 1998 that, “The
question is not whether Slovakia will enter the EU, but when this will take
place. The answer is in the hands of the Slovak government.”15 After ousting
the undemocratic HZDS in the autumn 1998 elections, and keeping it out of
government in the 2002 elections, Slovakia joined the “ins.” Therein lies a
certain twist to the story: although Slovakia could rehabilitate itself, Vladimír
MeTiar could not. The EU clearly stated that a MeTiar-led Slovak government
would not be allowed to sign the accession treaty because the EU dis-
missed the idea that Vladimír MeTiar could politically reinvent himself.
Ion Iliescu, by contrast, who was returned to the presidency of Romania
by elections in 2000, has been grudgingly accepted as the best that Romania
can do.

Meritocratic Tensions

Even though in hindsight we can see that the EU’s decisions have reflected
the merit of the applicants, there have certainly been palpable tensions along
the way among EU officials and governments about the proper uses of con-
ditionality. Some prioritized using conditionality as a tool to build prosperous,
liberal democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. Others preferred to 
highlight the shortcomings of the candidates in the face of the requirements
as a way to delay enlargement. Certain politicians and Commission officials
seemed to embody both of these tendencies in a single individual.

The situation was indeed complex also as regards the timing of the first
eastern enlargement and the number of countries invited to join.16 An EU gov-
ernment or official could support an inclusive first enlargement out of concern
that more backward states would fall out of the process entirely if they were
excluded. Or, support for an inclusive first enlargement could be motivated by
an agenda to slow down and put off the entire enlargement process by includ-
ing the laggard states that would likely take much longer to complete their
preparations for membership.

In the obverse, support for an exclusive first enlargement could be
motivated by a desire to keep the enlargement process moving forward on the
basis of merit and ensure the timely completion of negotiations with the most
advanced states. On this view EU leverage should be maximized and not
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squandered by admitting candidates prematurely. Or, support for an exclusive
enlargement could be a way to limit the entire enlargement project to only a
few of the most desirable states, thus minimizing the repercussions for the
EU’s institutions and federalizing projects. Here we could cite the preference
in 1997 of Commission President Jacques Santer for only starting negotia-
tions with Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic in 1998. Estonia and
Slovenia were doing roughly as well as the frontrunners, but including
them would (and did) open the floodgates for other candidates from the Baltic
and the Balkan region.17 It also dashed the hopes of some politicians and
officials that if the EU limited the eastern enlargement to only three states
then the EU’s institutions would not need further reform in preparation for
enlargement.18

Why does the EU’s pre-accession process function as a meritocracy? This
characteristic is harder to explain than asymmetric interdependence and
enforcement. The meritocratic nature of the pre-accession process was not
foreordained, and indeed in the early 1990s it appeared that the odds were
against it as East European states signed undifferentiated Europe Agreements
with the EU. Germany supported enlargement, but its very strong preference
was to admit the countries geographically proximate to its borders. Since
these turned out to be amongst the best-prepared candidates, Germany sup-
ported a meritocratic approach to the pre-accession process. (What would
have happened if our illiberal pattern states had bordered Germany and our
liberal pattern states were located further east?) By all accounts, however,
German officials had little premonition that the process they helped create
would lead to eighteen candidates and protocandidates by the year 2000. If
they had been told this at the German-led Essen European Council in 1994
that tasked the Commission to develop the pre-accession process, they would
have been surprised.19

For its part France certainly lacked a vision of a far-reaching enlargement; in
1993 and 1994 it was giving in to Germany’s demands to admit its eastern neigh-
bors for fear of losing influence within the EU if it opposed it.20 The British and
the Scandinavians did, however, always support a broad, open-ended process—
the British to spread the zone of liberal peace and undermine deepening; the
Scandinavians to give their nearest neighbors, the Baltic states, a chance at
membership. This is only a schematic overview, but the important point is that
the balance of interests among EU member states did favor enlargement.21

The decision to open the door to enlargement led the European Council to
task the European Commission to design and implement a merit based pre-
accession process. José Torreblanca argues that EU members created a “shared
normative framework” to govern enlargement to overcome their diverging
interests. This concept is similar to my concept of meritocracy in that he points
to the fact that once this framework was created, the member states considered
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themselves obligated to respect it, for example, by treating all candidates
equally and by evaluating them on the basis of merit. 22 While EU members
made the decision to enlarge based on interest, the decision when to enlarge to
which countries was to be guided and constrained by this set of rules.

Looking at the broader picture, the meritocratic nature of the pre-accession
process together with the benefits of membership have brought about what
participants and observers generally agree is the unanticipated outcome of a
very long list of new candidates for EU membership. That the Council and the
Commission created this “meritocratic” process for enlargement has had pro-
found consequences for the EU. In theory and so far in practice, any state that
can prove itself “European” and that can meet the requirements is considered
a credible future member. As a result, pressures are mounting both to keep the
process and to change it, as we will see in Chapter 8. In 1994 few imagined
an officially recognized membership queue of more than six or eight states.
In 2000, as pictured in Table 5.2, the number was eighteen, and possibly
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TABLE 5.2 The queue to join the European Union, 2000

EU-15 in order Official candidates Protocandidates
of accession in order of application

Promised membership in 1999
Stability Pact for SE Europe

France Turkey 1987 Croatia
Germany Cyprus 1990 Macedonia
Italy Malta 1990 Serbia-Montenegro
Belgium Hungary 1994 Albania
Netherlands Poland 1994 Bosnia-Hercegovina
Luxembourg Slovakia 1995 �33 members

Romania 1995
United Kingdom 1973 Latvia 1995
Ireland 1973 Estonia 1995 Past � Future Candidates?a

Denmark 1973 Lithuania 1995 Norway (1992)
Greece 1981 Bulgaria 1995 Switzerland (1992)
Spain 1986 Czech Republic 1996 Ukraine
Portugal 1986 Slovenia 1996 Moldova
Sweden 1995 �28 members Belarus
Finland 1995 Georgia
Austria 1995 Independent Kosovo

�40 members

a Switzerland’s membership application was frozen after Swiss voters rejected participation in
the European Economic Area in a referendum in 1992. Norway completed accession negotiations,
but Norwegian voters rejected EU membership in a referendum in 1994. Morocco’s application
was rejected in 1987 on the grounds that it is not a European country.



rising. Unintended though it may be, this outcome is not particularly surprising.
European integration has from its inception evolved in response to external
pressures and internal initiatives, without a long-term plan or a clearly
defined goal.

The Role of the Commission

There is broad agreement that supranational officials in the EU enjoy more
autonomy than the officials of any other international organization. But has
the EU’s executive bureaucracy, the European Commission, had an inde-
pendent impact on how the EU’s enlargement process has unfolded since
1989? This question engages the debate between neofunctionalists and inter-
governmentalists on the nature of what drives European integration.23

Neofunctionalists would expect to find that yes, the Commission and other
supranational actors have had an important independent impact on enlarge-
ment policy.24 Intergovernmentalists would expect that the policy was deter-
mined almost exclusively by national governments who only delegated
authority to the Commission to achieve specific, well-defined goals.25 We
explore the role of the Commission briefly here not to resolve this debate, but
to help illuminate more of the complexities of answering the broader question
posed by this chapter: where did the EU’s active leverage come from, and how
does it work?

There are three different ways to make the argument that the Commission
has had an important role in shaping and channeling the EU’s active
leverage.26 They are: first, that it has set the agenda and de facto controlled
the pre-accession process; second, that it has served as a powerful broker in
that process; and third, that it has promoted a large enlargement to strengthen
its own position.27

First, how might the Commission have shaped the agenda on enlargement?
Discussing the role of the Commission in the enlargement process, many have
pointed to “the community method” in action: the Council delegated the
development of the pre-accession process to the Commission, leading to the
Commission’s Agenda 2000 proposals in 1997. It also tasked the Commission
with gathering information about the candidates, writing the Opinions on the
candidates, and then monitoring their ongoing compliance with the EU’s
membership requirements. The Council delegated all of these tasks to the
Commission because they were complex, technical, and labor intensive.
Indeed, EU governments asked the Commission to monitor the adoption and
implementation of policies as diverse as those to reform the public adminis-
tration, safeguard the independence of the central bank, modernize the
judiciary, improve the environment, harmonize transport policy, reinforce
borders, bolster civil society, and fight racism.
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When it came time to decide on the Commission’s recommendations about
the status of an individual candidate, the member states accepted the
Commission’s recommendation every time instead of opening up a debate on
the issues at hand among themselves. They accepted the Commission’s
recommendations because of the technical complexity, but also the political
complexity of the issues: once the Pandora’s box of picking apart the
Commission’s recommendations was open and each member state weighed in
with their preferences, the bargaining and disagreement could become very
time-consuming and costly. It was easier to set up a framework for evaluating
the candidates, as discussed above, and then simply accept the Commission’s
recommendations with no modifications—especially since these recommen-
dations were supposed to be based on a “meritocratic” assessment of the can-
didates’ preparations for membership. On this view, the Commission kept the
eye of the EU governments on the goal of enlargement and helped them side-
step myriad minor but contentious issues.28 If EU governments had debated
every issue every step of the way, some believe that the 2004 enlargement
would likely have taken place much later.29 The Commission also helped
member states respond to the tremendous external “shock” of the collapse of
communism that left many EU governments with confused preferences about
EU enlargement. As a policy entrepreneur that supported enlargement, the
Commission helped induce cooperation between EU member and candidate
states by generating and selling new conceptions of the future of European
integration.30

Second, how might the Commission have acted as an important broker
between the candidates and the member states? Since the Commission’s
recommendations carried so much weight given the technical and complex
nature of the enlargement process, the Commission had considerable discre-
tion in how it “presented” various matters to the Council. From the perspect-
ive of the candidate states, many EU officials believe that the Commission
acted as “more than an honest broker”; the candidates were in a much weaker
position than the member states, and the Commission would generally take
their side in matters that affected the momentum of the enlargement process.31

The Commission as the “guardian of the treaties” could logically adopt the
dual position of (a) admitting only prepared candidates; and (b) admitting in
a timely manner all candidates that were prepared. It could use its skills in
brokering compromise agreements to keep the enlargement process moving
forward.32

But the Commission’s role as the “guardian of the treaties” need not have
automatically counseled Commission officials to support an extensive and
timely enlargement. The Commission could interpret the objectives of the EU
treaties, especially the vague declarations of working toward an ever closer
union, as being at loggerheads with admitting 10–20 new states to the EU.

118 Active Leverage of the European Union



Indeed, for many, this is a quite separate puzzle: how could the Commission
that has traditionally been a stalwart supporter of moving towards a federal
“United States of Europe” support such a vast enlargement that seems to make
this goal impossible? The historical record, however, reveals that the
Commission has consistently supported enlargement as a way to reform EU
institutions and to deepen European integration.33 From as early as 1990, the
Commission promoted the efforts of East European states to secure a closer
relationship with the EU. In their quest for trade concessions and for a
timetable for enlargement, East European candidates could generally count on
the support of the Commission. Less subject to direct pressure from produc-
ers than EU governments, the Commission routinely “ran interference”
between the candidate states and the attempts of member states to curtail their
access to the EU market.34

Understanding the Commission’s role may require a third line of analysis:
how might the enlargement process increase the power and strengthen the
position of the Commission? Most simply, enlargement creates a tremendous
amount of work for the Commission, fortifying its claims for greater
resources and more staff. Once the pre-accession process is in place, the addi-
tion of each candidate represents more work for the Commission—and this
may be particularly important as the most advanced candidates start exiting
the Commission’s purview by becoming full members. More important, as we
already discussed above, the Commission is tasked with much of the work
generated by enlargement, and this strengthens its position. Desmond Dinan
argues that “as much as any other factor, the imminence and importance
of future enlargements strengthen the Commission’s claim to remaining at
the center of the EU’s institutional system, in full possession of its existing
powers and prerogatives.”35

The counterargument to all three of these arguments is that the Commission
is restrained from acting in any way that runs counter to the interests and
wishes of the member states: the Commission is held in check by the prefer-
ences of the member governments at every turn.36 This, of course, leaves open
the possibility that member governments deliberately seek to avoid disputes
(as well as extensive technical work) by delegating some tasks and decisions
to the Commission. But the Commission only makes proposals and recom-
mendations that the member states signal ahead of time will be acceptable to
them. It only acts as a broker in the ways that the member states want it to.
Finally, it only amasses resources and responsibilities as suits the interests of
the member states.37

Whether the role of the European Commission in the eastern enlargement
is one of a disciplined agent of the EU governments, as intergovernmentalists
would expect, or of an independent policy entrepreneur, as neofunctionalists
would predict, will not be resolved here.38 The preliminary evidence from my
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interviews points to a two-step argument. The European Commission did
move on enlargement and design the pre-accession process (particularly
Agenda 2000) in line with the wishes of the majority of the member states, as
described in the previous section. It also took a careful sounding of member
states preferences at each step.39 But since dealing with Eastern Europe was
such an unexpected, unfamiliar, and confusing issue for many EU member
states, the Commission was able to benefit from (and perhaps amplify) some
of the unintended consequences of the pre-accession process. In particular,
the number of candidates that have emerged has made enlargement a very
substantial and ongoing project for the EU, and the Commission remains at
the heart of the process. It is possible that EU governments did not understand
the consequences of a merit-based pre-accession process for the scope of the
EU’s enlargement to Eastern Europe—quite simply, for the potential number
of applicants and the difficulties of turning candidates away once they enter
the process.40 This invites investigation of whether the Commission’s role in
the accession process really did tip the scales in favor of a large enlargement,
and whether this has created a “gap” in member state control over the course
of European integration.41 The answer lies in the future: it depends (in part)
on whether the enlargement framework, including the meritocracy-driven pre-
accession process, forces EU member states to grant full membership even-
tually to all states that can jump through the hoops of the pre-accession
process, even though they would rather keep some of them out. We will look
in particular at the dilemmas posed by the EU’s long courtship with Turkey
in Chapter 8.

5.2 The Requirements: The Copenhagen Criteria and the Acquis

We turn now to a close investigation of the EU’s formal accession require-
ments that are at the heart of the EU’s active leverage. They can be divided
into roughly three groups: the Copenhagen political criteria, the Copenhagen
economic criteria, and the acquis communautaire (referred to below as the
acquis). The Copenhagen political and economic criteria, issued in 1993, are
very general. The EU’s priorities and intentions, however, have been clarified
by the detailed assessment of each candidate in light of these criteria, first in
the Opinions of 1997 and then subsequently in the Regular Reports published
on the progress of each of the candidates every year. The acquis is very
specific: in some 80,000 pages it organizes into a single body all of the laws,
norms, and regulations that are in force among EU member states. A fourth,
less formal requirement of EU accession has been dubbed the “good neigh-
borliness” requirement by Karen Smith.42 To prevent importing “foreign
policy problems” into the EU, it requires East European states to resolve
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disputes and establish good relations with their neighbors. As I will explore
in detail in the next chapter, this was the requirement that was enforced first
and most vigorously by EU governments alongside the provision of ethnic
minority rights in the early 1990s.

5.2.1 The Copenhagen Criteria

The Copenhagen requirements animating the EU’s pre-accession process
reflect a broad consensus in favor of liberal democracy, market capitalism and
the peaceful resolution of disputes.43 Adopted at the Copenhagen summit in
June 1993, the Copenhagen political, economic, and acquis criteria state that
membership requires:

(1) that the candidate country has achieved stability of institutions guaran-
teeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and respect for and
protection of minorities;

(2) the existence of a functioning market economy, as well as the capacity to
cope with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union;

(3) the ability to take on the obligations of membership (the acquis), including
adherence to the aims of political, economic, and monetary union.

The political criteria are remarkable, for they allow the EU to judge the
quality of democracy, the treatment of ethnic minorities and, in practice, the
sagacity of foreign policy in aspiring members—even though existing mem-
bers have adopted only superficial measures to regulate and harmonize their
own behavior in these areas. For many years, the Copenhagen criteria had no
legal grounding in the EU treaties. This was ameliorated by the 1997
Amsterdam Treaty, of which Article 6(1) requires members to respect certain
principles: the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and
fundamental freedoms, and rule of law, principles which are common to the
Members States. Article 7 provides for the exclusion from voting in the
Council of a state that falls short of these principles.

The case of a clear and enduring double-standard is in the protection of
ethnic minority rights: while EU institutions play no role in how ethnic
minorities are treated in the fifteen member states, the EU evaluates with great
attention how they are treated in the candidate states. Indeed, the protection
of minority rights has been one of the most visibly enforced political require-
ments of EU membership. Bruno de Witte argues, however, that there is no
consensus among EU member states that minority protection should become
one of the fundamental values listed in Article 6 in the future, or even that all
members should enact modest forms of minority protection (though enlarge-
ment may create new pressures in this direction). The Amsterdam treaty
addressed the issue only tangentially by calling in Article 13 on the member
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states to combat discrimination based on racial and ethnic origin. Minority
rights protection is, in sum, one of the areas where the asymmetry of power
between the EU member states and the candidates is most in evidence,
because here, very clearly, the candidates are being required to meet goals that
the member states have not set for themselves.44

In the words of the Commission, here is how it evaluates whether candid-
ates have met the political criteria: “The Commission not only provides a
description of their various institutions (Parliament, Executive, and Judiciary),
but examines how the various rights and freedoms are exercised in practice.
With regard to human rights, the Commission analyses the way in which the
candidate countries respect and implement the provisions of the major human
rights conventions, including in particular the European Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. As regards respect
for minority rights and the protection of minorities, the Commission devotes
particular attention to the implementation of the various principles laid down
in the Council of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of
National Minorities. Measures undertaken by the countries in order to fight
against corruption are also examined.”45 While all of the candidates must
satisfy the Copenhagen political criteria in order to begin negotiations for
membership, the Commission’s scrutiny of these issues continues until acces-
sion and so far no candidate has come up with a perfect report card. Each
Regular Report and Accession Partnership (described below) lists shortcom-
ings and recommendations for improvement, especially in the area of human
rights. Only once the candidates become full members does the pre-accession
monitoring of their human rights records come to a halt.46

The economic criteria as set out in 1993 were very broad, but the
Commission has described them more precisely in later documents. As
indicators of whether the candidates have developed a functioning market
economy, Agenda 2000 published in 1997 listed a number of indicators.47 As
summarized by the Commission, these indicators

consist of two elements: the existence of a functioning market economy, and the
capacity to withstand competitive pressure and market forces within the Union. These
two elements are assessed through a number of sub-criteria that have been defined in
Agenda 2000. The existence of a functioning market economy requires that prices, as
well as trade, are liberalised and that an enforceable legal system, including property
rights, is in place. Macroeconomic stability and consensus about economic policy
enhance the performance of a market economy. A well-developed financial sector and
the absence of any significant barriers to market entry and exit improve the efficiency
of the economy. The capacity to withstand competitive pressure and market forces
within the Union requires the existence of a market economy and a stable macroeco-
nomic framework. It also requires a sufficient amount of human and physical capital,
including infrastructure. It depends on the extent to which government policy and
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legislation influence competitiveness, on the degree of trade integration a country
achieves with the Union and on the proportion of small firms.48

There is no rule to the effect that the applicants may simply be too poor to
accede.49 Adjusting for differences in purchasing power, the average GDP per
capita of the ten post-communist candidates in 1998 was only about 40 per-
cent of the EU average—though Slovenia’s was as high as 68 percent and
Bulgaria’s as low as 23 percent.50 As discussed below, EU politicians worried
that higher wages and higher welfare benefits would motivate large numbers
of Central and East Europeans to move West after accession, while lower
wages and lower taxation would convince large numbers of employers to shift
production to the East European candidate states.

5.2.2 The Acquis Communautaire (Acquis)

The acquis communautaire is the expression in some 80,000 pages of the high
degree of integration among existing member states. EU membership requires
that the acceding countries accept in full the current and potential rights and
obligations arising from the EU system and its institutional framework (EU
acquis). The substance of the acquis cannot be modified by the candidates in
any way. The acquis develops continuously and includes: the contents, prin-
ciples, and political objectives of the primary Treaties; secondary legislation
and precedents of the European Court of Justice accepted on their basis; joint
actions, common positions, signed conventions, resolutions, and other acts
accepted as part of cooperation in the areas of justice and the interior; inter-
national agreements entered into by the Communities and those entered into
by member states in respect of the Communities’ activities.

This means that the new members may not choose to “opt out” of existing
EU policies even if current EU members have done so. Some current EU
members have, for example, opted out of sharing a common EU border or
adopting the common EU currency, the euro. Acceding members may be kept
outside the common EU border or the euro-zone because they are deemed
unprepared, but in principle the new members cannot choose to stay out of
these areas of European integration. This also means that the acceding states
pledge to accept the acquis in all aspects of the EU’s external relations includ-
ing the EU’s negotiations with other candidate states and the EU’s emerging
foreign and security policies—though in these areas the relevant documents
do leave more room for interpretation and reinterpretation later on.51

Following on Copenhagen, the Commission was tasked by the Essen
European Council in December 1994 to draft a White Paper outlining a com-
prehensive strategy for preparing the candidate countries to participate in the
single market. The goal of the White Paper, published in 1995, was to facilitate
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the progressive integration of the candidates into the internal market through
their phased adoption of the acquis. In the White Paper the Visegrad states
finally got a detailed set of instructions for preparing to join the EU—though
later candidates would have to be reminded that membership would require
much more than simply transposing the rules, norms and standards (the
acquis) of the single market into national law. The White Paper accomplished
three things: first, it indicated what parts of the internal market acquis were
essential in the early stages of preparing for accession. Second, it suggested
the sequence for adopting the internal market measures—some of which
speak to the fundamentals of any market economy—by listing first-order
and second-order measures. All together, the White Paper Annex of laws and
regulations listing these measures numbers 438 pages. Third, it took up the
question of whether candidates are able to implement the internal market
acquis in addition to transposing it into national law.

Implementation of the acquis is a three-step process: adoption of the acquis
by a national parliament; implementation of the legislation by the state admin-
istration (which may require institutional innovation); and regulatory and
legal oversight to ensure compliance, including redress to the legal system.
The EU aid program PHARE subsequently set up programs to aid govern-
ments in tackling the acquis, aided by the Technical Assistance Information
Exchange Office (TAIEX) of the Commission.52 The question of implemen-
tation became the heart of the screening process and the negotiations between
the EU and the candidate states regarding all 80,000 pages of the acquis
(discussed below).

5.2.3 The Requirements in the Negotiations

The negotiations between the EU and the candidate countries are structured
around the acquis, divided into thirty-one chapters (twenty-nine are substant-
ive). In a process called “screening,” the Commission scrutinizes to what
extent the legislative norms and standards of the EU’s acquis have already
been adopted by the candidate states. The negotiations then pertain to whether
the acquis has been implemented, or how and in what time frame it will be
implemented in the future. Whether the national parliaments adopt the acquis
is a more or less transparent, technical question; but EU leaders also have
insisted that the state administrations actually implement the acquis—an
enormous task for each candidate. While states cannot function as EU mem-
bers without implementing the acquis, verifying implementation involves
highly subjective assessments that candidates have feared could be used to
stall enlargement.

Meanwhile, certain issues are not part of the negotiations because they are
not part of the acquis; these issues only come up as part of the Copenhagen
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criteria. Fulfilling the Copenhagen political criteria is the key condition for
opening negotiations on accession. In theory, however, the EU could close all
thirty-one negotiating chapters with an applicant state but postpone accession
because, in the judgment of the member states, the quality of democracy, the
treatment of ethnic minorities, or the rule of law have deteriorated from the
time the applicant originally was found to fulfill the Copenhagen political
criteria as a condition for the start of negotiations.

In the end enlargement takes place only when EU leaders make a political
decision to conclude the negotiations and the resulting treaties are ratified.
The essential point of departure for the EU’s negotiating position is that
the acquis should, in its entirety, already be adopted and implemented by the
candidates at the moment of accession. This, however, is impossible, and in
reality the EU accepts the need for numerous transition periods in areas where
candidates cannot afford or otherwise cannot manage to meet EU standards
in the years to come. The decision about whether a candidate has “done
enough”—adopted and implemented enough of the acquis—to qualify for
accession is, in the end, a political one.

In addition to the declared requirements of membership, there are also
various informal yardsticks by which the Central and East European candid-
ates are measured and which add further ambiguities. There are, of course, no
blueprints for how the post-communist applicants should tackle the many
aspects of the modern European welfare state, including health, education,
the pension system, and the social safety net.53 But European officials and
other specialists observe and sometimes advise on the creation of new
systems, and the Commission in its Regular Reports notes whether these
are—in its opinion—successful and sustainable. We will return to the
impact of the EU’s pre-accession process on the reform of the state and
the economy in detail in Chapters 7 and 8, surveying also the debate about
whether the EU has dictated too much, because so much of the acquis must
be adopted without amendment—or indeed too little, because no blueprints
exist for reforming many key areas such as the welfare state and the public
administration.

5.3 The Toolbox of the Pre-Accession Process

We have explored the characteristics of the pre-accession process and the
requirements of EU membership that underpin the process. We now turn to
the way that the EU governments and the Commission have structured the
process. 54 The different stages that each candidate passes through on the way
to membership, described below, afford the EU a range of tools for exercising
active leverage. These tools work in two general ways.
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First, these tools allow the EU to use the threat of exclusion from the next
stage of the process on candidates that are not fulfilling the required reforms.
Conversely, it allows the EU to reward states in response to progress in
implementing reforms and adopting EU laws. The incremental nature of the
pre-accession process works with the meritocracy principle to create a long-
term relationship that provides intermediate rewards along the way. Heather
Grabbe calls part of this process “gate-keeping” as the EU controls access to
each further stage in the pre-accession process.55 There are seven stages, but
only stages three, four, five, and six have been the occasion of routinized and
well-enforced conditionality for the six states in this study.

(1) signing trade agreements (Trade and Cooperation Agreements) and
receiving PHARE aid;

(2) signing association agreements (Europe Agreements);
(3) beginning screening;
(4) opening negotiations;
(5) opening and closing the thirty-one chapters of the acquis;
(6) signing an accession treaty;
(7) ratification of the accession treaty by the national parliaments and the

European parliament.

As we saw in Chapter 4, the Trade and Cooperation Agreements (stage 1) and
the Europe Agreements (stage 2) occasioned important debates among EU
officials and leaders about the proper uses of conditionality, and contained
conditionality clauses, but these were little used for fear of isolating fragile
democracies.56 For the five Balkan states promised the prospect of member-
ship in 1999 (see Table 5.2), however, conditionality has also been used to
regulate when states move to stage one and stage two.

Second, the tools described below provide different ways for the
Commission to assist each candidate in fulfilling the required reforms, for
example, by sharing expertise and information, by setting a list of priorities,
and by asking each government to develop a very extensive plan for achiev-
ing compliance. These tools all represent the intrusion of the EU into the
domestic politics of states that have applied to join it. This intrusion provides
a rich alternative source of information and an alternative perspective about
how a government is performing that are crucial to our discussion in Chapters
6 and 7 about how the EU’s active leverage can have an impact on the polity
and the economy of candidate states over time.

Association Agreements

The EU’s first potential tool of active leverage was the timing and scope of the
association agreements with potential candidates, but this tool was not used.
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The association agreements, named the “Europe Agreements,” were essentially
trade agreements, but they did establish a political relationship as well. As we
saw in Chapter 4, the EU delayed signing a Europe Agreement with Romania
and also Bulgaria. It also insisted that Europe Agreements signed with
Romania and Bulgaria include a clause making the agreement conditional on
the respect for human and minority rights. But the EU has never suspended—
or even loudly threatened to suspend—a Europe Agreement with a misbehav-
ing associate member, even though the agreements give ample provisions to do
so in the case of breeches of democratic standards or human rights. However,
the EU has howled very loudly indeed when the commercial provisions of the
agreements are violated. In sum, the Europe Agreements pre-date the EU’s
active leverage and are instead an expression of the commercial interests of EU
member states.

Criticism and Démarches in Light of the Copenhagen Criteria

The first tool of the EU’s active leverage that was used was the public criticism
of aspiring EU members in light of the Copenhagen criteria of June 1993.
If an East European government declares to its citizens that the country is on
the road to joining the EU, and if EU membership is popular with the citizens
(as Table 3.2 indicates), then presumably two things follow from this. First,
it gives the EU grounds for comment on the country’s progress toward
qualifying for membership, especially once the government has submitted a
membership application. Second, it indicates that there are political costs for
the government if the EU criticizes its performance—unless of course the
electorate only hears the government’s own version and interpretation of the
EU’s assessments. After five years of silence, the commentaries and criticisms
on the part of EU officials began to flow in late 1994.

The most dramatic and sustained public criticism by the EU was of the third
MeTiar government in Slovakia, starting with a démarche in October 1994
and ending only once it lost power in 1998. But in Slovakia, the US ambas-
sador spoke out before the EU, and more sharply. Elsewhere the US govern-
ment also had an important role in criticizing plainly and loudly the
government before the fifteen EU member states could agree to do so.57

However, the US government had less to offer since an invitation to join
NATO was further removed from the immediate political performance of a
candidate state, as discussed below. The Council of Europe and the OSCE also
mattered, but as I also argue below they chiefly mattered because their good
opinion was seen as a prerequisite for EU membership. The criticisms of the
EU itself—as well as those of other international actors—were evaluated
by domestic actors primarily in light of their impact on the goal of joining
the EU.
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Agenda 2000 and the Opinions

The next (and much more effective) tool did not come until some eight years
after the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe: in the first comprehens-
ive exercise of the EU’s active leverage, the European Commission published
in July 1997 its “Opinions” on the membership application of each of the ten
post-communist candidates as part of its study on enlargement called “Agenda
2000.” The Opinions assessed each candidate in light of the Copenhagen
criteria and the ability to apply the acquis. William Wallace describes Agenda
2000 as the culmination of West European ideas and expectations over the
past fifty years, hardening into the precise conditions that it spells out. As
such, Wallace argues, Agenda 2000 “provides for some purposes the most
precise definition of European values outside the European Convention of
Human Rights, extending more widely than that Convention into the details
of market rules and public administration.”58

The Opinions were unique because they not only judged the applicants’
readiness for membership in 1997, but also took a medium-term view of
whether they would be able to meet the conditions for membership within the
period of the negotiations. The Opinions thus gave an overview of the state of
political and economic reforms in each candidate in 1997, and speculated how
close they might be to being ready for membership after five more years of
reform.59 They also offered an explicit and very well publicized description of
each candidate’s shortcomings in meeting the Copenhagen criteria and adopt-
ing the aquis. On the basis of the Commission’s recommendations, as shown
in Table 5.4, the Luxembourg European Council in December 1997 decided to
start negotiations in 1998 with Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Estonia,
and Slovenia (known as the “ins”), and delay the start of negotiations with
Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Latvia, and Lithuania (the “pre-ins”).60

The Regular Reports

The Regular Reports provide a summary of a candidate’s progress in meeting
the Copenhagen criteria and adopting the acquis during the previous year.
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Agenda 2000 � the Opinions
Beginning screening Regular reports
Opening negotiations Accession partnerships
Closing negotiating chapters National programs for adoption of the acquis
Completing negotiations Number and timing of closed chapters



While the negotiations, once underway, revolve around the promises of the
candidates to implement the acquis in a certain time frame and in a specific
manner, the Regular Reports describe only what has been accomplished; they
exclude reforms that are “in the pipeline.” The Regular Reports were pub-
lished for the first time in the autumn of 1998 and have subsequently been
published each autumn for every candidate until accession.61 Widely consid-
ered a once yearly “judgment” of the state of reform, the Regular Reports are
greeted with considerable media attention in the capitals of the candidate
states, and can have considerable political repercussions for the government.62

The Regular Reports give general descriptions and prescriptions in each pol-
icy area. Overall, however, they give an accurate and full picture of where a
candidate stands in the pre-accession process measured in two key respects:
first, how is it doing in comparison to other candidates; and second, whether
it is on track to be included in the upcoming round of enlargement.

In the words of the Commission, “the Regular Reports assess progress in
terms of legislation and measures actually adopted or implemented. This
approach ensures equal treatment for all candidates and permits an objective
assessment of the situation in each country. Progress towards meeting each
criterion is assessed against a detailed standard checklist, which allows
account to be taken of the same aspects for each country and which ensures
the transparency of the exercise. The Reports draw on, and are cross-checked
with, numerous sources, starting from information provided by the candidate
countries themselves, and many other sources including reports from the
European Parliament, evaluations from Member States, or the work of inter-
national organizations and non-governmental organizations.”63

Accession Partnerships and the National Programs for the 
Adoption of the Acquis

While the Regular Reports look back at progress made during the previous
year, the Accession Partnerships look ahead and give the candidate states a
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clear “work plan” for their future preparations for EU membership. The
Accession Partnerships are drafted every year by the Commission and set out
in just a few pages the short-term and medium-term priorities for each candid-
ate, according to their individual accomplishments and shortcomings to date.
The priorities speak to the acquis, and also to any weaknesses in complying
with the Copenhagen criteria. The breakthrough that made EU financial aid a
tool of active leverage came in 1999 when the PHARE system was revamped:
instead of funding projects proposed by the candidates, PHARE began
funding projects that demonstrably furthered one (or more) of the short or
medium-term goals set out in the Accession Partnerships.64

Each candidate government has been asked to draw up and update regularly
a National Program for the Adoption of the Acquis until accession. In this doc-
ument the government sets out its short and medium-term priorities for the
adoption of the acquis in each of twenty-nine substantive chapters, as well as
setting out its priorities for improving on the additional political and economic
Copenhagen criteria. For each policy area, the government separates the leg-
islative and nonlegislative tasks, and also the short and medium-term tasks,
that it plans to undertake to fulfill the goal. It also describes the institutional
and the financial resources necessary to attain the goal, and links these needs
with financial assistance from the PHARE program. The NPAAs range from
250 to 650 pages, and for most countries they are available on the web in
English through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Committee on
European Integration.65 It takes a great deal of political will and administrat-
ive effort to compile a NPAA. It is designed to make states set their “own”
targets for preparing for membership, and the formality of the document is
meant to help it outlive any one national government.

Negotiations and Screening

Screening is the process by which all of a candidate’s laws are checked for
conformity with the acquis, chapter by chapter. The Luxembourg European
Council of December 1997 decided to begin screening with all ten candidates
in 1998. Screening therefore coincided with the start of negotiations for the
first wave, known as “the ins.” For the “pre-ins,” screening was a sort of con-
solation prize that would allow them to move forward in the pre-accession
process even though they had been declared unready to begin negotiations.
Screening also helped the “pre-ins” get a jump on future negotiations in so far
as they benefited from the “pedagogical sessions” with Commission officials.66

Immediate screening did create the possibility that some of them would be
able to catch up to the “ins” once negotiations did begin, enabling them to
enter the EU in the first wave. However, some scholars and East European
officials questioned whether legislation was scrutinized consistently across
different chapters and different countries.67
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Negotiations between the EU member states and the candidate states are
structured around the transposition of the acquis, divided into twenty-nine
substantive chapters, thirty-one chapters in all.68 The EU’s negotiating posi-
tion is that the entire acquis must be adopted and implemented at the moment
of accession. The substance of the negotiations is therefore (a) whether the
acquis has already been implemented; (b) if not, when and how it will be
implemented before accession; and (c) if adoption and implementation are not
possible by the time of accession, how long of a transition period will be
allowed.69 As reforms are completed or at least promised, chapters are provi-
sionally closed and the negotiations advance.70 The candidates compete with
one another to close the greatest total number of chapters, and also to close
particularly difficult chapters. This competition is helpful in creating momen-
tum to complete difficult reforms that are necessary to close individual chap-
ters. Until the negotiations are completed, chapters are only provisionally
closed and the EU can choose to reopen a chapter if a candidate state is not
delivering on its commitments.

Calling this process “the negotiations” is widely considered an inaccurate
label given that candidates do not negotiate with the EU about the substance
of the acquis; they only negotiate about when they will adopt it in full.
The only matters open to bargaining are whether, and on what terms, transi-
tion periods will be accepted for—or indeed imposed on—new members.
New members may seek transition periods in adopting difficult parts of the
acquis. Old members, as we will explore in Chapter 8, may seek transition
periods as well—for example, in allowing free movement of workers from the
new members, or in paying out monies from the EU’s agricultural and
regional development funds.71

To give a technical overview, the accession negotiations between a candid-
ate and the EU take place in the framework of an intergovernmental confer-
ence where the parties are the governments of the member states and the
government of the candidate. The negotiations take place on two levels. On
the level of the Council, the ministers of foreign affairs participate from the
member states and from the candidate states. On the level of the COREPER
(the Council’s permanent representation in Brussels), it is the heads of the
delegations of the member states to the EU and the “chief negotiator” of
the candidate state that participate. The chief negotiator may be the head
of the candidate state’s delegation to the EU, or a deputy foreign minister, or
the head of a separate committee tasked with conducting the negotiations. The
negotiations are conducted mainly in written form. The candidate’s negotiat-
ing position is “answered” by a common EU position, but first all the member
states have to come to an agreement on the substance of this common
position. This process repeats itself for every chapter of the acquis separately
for each candidate engaged in accession negotiations with the EU. However,
there is considerable simultaneity in the timing of the opening and closing
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of chapters with different candidate states, indicating effective pressure on
individual candidate states to not fall behind in the negotiations, but also
bureaucratic pressure to keep negotiations moving on similar tracks. It is the
complexity, the magnitude, and the length of these negotiations that ultimately
demonstrates the significance of a state choosing to join the EU, especially if
it was not previously a member of the EEA.

5.4 Joining the Council of Europe and the Atlantic Alliance:
A Comparison

After the collapse of communism, East European states also sought member-
ship in the Council of Europe and (with some delay) in NATO. Did these
international organizations have the same kind of influence on domestic out-
comes as the EU? We can compare them to the EU using the three factors that
I argue have made the EU’s leverage so powerful: the benefits of membership,
the requirements of membership, and the characteristics of the pre-accession
process. I argue in this section that neither the Council of Europe nor NATO
exerted influence using the same mechanisms as the EU’s active leverage.
Simply put, this was because governments, in order to reap the benefits of
Council of Europe or NATO membership, did not have to meet substantial
entry requirements set by these organizations. Whatever influence these
organizations did have was weaker than and different in kind from the active
leverage of the EU.

5.4.1 The Council of Europe

Membership in the Council of Europe (COE)72 was widely regarded as the
seal of “democracy” and as a stepping stone to or waiting room for EU
membership. East European states sought membership as a credential prov-
ing that they had successfully established liberal democracy. This credential
was useful for attracting international aid and foreign investment, and it was
considered an absolute prerequisite for both EU and NATO membership. The
benefits of membership in the Council of Europe were therefore substantial,
and so were the requirements: Eastern Europe’s new democracies had to
demonstrate that they had established liberal democracy including the rule of
law and the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms.

For the period that the applications of Poland, Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania were under consideration in the
early 1990s, the Council of Europe consequently did have some leverage on
domestic policymaking. It identified deficiencies, and asked candidates to
change domestic policies to improve the situation as a condition of entry.
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However, it wasted much of its leverage as a result of the characteristics of its
enlargement process. There was little enforcement of Council rules, and the
enlargement process hardly functioned as a meritocracy. The COE failed to
apply its own membership criteria rigorously, embracing what one study has
(most aptly) called “democratic underachievers,” with serious consequences:
“It is beyond dispute that the implicit lowering of admission criteria . . . has
allowed in countries with dubious political, legal and human rights practices.
This is a state of affairs made that much worse by an unwillingness on the part
of certain countries to live up to commitments made at the point of admission.”73

The Council often settled for only a commitment to change domestic policies
in the future, after membership was granted; but at the moment that a state
became a member, virtually all of the COE’s leverage evaporated.74 This
led to the admission of illiberal democracies that remained illiberal, and
their presence greatly lowered the value of Council membership for other
post-communist states. All together, this undermined the COE’s claim to be
a defender of democracy, the rule of law, and human rights.75

Indeed, by the mid-1990s, the COE was admitting new democracies that
were openly violating democratic standards and perpetrating serious human
rights abuses. Membership in the COE expanded from twenty-three states in
1989 to forty in 1999. The COE has no tools to enforce compliance among its
members, except the threat of expulsion; it did follow through on this threat
in two cases, expelling Belarus and the rump Yugoslavia. But after Slovakia
became a member in 1993 and Romania in 1994 both governments violated
COE provisions in serious ways without any sanction. Russia has had perhaps
the most egregious record, openly defying the Council of Europe by refusing
to implement the conditions attached to its accession in 1996.

The policy of admitting democratic under-achievers was underpinned by the
logic of inclusion and by the geopolitical interests of West European states.
Making the case for inclusion, COE Secretary-General Daniel Tarschys argued
that it was better to accept new members based on their commitment to meet-
ing COE standards, and not on complete compliance.76 This rationale for inclu-
sion dovetailed with the interests of West European states to have all East
European states in the COE for geopolitical reasons, to make them feel included
in at least one somewhat exclusive Western international organization since the
enlargement of the EU (and NATO) would be long in coming, and much more
selective. However, there is little evidence that inclusion has consistently
encouraged beneficial change, and much evidence (that we will explore in the
next chapter) that illiberal rulers in democratizing states have been able to use
COE membership to establish false credentials as democrats and reformers.77

The behavior of its members notwithstanding, the Council of Europe has
specialized since 1989 in the protection of human rights and ethnic minority
rights. Its most visible initiatives have been the 1992 European Charter for
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Regional or Minority Languages, the 1995 Framework Convention for the
Protection of National Minorities, and confidence-building measures aimed at
defusing tensions between majorities and minorities. The COE and the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)78 have pursued
joint projects regarding national minority issues in several states including the
Slovak Republic and the Baltic states. The COE has also pushed the edge of
the envelope by passing Parliamentary Assembly Resolution 120 calling for
some form of autonomy for ethnic minorities. Jennifer Preece argues that all
together the texts adopted by the Council of Europe and the OSCE from 1990
to 1995 in response to the stresses of democratization in Eastern Europe’s eth-
nically diverse states have established the groundwork for at least a weak
regime for the protection of minority rights in Europe.79

More important, at least in the short term, the Council of Europe and the
OSCE have become powerful standard setters and providers of information
for the EU’s pre-accession process. Put simply, governments fulfill their
obligations to the Council of Europe and the OSCE because the EU has incor-
porated these obligations (and implicitly the approval of these organizations)
into the requirements for EU membership.80 The centerpiece of the Regular
Reports is a general evaluation of how the candidate is meeting those
Copenhagen criteria that are above and beyond the norms, rules, and regula-
tions in force among existing EU member states as expressed in the acquis.
For the protection of ethnic minority rights, the European Commission
has depended chiefly on the evaluations of the OSCE High Commissioner on
National Minorities, and also the Council of Europe. Although there has been
no formal role for either the High Commissioner or the Council of Europe in
the enlargement process, their assessments have in many cases formed the
core of the Commission’s own assessments. In this way, the benefits of quali-
fying for EU membership have boosted the influence of both international
organizations, granting legitimacy to the standards that they set and creating
material sanctions for the violation of those standards.81 The economic
requirements of the Copenhagen criteria also include an overall assessment
of whether the candidate has a functioning market economy. On the fitness of
the economy, the Commission has listened to the views of the World Bank,
the IMF, and the Economic Commission for Europe of the United Nations,
boosting their influence in a similar way.

5.4.2 The Atlantic Alliance

NATO emerged as the most effective purveyor of security for East 
European states after 1989. It therefore had much greater benefits to offer
prospective members than the Council of Europe. A state’s prospects for
NATO membership also became linked to its standing with the EU and to
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perceptions about the success of its transition to liberal democracy and
market capitalism.82 After all, trade blocks are historically comprised of
political–military allies, and many East European elites came to consider
NATO membership to be a prerequisite for EU membership.83 Many East
European governments, especially the Visegrad states and the Baltic states,
were unsatisfied with the institutions that NATO created as a forum for coop-
erating with post-communist states, namely in 1991 the North Atlantic
Cooperation Council (NACC, later the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council),
and in 1994 the Partnership for Peace.

Despite the tremendous benefits of NATO membership, NATO’s leverage
on domestic policymaking has been far less powerful than that of the EU for
two reasons. First, and most important, states were not invited to join NATO
because they had made the most progress in qualifying for membership, for
example by restructuring their military. Instead, before the specific require-
ments were established, NATO governments tapped Poland, Hungary, and the
Czech Republic as the post-communist states that should enter NATO in
the first round—because of their westerly geographic position, and because of
the widespread perception that they were Eastern Europe’s liberal democratic
frontrunners. The process was a meritocracy only in the loosest form. The
Baltic states, whatever the condition of their militaries, were disqualified from
the first round of NATO expansion by Russia’s displeasure. Five years later,
for the second round, the pendulum had swung toward inclusiveness, and all
East European states negotiating for membership in the EU were invited to
join, reflecting their general success in building democracy—and not their
particular success in meeting NATO entry requirements.

Second, the specific requirements of NATO membership pertained to a
much smaller part of domestic policy-making, and these limited requirements
were not well enforced as a condition of accession. Once the EU decided to
enlarge and established the pre-accession process, it provided a stable set of
incentives for complying with (some) clearly defined membership criteria.
NATO’s expansion, in contrast, was driven by the decision whether or not
to enlarge. Once the decision was taken to enlarge both in the first and 
the second round, the qualifications of the candidates seemed peripheral to
the outcome.

In the first round, NATO and the United States government asked Poland,
Hungary, and the Czech Republic to adopt a new strategic concept, to improve
military interoperability, and to accept a “new responsibility” for European
security both before and after they were invited to join in May 1997. But NATO
never made a credible threat that not completing these tasks could disqualify
them from becoming full members. The Czech Republic, for example, delayed
adopting a strategic concept until 1998; it fell far below NATO expectations in
training military officers in English to improve interoperability; and it attempted
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to take no responsibility whatsoever for NATO’s engagement during the Kosovo
crisis.84 Through all of this, however, the Czech Republic never worried that it
would be excluded from the first round of NATO enlargement that depended
anyhow on a vote in the US Senate. There, the Czech Republic’s widely
admired president Václav Havel would matter more than the fact that the Czech
government had not bothered to complete NATO’s pre-accession tasks.85

An important counterexample that may attest to NATO’s influence, however,
is the transformation of Poland’s civil–military relations in the early 1990s in
anticipation of NATO’s membership requirements. Unlike the Czech Republic
or Hungary, Poland had a strong military with a history of independence from
civilian authority and of interference in politics. Polish civilian elites knew that
NATO would insist on full democratic control of the military, and pushed
through the necessary changes.86 Also, East European politicians believed that
the prospect of NATO membership helped, at least on the margins, to strengthen
moderate, reform-oriented political parties in domestic politics. Slovak opposi-
tion politicians and activists believed that Slovakia’s pointed exclusion from
NATO on account of the illiberal behavior of the MeTiar governments might
have strengthened their position somewhat in the next elections (though not as
much as the EU’s exclusion since joining NATO was much less popular among
Slovak voters than joining the EU). Conversely, Bulgarian politicians believed
that the prospect of inclusion in NATO well ahead of membership in the EU
helped to shore up public support for modernizing the military and for
Westernizing Bulgaria’s foreign policy.87

Nevertheless, I am arguing that NATO’s influence was weaker and also
different in kind than the EU’s active leverage. In the second round, there has
again been little sustained pressure on the candidate states to complete
specific reforms before entering NATO. Again, NATO membership has come
as a reward for overall progress in building democracy and market capitalism.
But even if the same mechanisms for domestic political change do not work
in the case of NATO enlargement as in the case of EU enlargement—the
incentives of membership are not coupled with extensive and well-enforced
entry requirements—what other mechanisms may be at work?

Rachel Epstein argues for a set of mechanisms following a constructivist
logic that allow NATO to have an important impact on domestic politics
because for some domestic actors NATO’s norms and values are very
appealing. As a result, domestic actors seeking the social affirmation of NATO
comply with NATO norms even in the absence of clear conditionality; and
NATO actors succeed in changing domestic policies by targeting certain
domestic actors with persuasion. Studying the Polish case, Epstein demon-
strates how NATO helped build a civilian consensus in favor of democratic
control over the armed forces, and delegitimized arguments for defense 
self-sufficiency. Epstein concludes that whether NATO has a similar effect on
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other prospective members ultimately depends on the appeal of NATO’s
norms and values, manifested in a country’s susceptibility to persuasion and
to NATO’s coalition-building strategies.88

Somewhat apart from this debate about how NATO enlargement may
impact domestic politics is a more general debate between scholars that argue
for and against NATO enlargement as a desirable tool for spreading peace and
democracy eastward after the end of the Cold War. To give a brief overview,
the first phase of this debate occurred from 1994 to 1996, when some
American scholars argued that enlarging NATO eastward would indeed bring
important geopolitical benefits, stabilizing East Central Europe (ECE) and
supporting liberal democracies in the region.89 Others disagreed passionately,
arguing that enlargement would both destroy NATO’s effectiveness and
strengthen the hand of extremists in Russia.90 Any benefits that NATO mem-
bership might have for stability in ECE would come at too high a price;
instead, the EU and other international organizations should step in and
reward new democracies with membership.91

After Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic nevertheless became
NATO members in 1999, it became clear that the connection between NATO
enlargement and the strength of Russian extremists was extremely tangential,
if it existed at all. But was enlargement destroying the effectiveness of the
Alliance? How had enlargement impacted the performance of the Alliance
during the Kosovo crisis?92 The debate soon entered its second phase, explor-
ing the impact of NATO’s first expansion and asking whether including
even more East European states would degrade its capacity.93 Heedless of the
critics, at the Prague Summit in November 2002 NATO members invited
seven more states—Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
and Slovenia—to join the alliance in 2004. The debate continues about
whether NATO membership is promoting democracy and stability in Eastern
Europe—and at what cost (or benefit) to the effectiveness and the relevance
of the Alliance.

5.5 Conclusion

The EU’s active leverage has depended on three factors: the benefits of mem-
bership (passive leverage), the characteristics of the pre-accession process,
and the extensive requirements of membership. I explained in this chapter
how the EU’s active leverage has been strengthened by three characteristics
of the pre-accession process: asymmetric interdependence, enforcement, and
meritocracy. I also unpacked the membership requirements for East European
candidates—the specially designed Copenhagen criteria and also the existing
acquis communautaire. The core elements of the EU’s active leverage—the
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benefits of membership and the bulk of the requirements (the acquis reflecting
the extent of integration among the member states)—were not designed by
EU governments and officials to entice and transform candidate states. Still,
the aspects of the EU’s active leverage that were deliberately designed—the
Copenhagen criteria, the enforcement mechanisms and the meritocratic nature
of the pre-accession process—have made the EU’s leverage more powerful.
Toward the end of the chapter I also explored the various tools and stages built
into the pre-accession process that have structured the EU’s use of condition-
ality where both enforcement and meritocracy have been most visible.

Ultimately the pre-accession process is centered on the threat of exclusion:
if a candidate does not comply, it can be held back from the next step in the
process. The existence of these clearly defined markers where candidates are
allowed to (a) begin screening; (b) satisfy the Copenhagen criteria and open
negotiations; (c) close particular chapters in the negotiations; and (d ) com-
plete the negotiations; are the backbone of the EU’s active leverage. For the
eight East European candidates whose applications for membership were
evaluated as part of Agenda 2000 in 1997, these four decisions became
indicators for whether they would be able to enter the EU in the first wave.
But the process was a dynamic one because the question of whether or not 
a state would be allowed to move forward to the next stage was decided in 
a meritocratic way. A candidate could move up thanks to accelerated reform,
or slip back as a sanction for unfulfilled promises to implement reform.

For the illiberal governments that were in office until 1996 in Romania,
until 1997 in Bulgaria, and until 1998 in Slovakia, comprehensive and
accelerated reforms that would satisfy the Copenhagen criteria and qualify the
country to join the EU were not on the agenda. These rent-seeking elites
remained unmoved by the benefits of EU membership for their societies.
Before we explore how the EU’s active leverage helped motivate reform in
Chapter 7, we turn in Chapter 6 to how the EU’s active leverage undermined
rent-seeking elites by helping to make the political systems in illiberal pattern
states more competitive. 
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6

The Impact of Active Leverage I: Making
Political Systems More Competitive, 1994–8

The relationship between the EU and credible future members changed the
domestic balance of power against rent-seeking elites by helping to make the
political systems of illiberal states more competitive. This took place partly
because of the shift on the part of the EU from the passive leverage that it
exerted in the early 1990s to the active leverage that we explored in the last
chapter. How did the EU’s active leverage develop traction on domestic poli-
tics in states that were prospective members but also illiberal democracies?

We see in the first part of this chapter that the EU’s active leverage com-
pelled governments in one liberal democracy, Hungary, to change their for-
eign policy toward neighboring states. However, it was of little use in
moderating the domestic policies of governments in Romania, Bulgaria, and
Slovakia because complying with EU rules would undermine the sources of
domestic power of the ruling elite. Even in the area of ethnic minority rights
in Romania and Slovakia, where the EU and other international actors made
their first and arguably their strongest stand, we see only limited compliance
despite direct and sustained international pressure.

In the second part of this chapter, we see how the EU did develop at least
some traction on domestic politics in illiberal democracies—though not
directly on the governments. The EU’s active leverage helped create a more
competitive political system in two ways. First, it helped change the informa-
tion environment by undermining the information asymmetries enjoyed by
illiberal rulers. Second, it helped change the institutional environment by bol-
stering the strength and shaping the political agenda of opposition political par-
ties by way of three mechanisms that I call cooperation, adapting, and
implementation. Thus in states where no united, organized liberal opposition
existed before 1989, the EU’s active leverage—in cooperation with other inter-
national actors and in synergy with domestic forces—helped to create one.

The disapprobation of the EU may have contributed directly to the electoral
defeat of rent-seeking ruling parties in watershed elections in Romania in
1996, in Bulgaria in 1997, and, most likely, in Slovakia in 1998. But it is
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difficult to prove that concern about their country’s EU membership prospects
was the chief motivation of swing voters or of new voters that cast their
ballots for parties with liberal instead of illiberal political agendas.1 In other
words, the prospect of EU membership may or may not have directly changed
how voters responded to political mobilization based on ethnic nationalism
and protection from economic reform. However, the EU’s active leverage cer-
tainly did change how opposition political parties treated both messages in
their campaign bids. The greatest and clearest impact of EU leverage was
therefore in shaping the political forces that won those elections. By this I
mean that EU leverage, in concert with the influence of other international
actors, strengthened pro-EU civic groups and shaped how opposition parties
portrayed themselves in the election campaign, which parties they chose to
cooperate with before and after the elections, and how they governed once in
power.

Like previous chapters, this chapter adopts a broadly rationalist explanation
for the political choices of elites in East European states in contrast to a con-
structivist one. I explain the behavior of the ruling elites in illiberal pattern
states chiefly by pointing to the rent-seeking opportunities presented in shirk-
ing economic reform, and to the political costs for these elites of changing
their domestic strategies to satisfy EU requirements. The material incentives
of wealth and power that motivate corrupt economic reform and ethnic scape-
goating are quite evident. The behavior of opposition political elites and civil
society leaders is, however, more complex. There was a long period of time
when those opposed to the ruling parties were shunned and even harassed at
home, while at the same time being the target of persuasion and socialization
by Western actors—not unlike dissidents before 1989 in Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia.2

Yet, the material incentives for opposition elites to embrace an EU-oriented
political agenda are also evident; getting the state on track for the rewards of
EU membership becomes part of a unified, pro-Western ticket that promises
opposition elites the rewards of political power over the longer term.3 As it
becomes clear to opposition elites that the pro-EU liberal democratic and
market-oriented agenda could be a winner, it becomes the focal point for
cooperation among disparate opposition forces. These forces have more to
learn about such an agenda than their counterparts in the liberal states who
have often spent years either in a democratic opposition movement or in a
reforming, technocratic communist party. From my interviews, it is clear that
individual opposition actors in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia came to
believe deeply in a Western orientation for their countries—just as dissidents
in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia did before 1989. These actors made
choices in an effort to obtain the best possible outcome in light of their beliefs
as well as their material preferences.4 In other words, as constructivists would
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expect, their behavior was motivated not just by material incentives but also
by beliefs. However, I found little evidence that their behavior would have
been different if they had been motivated purely by the pursuit of political
power, using a Western and EU agenda as a tool to win office.5 Most
likely, the material incentives of a Western agenda attracted many elites and
put them in a position to be receptive to what constructivists call “social learn-
ing” because they needed to adapt to the expectations of international actors.
Judith Kelley in Ethnic Politics in Europe similarly finds that socialization
alone rarely induces policy change, but must be twinned with incentives
beyond moral recognition.6 I return to this debate at the end of the next
chapter.

This chapter is divided into three parts. First, I present a short model of how
the benefits, the requirements and the tools of the EU’s pre-accession process
combine to influence domestic politics in illiberal states. Second, once the
EU’s active leverage has taken shape, I ask: what difference did it make?
I show that the EU’s active leverage did cause the liberal pattern government
in Hungary to rehaul its foreign policy toward neighboring states, but it
failed to compel illiberal pattern governments in Romania, Bulgaria, and
Slovakia to comply with EU membership requirements. In the third part, I
show however that the EU’s active leverage did have an impact on the politi-
cal trajectory of these three illiberal pattern states by helping to create a more
competitive political system, bolstering the strength and shaping the agenda
of opposition parties. The second and third parts conclude with alternative
explanations for, in turn, illiberal intransigence and liberal change.

6.1 Model

Can external actors create incentives for rulers of a democratizing state to
implement comprehensive political and economic reform? Let us assume the
existence of a powerful international organization of which the emerging democ-
racies are credible future members. The international organization launches 
a pre-accession process that makes the road to membership conditional on
comprehensive reform. There are two main conduits for the influence of this
international organization on domestic politics: the rulers and the society.

The rulers all declare that earning membership in this international organ-
ization is their state’s foremost foreign policy goal because of the tremendous
political and economic benefits afforded by membership. We may therefore
expect that the international organization would have substantial influence over
the domestic policies adopted by all of the rulers. Yet we observe that while the
“liberal” rulers (following the model in Chapter 1) adopt domestic policies
consistent with qualifying for membership, the “illiberal” rulers do not.



For the liberal rulers, the membership requirements of the international
organization reinforce existing domestic strategies of comprehensive reform.
Membership provides an impetus and a justification for difficult reform meas-
ures that impose short-term costs on society or, even better, that impose dis-
cipline on politicians. The priorities of the international organization are
mostly compatible with the priorities of the rulers, the groups that support the
rulers, and the public. For the illiberal rulers, however, the membership
requirements are at loggerheads with the sources of their domestic power.
To win elections, the illiberal rulers promise to protect the population from
the economic hardship of rapid reform, and from the ethnic enemies of the
nation. This allows them to extract economic rents through partial eco-
nomic reform, and political rents through ethnic scapegoating. Measures to
concentrate political power and limit the information available to the citizens
allow the illiberal rules to present themselves as reformers working hard to
enter the international organization. However, for the illiberal rulers to satisfy
the membership requirements—comprehensive economic reform and ethnic
tolerance—they would have to abandon their strategies of rent seeking, and
thus risk losing their domestic power base. The international organization is
not able to pressure or tempt the illiberal rulers into changing their domestic
strategies while they are in office.

The society represents an alternative conduit for the influence of an inter-
national organization on domestic politics. Here, the international organiza-
tion can counteract the illiberal rulers’ free hand in the democratizing polity.
That is, it can make the political system more competitive by pursuing
information-oriented and institution-oriented strategies that circumvent the
government and interact with other domestic actors.

If qualifying for membership in an international organization offers sub-
stantial domestic rewards, the organization may improve the information
environment in the democratizing polity. It may disseminate alternative
information about what are the best strategies for reform. Most important, it
may reveal and criticize the rent-seeking strategies of the illiberal rulers and
thereby erode their credentials as reformers in the eyes of the electorate. This
is especially effective when the condemnation comes from a powerful inter-
national organization with which the illiberal rulers have claimed a deepen-
ing relationship as evidence of their commitment to reform. The international
organization can drive home its condemnation by excluding the state from
the pre-accession process. This reverses some of the conditions that allowed
illiberal elites to take control of the polity, and undermines their chances of
winning re-election.

The international organization may also improve the institutional environ-
ment by strengthening rival groups in society. It may create incentives for the
fragmented and weak opposition groups to cooperate with one another, and to
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adopt political agendas that embrace comprehensive reform. By repeatedly
interacting with opposition elites, it may provide information about altern-
ative political and economic strategies, and also help them adapt to its norms
and values. These norms and values are especially likely to be attractive
for opposition groups if the international organization is popular with the
electorate, and can reward opposition groups by moving the state forward in
the pre-accession process if they win the next elections. The international
organization may also help disparate groups overcome cooperation problems
by facilitating communication. More important, an attractive political space
in the center of the political spectrum defined by deepening relations with the
international organization can serve as a focal point for cooperation among
ideologically and ethnically diverse (even feuding) political groups. To sum
up, while the domestic sources of power of the rent-seeking ruling elites
would have required them to assume great costs in order to adapt to the
international organization’s domestic requirements, the opposition political
parties build a new, different power base centered at least in part on the
domestic benefits of qualifying for membership.

6.2 Influencing Governments Directly

Now we turn to the impact of the EU’s active leverage directly on the
governments of illiberal pattern states. In these states, the West confronted the
mistreatment of ethnic minorities, the contravention of democratic standards,
and the unsteadiness of progress towards a market economy as well as tense
relations between neighboring states.7 But the EU’s active leverage on
illiberal pattern states was significantly weaker than on liberal pattern states,
as governing elites calculated that meeting explicit and implicit standards of
EU membership would require sacrifices that would undermine the domestic
sources of their power. For illiberal rules, the call to defend the nation’s
sovereignty signaled the boundary between Western endorsements—to be
solicited—and Western demands on ethnic minority rights and economic
reform—to be opposed. Even as the EU’s active leverage took shape, illiberal
rulers recognized that a “superficially” Western orientation would bring
domestic support and legitimacy while placing few real constraints on domes-
tic policy. They were savvy in creating the appearance of a warm relationship
with the EU and other international actors to shore up their domestic support
and deflect criticism.

Active leverage—the deliberate engagement with the domestic politics of
states applying for membership—initially took the form of pressuring illiberal
governments to change their ways or else be held back in the pre-accession
process. First, beginning in earnest in 1994 and 1995, the EU and other 
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international institutions tried through diplomatic channels to pressure
governments to change particular policies, especially to improve the provision
of ethnic minority rights. But this pressure was largely unsuccessful. Next, the
EU publicly expressed its approval and disapproval of government policies,
and linked its judgments to a state’s eligibility for EU membership. But
even when the threat of exclusion made the costs of not complying with
the Copenhagen criteria crystal clear, Western pressure to change particular
policies had surprisingly little effect on illiberal governments. As we will see
below, however, direct pressure did lead to policy changes in a liberal pattern
state, Hungary, after Western actors insisted that the Hungarian government
tone down its foreign policy trumpeting the rights of ethnic Hungarians
abroad and condemning the governments of neighboring states.8

The leaders of the PDSR in Romania, the BSP in Bulgaria and the HZDS
in Slovakia all sought to present themselves as pro-Western and moderate,
working to bring their countries into the EU while defending the interests
of ordinary citizens. They therefore sought Western approbation, or at least
the appearance of it, in order to back up their claims at home that they were
moving the country toward EU membership. But they resisted actually
implementing some of the reforms that would pave the way for member-
ship because to do so also would undermine their domestic power base.
Ending the practice of ethnic scapegoating would tarnish their image as the
defenders of the nation, and endanger the support of extreme nationalist
parties. Ending insider privatization and the various economic advantages
stemming from partial reform would threaten the support of powerful eco-
nomic elites close to the ruling parties who also wield influence on important
parts of the media.

In such circumstances, the EU induced “selective compliance,” and 
“formal compliance” on the part of the governments of illiberal pattern states.
“Selective compliance” occurred as governments busily transposed large
swathes of the EU’s internal market acquis into national legislation, but
deliberately avoided key components of the Copenhagen criteria concerning
the protection of minority rights and the reform of the economy. “Formal
compliance” occurred as mounting pressure convinced illiberal pattern
governments to promise ambitious reforms as part of formal agreements or
treaties on the international stage. They could be convinced to sign the agree-
ments because they wanted the prestige of good relations with the EU—but as
we will see below in the case studies they did not implement these agreements
fully back home. Formal compliance did have some effect on domestic 
policy-making at moments when there were clear and immediate pay-offs to
cooperation. Even then, however, illiberal ruling elites often changed their
domestic policies only in superficial, or short-term ways.



Impact of Active Leverage I 145

6.2.1 Leveraging Nationalism and Ethnic Tolerance

The disjuncture between foreign promises and domestic implementation was
most visible in the sphere of ethnic minority rights in Romania and Slovakia.
Western governments became acutely concerned about the possibility of
ethnic conflict in other parts of Eastern Europe as the war in Bosnia-
Hercegovina became more and more bloody, and as their attempts to stop it
coincided with a series of diplomatic and human disasters from 1991 to 1995.
Consequently Western governments applied by far the most pressure on illib-
eral pattern governments to improve ethnic tolerance. Eventually they also
extracted the most extensive promises in this area—in the special clauses
attached to the Europe Agreements, in the agreements admitting Romania and
Slovakia to the Council of Europe, and in the bilateral treaties that both the
MeTiar and the Iliescu governments eventually signed with Hungary.

The irony was that Western governments wanted to impose standards of
conduct in one of the areas of domestic policy-making—the treatment of
ethnic minorities—where they had developed the least consensus among
themselves about what constituted proper conduct. As discussed in Chapter 5,
the EU had no acquis and there were no “European standards” on the
protection of ethnic minority rights. Nevertheless, scholars widely agree that
Western insistence eventually paid off, making the treatment of ethnic minori-
ties in East Central Europe (ECE) one of the most vivid cases of successful EU
conditionality.9 In Romania and Slovakia, however, we see below that
the departure of the illiberal rulers was a precondition for this success—and
that even in Hungary the most important changes came immediately after the
election of a less nationalist government.

Ethnic Minorities after Communism

Why did ethnic identity become an important factor in the domestic politics
of many states emerging from communism? The virtual destruction of civil
society twinned with the oppression of ethnic minority groups during com-
munism compounded the saliency of ethnic identity during the transition. At
a time when very few civic organizations existed that regrouped citizens
across ethnic lines, organizations representing ethnic minority groups mobil-
ized quickly to press their claims for cultural and political rights.10 They
viewed democratization as a great opportunity to gain power and protect their
identity after long years of oppression. Meanwhile, unreconstructed commun-
ists and other opportunists mobilized ethnic majorities against them. The fear
on the part of Western governments was that ruling elites in Romania and
Slovakia were precipitating a vicious circle of ethnic intolerance by vilifying
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their minority groups. By 1994, verbal and legislative attacks by illiberal
ruling parties and their extremist coalition partners had brought a strong,
defensive reaction from the Hungarian government and from organizations
representing the ethnic Hungarian minority in both states.11 These organiza-
tions responded to intolerance, intimidation, and also their relative economic
weakness by seeking to define and protect the minority’s collective rights, to
be expressed in various forms of cultural, political or territorial autonomy.12

The concept of autonomy is controversial, as it is based on the principle of
collective rights that, unlike the principle of individual rights, has not been
codified by the United Nations or the OSCE, or accepted by a majority of
West European states.13 From the early 1990s there was a tendency to invoke
“European standards” as guidelines for how East European governments
should treat their ethnic minorities, even though these did not exist. While
Hungarian leaders liked to treat collective rights as a “European standard,”
many West European governments rejected them as firmly as the Slovak or
Romanian government. As the Hungarian government pushed for collective
rights for ethnic Hungarians in neighboring states, it portrayed itself as carry-
ing the standard of “progressive” European values.

At first, West European governments kept a distance from the three-way
disputes between ethnic Hungarian minorities, the Hungarian government and
the Slovak or Romanian government. But the Council of Europe Parliamentary
Assembly entered the fray in 1993 by passing Recommendation 1201 that
called for autonomy for ethnic minorities in Eastern Europe in general terms,
without specifying what kind. The EU then incorporated Recommendation
1201 into its own recommendations for how aspiring EU members in Eastern
Europe should protect the rights of their ethnic minorities. By the mid-1990s,
the EU was thus asking that East European states adopt more extensive
provisions to protect ethnic minority rights than those adopted by most
West European states. The only governments heard complaining loudly about
Recommendation 1201 were the Romanian and Slovak governments. The
Polish, Czech, and Hungarian governments would have had no reason to speak
out; as fairly homogenous states, they had no ethnic minorities demanding
autonomy.

The support for autonomy by ethnic Hungarian groups, and the opposition
to autonomy by nationalist political parties, tended to become more intense
over time. Ethnic Hungarian parties in Romania and Slovakia had all aspired
to some level of autonomy, but by 1994 they had become radicalized in
response to government harassment and were calling specifically for territor-
ial autonomy.14 The Antall government in Budapest supported their claims.
Territorial autonomy, however, was completely unacceptable even to centrist
political forces in both Romania and Slovakia. By advocating territorial
autonomy, Hungarian parties became impossible allies for moderates and
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easy targets for nationalists, who seized the opportunity to tar all forms of
autonomy with the brush of separatism and irredentism. Nationalist politi-
cians in Romania and Slovakia subsequently equated all calls for autonomy—
be it only cultural or educational—with separatism.15 They “interpreted” the
signals sent by the Hungarian minorities—and the Hungarian government in
Budapest—in the most threatening possible light in order to lend credence to
their claims of defending the nation.16 To gain political capital, nationalists
played up their fear of Hungary, and blurred the distinction between the pol-
icy of the Hungarian government and the rhetoric of Hungarian extremists
calling for the creation of a “greater Hungary.”17

The Traction of Western Actors on Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia

EU leverage backed by the careful diplomatic pressure of the OSCE High
Commissioner on National Minorities (HCNM) had little traction on the illib-
eral governments in Romania and Slovakia, or on organizations representing
the ethnic Hungarian minorities.18 But Western leaders did have traction on a
third party, the Hungarian government. Laying the groundwork for liberal
democracy and a market economy was proceeding apace inside Hungary in
conditions of vibrant political competition: the post-communist Socialists
(MSZP) and the post-opposition Free Democrats (SZDSZ) were providing a
very active and critical opposition to the ruling right-wing Democratic Forum
(MDF) since its victory in the 1990 elections. But Hungary’s foreign policy
was increasingly viewed as nationalistic and destabilizing for the region. As
such, it became one of the first targets of the EU’s emerging active leverage
in 1994 and 1995.19

In 1990 József Antall famously declared that he would like to be the
prime minister “in spirit” of fifteen million Hungarians—more than the
10.5 million Hungarians in Hungary (and even more than the 13.5 million
Hungarians actually living in the region).20 Improving the conditions of ethnic
Hungarians abroad became the priority of the Antall government, trumping
even domestic reforms. From the point of view of Western actors, two prob-
lems emerged. First, the government implied the possibility of a new European
settlement leading to the peaceful revision of borders and allowing Hungary to
regain some of the territory that it lost to Romania, Czechoslovakia, and
Yugoslavia at the Treaty of Trianon in 1920.21 Second, the government refused
to conclude bilateral agreements known as “Basic Treaties” with Romania and
Slovakia recognizing the existing borders unless those treaties also guaranteed
collective rights for ethnic minorities. Henceforth, Hungary’s relations with
neighboring states harboring a Hungarian minority were to be determined by
how this minority was treated.22 MDF Foreign Minister Géza Jeszenszky
explained that there could be no question “of making friends over the heads



of the Hungarian minorities of three and a half million.” Using language
criticized in the West, Jeszenszky stated that relations would depend on “when
and which of our neighbors recognize the need to abandon the policy of
oppressing and applying petty restrictions on Hungarian and non-Hungarian
minorities and of trying to create homogeneous nation-states.”23

In its defense, the Antall government only attempted to leave open the pos-
sibility of a peaceful revision of borders sometime in the future, and it pur-
sued exclusively political—never military—channels in its efforts to protect
Hungarian minorities. Pál Dunay argues that ambiguity about the borders
undermined what was otherwise a responsible and peaceful security policy.24

The Antall government’s chief activity was persistently to bring the issue of
the rights of Hungarian minorities to the attention of international fora. It
eschewed military strategies even in the face of the threat of very severe
harassment of ethnic Hungarians in Vojvodina by the Serbian regime of
Slobodan Milosević.

Nevertheless, the tendency of government officials to imply the possibility
of border changes and their fixation with ethnic Hungarians abroad earned the
Democratic Forum-led government the label “nationalist”—particularly after
its vice-chairman István Csurka published an anti-semitic, racist, and revi-
sionist article in August 1992 that received much international attention.25

Western warnings to Antall and Jeszenszky mounted, leading to the demotion
and eventual expulsion of Csurka from the MDF in June 1993.26

The Antall government was worked on in several other ways. Western
governments made it very clear that they prioritized good relations between
Hungary and its neighbors well ahead of the collective rights of ethnic
minorities. Many Western actors downplayed Recommendation 1201, and
asked the Hungarian government to put regional stability first. The Antall
government’s vocal criticism of the Romanian and Slovak governments, and
its attempts to use international organizations to amplify this criticism, were
considered unhelpful, mirroring charges from Bucharest and Bratislava that
Budapest was engaged in “excessive dramatization” of the minority rights
issue.27 The West’s pressure came most strongly to bear on Hungary when it
sought to veto Slovakia’s admittance to the Council of Europe in June 1993.
The Antall government wanted to use the Council’s leverage to force the
Slovak government to make further policy changes. But the West Europeans
and Americans strongly preferred inclusion in the Council as the way to deal
with Slovakia, fearing otherwise that the MeTiar government would turn
completely away from the West. The Antall government bowed to Western
pressure, and abstained from the vote.28

By pressuring Hungary, Western governments also sought to stop state-
ments by the government that gave ammunition to neighboring nationalists,
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making their message of a “Hungarian threat” more credible and ultimately
helping nationalists win elections.29 Slovak opposition leaders as well as
Western and Hungarian observers, for example, believed that Budapest’s
demands for better treatment of the ethnic Hungarian minority during the
summer of 1994 helped the HZDS win the elections in Slovakia that
autumn.30 The Antall government was also asked to put pressure on ethnic
Hungarian groups in Slovakia and Romania to abandon their demands for ter-
ritorial autonomy and “to reconcile themselves with where they live.”31

In contrast to collective rights for ethnic minorities, Western governments
did have unanimous and deeply held views about preserving existing borders
and establishing good relations among neighboring states that came through
loud and clear in their dealings with Hungary. The “Stability Pact” of French
Prime Minister Edouard Balladur, first introduced in 1993, established the
requirement of good neighborliness, making absolutely clear that the protec-
tion of ethnic minority rights, the marginalization of intolerant discourse in
domestic politics, and in particular the resolution of disputes with neighbor-
ing states were the sine qua non of any moves toward EU membership, or
indeed European respectability. The Stability Pact was born directly of
France’s frustrations with the EU’s inability to bring about a diplomatic end
to the Yugoslav wars, and in the context of these wars the Balladur plan was
positively received in EU capitals and accepted by EU foreign ministers in
December 1993 as the first Joint Action of the EU’s Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP).32

The Balladur Plan was greeted with little interest in Warsaw and Prague.
Poland, which had signed treaties of good relations with all seven of its
neighbors, declared that it had already accomplished on its own everything
that the Pact asked of East Central European states. Poland, like Hungary,
had large populations of coethnics in neighboring countries—in Lithuania,
Belarus, and Ukraine. But Polish Foreign Minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski
had invoked “European standards” quite differently from Hungarian Foreign
Minister Jeszensky, in part to subdue any expectations by Polish minority
leaders that Warsaw would support extensive collective rights. The Polish
government managed to establish good relations with neighboring govern-
ments while also renewing ties and extending support to ethnic Polish
minority groups.33 The Czechs, with no coethnics abroad and few minorities
at home, were largely indifferent. But the prospect of the March 1995
conference did cause Hungary and Slovakia to sign their long-delayed Basic
Treaty, and it pushed the troubled negotiation of a Basic Treaty between
Hungary and Romania forward. The debate on which states would be invited
to join NATO opened in earnest in 1996, and provided significant additional
momentum to the negotiations between Hungary and Romania, including



very strong pressure from the American embassies in Budapest and
Bucharest.

In Hungary, the election of 1994 had brought a substantially less national-
ist government to power. In contrast to Antall’s MDF government, the coali-
tion government of the Socialist Party (MSZP) and of the Free Democrats
(SZDSZ) led by Prime Minister Gyula Horn declared that Hungarian minorit-
ies would no longer be the sine qua non of good relations with Romania and
Slovakia. While the basic objectives of Hungarian foreign policy were to
remain the same, the methods and style were to change substantially. Socialist
Foreign Minister László Kovács promised a foreign policy free of any “sense
of mission,” history lessons, references to past merits or grievances, and 
statements that could be misinterpreted.34 The Horn government demanded
provisions for limited collective rights in the Basic Treaties, but it also
encouraged the Hungarian minority leaders in Slovakia and Romania to mod-
erate their demands, and overlooked some legislative attacks on ethnic
minorities in the Romanian and the Slovak parliament.

Despite provocations by the Slovak and Romanian governments, and
despite some protests by Hungarian minority leaders, the Horn government
signed Basic Treaties with Slovakia in 1995 and with Romania in 1996 under
strong pressure from EU and American officials.35 Both treaties incorporated
Recommendation 1201 on autonomy for minority groups, making it legally
binding—but the MeTiar and Iliescu governments broadcast their intention
not to implement it. The Slovak parliament stalled ratification until a year
later, when it simultaneously passed the Law on the Protection of the Republic
that called for the prosecution of individuals who organize “subversive”
rallies or spread “false” information that could damage national interests.36

(In any case, Romania and Slovakia had already made empty promises to
abide by Recommendation 1201 as a condition for entering the Council of
Europe.) However fervently the Iliescu and the MeTiar governments planned
to ignore the provisions for collective rights, it would suit very well the
interests of future, less nationalist governments that these bilateral treaties
with Hungary—treaties that raised so many difficult questions of history and
national sovereignty—had already been signed.

For Hungary, the Antall government’s fixation with ethnic Hungarians
abroad and its vague statements about peaceful border changes had come into
open conflict with its goal of attaining EU and NATO membership. By 1994,
some officials and journalists hinted that Hungary was no longer on the list of
states likely to join NATO in the first wave.37 But Western leaders stepped in
and put direct pressure on Hungarian governments to sign the Basic Treaties
with Slovakia and Romania. Had Hungary not signed the treaties, it would
have been excluded from the first group of states to join NATO and begin
negotiations with the EU. That Hungary did sign the treaties was celebrated
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by Western governments who now applauded Hungary as a wellspring of
stability in East Central and South Eastern Europe.

History would repeat itself, in a blander form: The next right-wing
government of Hungary, led by Prime Minister Viktor Orban (1998–2002) of
the Young Democrats (FIDESZ), implemented the “extraterritorial” Hungarian
Status Law giving ethnic Hungarians living abroad extensive rights in
Hungary. Orban, a consummate populist, amended the law only after sus-
tained and direct pressure from the EU and other Western actors. Raising
alarms in the EU, Orban was allegedly courting the far right Hungarian Justice
and Life Party as a likely coalition partner after the 2002 elections, but as in
the 1994 elections this party did not clear the 5 percent threshold to enter par-
liament. And like the MDF in 1994, FIDESZ in 2002 was defeated by the
Social Democrats (MSZP) in part because Hungarian voters considered that,
once again, the right had overplayed its hand at home and immodestly pro-
jected Hungarian nationalism into its foreign policy abroad.38

6.2.2 Leveraging Illiberal Rulers in Romania, Bulgaria,
and Slovakia

Western governments and international organizations did succeed in convinc-
ing illiberal rulers in Romania and Slovakia to sign the Basic Treaties guar-
anteeing extensive provisions for the protection of ethnic minority rights with
Hungary. However, this was purely “formal compliance” since neither the
Iliescu government nor the MeTiar government showed any intention of
implementing them. As we look at each of the three illiberal pattern states here
in turn, we see that illiberal rulers were savvy in playing it both ways: they
acted like liberal Western reformers on the international stage, they presented
themselves as such to parts of their domestic audience, but to please their
domestic power base they pursued domestic policies that were at loggerheads
with liberal democracy, economic reform, and ethnic tolerance. For their part,
Western actors were caught between two perceived dangers: isolating the
newly democratizing states, or conferring Western legitimacy on their illiberal
rulers. As we have already seen, they erred toward legitimacy and inclusion.

Ethnic tolerance was understandably of great importance to the EU and to
Western governments; economic corruption, in contrast, was a less urgent
concern. The victims were ordinary citizens with more diffuse grievances
and also with less information about the causes of their grievances than well-
organized ethnic minority groups that were persecuted by ruling elites.
Ironically, however, in the early 1990s the West had much more shared know-
ledge and many more standards to impart in the area of regulating a free mar-
ket economy. And as we will see in the next chapter, once blatant problems
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with democratic standards and ethnic minority protection are addressed, the
leverage of the EU refocuses on reforming of the economy—and on reform-
ing the state so that it can properly regulate it.

Romania

Romania’s Iliescu was a master at presenting himself as a Western reformer to
the Romanian electorate, and also making sure that those who argued otherwise
were discredited and sidelined in Romanian politics. With a firm hold on power
and an absence of ideological affinity for Western liberal democracy, it seems
surprising that the Iliescu government would chart for Romania the same 
foreign policy course as East European governments that were sincerely com-
mitted to joining the liberal democratic West. Indeed, ambiguity as to whether
Iliescu’s National Salvation Front (FSN) preferred a western or an eastern
orientation persisted into 1991 as Iliescu looked to Moscow as well as the West
for economic and geopolitical support. Romania distinguished itself as the only
former Warsaw Pact state that agreed to a clause in its friendship treaty with the
Soviet Union precluding membership in NATO (specifically, in any military
alliance that could be construed as directed against the other state).39

But Iliescu soon recognized that a superficially Western orientation would
bring greater domestic legitimacy as well as economic assistance while
placing few constraints on his domestic rule. Iliescu pursued a strategy of
formal compliance to shore up his image as a democratic leader welcomed in
the West. He worked zealously to obtain an association agreement with the
EU, membership in the Council of Europe and closer ties with NATO.
Agreements with Western institutions lent credibility to the FSN’s “reformist”
character at home, while qualifying Romania for trade and investment from
the West. The Iliescu government sought these rewards of Western acceptance
without reference to the violent illiberal political acts it perpetrated at home,
taking advantage of the West’s deep fear of isolating potentially unstable
states after the war broke out in the former Yugoslavia in 1991.40

Romania was able to conclude major agreements with the European Union,
the Council of Europe and NATO despite few improvements to its democratic
standards and its protection of minority rights, though violence directed
against ethnic Hungarians and opposition protestors was ended. As discussed
in Chapter 4, the EU signed a Trade and Cooperation Agreement in 1991 and
later an Association Agreement in 1993 with the Iliescu government. There
were substantial delays as EU governments and the EU parliament worried
about the undemocratic behavior of the Romanian government, but eventually
the EU let Romania conclude both agreements. The delays appear to have had
no immediate domestic consequences for Iliescu and his party the FSN,
renamed the Democratic National Salvation Front (FDSN) in 1992, and the
Party of Social Democracy of Romania (PDSR) in 1993.41
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The Council of Europe also imposed significant delays on Romania’s
entry. It commissioned several reports that criticized extensively the rule of
law, the security services, the freedom of the press, and the rights of minori-
ties under the Iliescu government. Romania finally became a member in
October 1994; the documents by which it was admitted included nine amend-
ments and three sub-amendments calling on Romania to improve substan-
tially in upholding democratic standards and protecting the rights of ethnic
minorities. Regardless, Council of Europe membership broadcast that the
West accepted the Iliescu-led ruling elite, even as the Iliescu government
immediately discounted and even attacked the Council’s recommendations.42

The very week that Romania was admitted, anti-Hungarian attacks by
Iliescu, by ruling parties in parliament and by pro-government newspapers,
continued apace. The PDSR government “launched a huge mass-media prop-
aganda campaign” against Recommendation 1201 that it had just pledged to
uphold.43 In January 1995, safely admitted to the Council, Iliescu’s PDSR
entered into a formal coalition agreement with the three extremist parties that
had been supporting it informally in parliament since it lost its majority in
the 1992 elections.44

Iliescu even used Western acceptance as a weapon against the opposition.
He sought to blame the delay in Romania’s admission to the Council of
Europe on the unpatriotic plotting of the opposition and of the Hungarian
minority. He asserted that the West had changed its position vis-à-vis
Romania and now admitted that “it was wrong to put its faith in Romania’s
losers and not in those representing the popular option; that is, the election
winners.”45 In an unprecedented move, Iliescu sent a new agreement signed
with the IMF to parliament for a vote. Paradoxically the reformist parties in
opposition abstained or voted against the IMF agreement, while the leftist and
nationalist parties pushed it through parliament. The reformers voted against
the agreement in an attempt to stem the tide of Western legitimacy being
conferred on the Iliescu government.46

Another aspect of Iliescu’s strategy of seeking Western approbation was the
Romanian government’s unbridled enthusiasm for NATO’s Partnership for
Peace program. On January 26, 1994 Romania became the first former Warsaw
Pact member state to sign a PFP agreement, which merited several hours of
prime time coverage on state-run television. PFP was so attractive because it
refrained from differentiating among post-communist states on the basis of
whether progress was being made toward liberal democracy.47

The Iliescu government did avoid receiving démarches from the EU in
1994, 1995, and 1996—years when the MeTiar government in Slovakia was
getting one or two a year. Some observers attribute the change of name of the
Democratic National Salvation Front (FDSN) to the Party of Social
Democracy of Romania (PDSR) to Iliescu’s savvy strategy of deflecting
responsibility for his initial three years of violence on the job.48 It is likely that



the EU’s budding active leverage moderated the PDSR’s extreme scapegoating
of ethnic Hungarians, its use of violence against opposition protestors, and its
interference in democratic elections. Had such events happened in 1994 or
later, they would likely have elicited a flurry of démarches addressed to
Bucharest. Instead, the Iliescu government did finally sign the Basic Treaty
with Hungary in 1996 (ending its coalition with the extreme right wing parties
which withdrew in protest).

What is more, the Iliescu government did not significantly tamper with
the 1996 parliamentary or presidential elections, even though it had months
of warning that the PDSR was likely to fair quite badly in both of them.49

Instead, the PDSR launched a vicious campaign centered on anti-Hungarian
nationalism, anti-semitism, and charges that the opposition was planning a
communist witch-hunt, a ruinous economic reform program, an end to state
pension payments, and the restoration of the monarchy.50 Iliescu himself
adopted extreme right-wing rhetoric in his campaign against the opposition
candidate Emile Constantinescu between the first round of the presidential
election and the runoff. He accused the UDMR of plotting the secession of
Transylvania and the “Yugoslavization” of Romania; indeed, his rhetoric was
so extreme that Romania’s premier extremist Corneliu Vadim Tudor charged
him of plagiarism. Iliescu’s television spots warned, “Workers, farmers, tenants,
Romanians, beware! You will lose your jobs, your land, your homes. The
country could break up.”51 Iliescu was caught in his own trap: he realized
he would not be able to satisfy both the elite that benefited from corruption
and partial reform of the economy, and the ordinary workers whose living
standards suffered at the hands of this “directocracy.” He tried once again to
distract ordinary Romanians with fear for their nation and for their own eco-
nomic survival. But this time it did not work. While Iliescu again succeeded
in capturing most of the rural and peasant vote, it was particularly his loss of
votes among manual workers in Romania’s more industrialized regions that
handed victory to Constantinescu.52

Bulgaria

Bulgaria is the most ambivalent case, in part because the Bulgarian Socialist
Party (BSP) government itself was more openly ambivalent about the EU in the
early 1990s, and in part because it was not as organized in practicing illiberal
politics. The BSP won the 1990 election chiefly by promising to protect voters
from the harsh consequences of economic reform, and also by presenting itself
as the defender of the Bulgarian nation. But in October 1991 the Union of
Democratic Forces (UDF) won a narrow plurality in the parliamentary elections,
and formed a minority government which depended upon the tacit support of 
the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF). After Prime Minister Filip
Dimitrov’s UDF government took office, there were some notable changes of
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foreign policy: the UDF sought to limit Bulgaria’s dependence on Moscow and
to render itself a more credible partner for Western states and institutions. The
Council of Europe, backed by the EU and the CSCE, had pressured Bulgaria to
change Article 11.4 of the Constitution that forbids the creation of ethnic and 
religious parties. In May 1992, Bulgaria was admitted to the Council of Europe
after the Constitutional Court blocked attempts to use this article to exclude the
ethnic Turkish MRF from politics.

The UDF-led government fell in just one year and was replaced by an
ostensibly non-partisan government of experts headed by Lyuben Berov, and
also supported by the MRF. The Berov government was close to the BSP,
depending on its support in parliament, and tended to stress Bulgaria’s his-
toric and religious ties to Russia. Bulgaria went through the motions of sign-
ing a European Agreement with the EU in 1993, but the Berov government
was certainly not appealing to Brussels for greater guidance and for acceler-
ating the timetable for EU membership. In contrast, President Zhelyu Zhelev,
a former leader of the opposition UDF in the fall of 1989, was a vocal and
committed advocate for Bulgaria’s Western course. Bulgarian citizens, for
their part, were among the most pro-EU in the whole of post-communist
Europe. EU aside, by 1994 Bulgarian foreign policy had achieved much that
was praiseworthy (though often overlooked by the West): good relations with
both Greece and Turkey, early recognition of independent Macedonia, and a
successful enforcement of the very costly embargo against Serbia.53

The BSP promised voters gradual market reforms leading to a prosperous
economy and EU membership. After the BSP won a majority in the 1994 elec-
tions, it was just as unresponsive to the EU’s emerging active leverage as the
HZDS and the PDSR. But the EU and other external actors were paying less
attention to the BSP government because it was not involved in a three-way
dispute with an ethnic minority and a coethnic government. The BSP did use
anti-Turk sentiment in its election campaigns. Yet the Turkish MRF supported
several BSP governments and seemed relatively well integrated into the struc-
ture of the Bulgarian stae and society.54 The EU’s active leverage was geared
in 1995 and 1996 toward solving problems involving ethnic minorities and
borders—and not toward curbing the rampant rent-seeking that was impover-
ishing the Bulgarian people.

As we explored in Chapter 2, the corruption of the partially reformed eco-
nomy by elites close to the BSP was spectacular. The BSP’s economic poli-
cies were obviously at complete loggerheads with EU rules—and these
policies led to the collapse of the economy in 1996. In the run up to the col-
lapse, the EU did not put significant pressure on the BSP government—in part
because of a lack of understanding of what was going on in Bulgaria, since
the EU’s Opinions were not yet written. Economic collapse accompanied by
massive demonstrations—Bulgaria’s revolution in the streets, postponed from
1989—brought down the government in late 1996.55
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Slovakia

Slovakia is the richest and most interesting case of a rent-seeking government
forsaking its place in the EU’s membership queue, impervious to the very
sustained and direct pressure of the EU and other Western actors to change its
domestic policies. Slovakia’s Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS)
government stayed in office until 1998, outliving the illiberal governments in
Romania and Bulgaria. It was thus exposed for the longest time to the EU’s
active leverage, and the lengths that the EU went to pressure the Slovak gov-
ernment were quite extraordinary. The presumption before 1994 had been that
the Slovak Republic would join the EU along with the Czech Republic; its econ-
omy and state capacity were generally regarded by EU officials as equal to the
task. Most important, economic reforms that took place in the whole of
Czechoslovakia from 1990 to 1992 had created a strong foundation for a suc-
cessful capitalist economy in Slovakia. A place in the first group of post-com-
munist states invited to start negotiations for EU membership was Slovakia’s to
lose; indeed, to lose that place would take some effort.

As it turned out, Slovakia’s second and third MeTiar governments were
quite prepared to make this effort. In particular, the third HZDS-led 
government of Prime Minister MeTiar demonstrated just how little rent-
seeking elites would budge under pressure to change domestic policies that
were integral to their domestic sources of power. While the third MeTiar gov-
ernment declared in 1994 that joining the EU was its foremost foreign policy
task, it practiced “formal compliance,” promising but not delivering improve-
ments in areas such as the protection of ethnic minority rights. Thanks
to Slovakia’s high state capacity, it also practiced “selective compliance,”
tasking government agencies to adopt large tracts of the acquis, all the while
violating basic democratic standards. By the time the EU published its
Opinions on the applications of all ten East European candidates in 1997,
Slovakia had failed quite spectacularly to meet the Copenhagen political cri-
teria in the areas of democracy and the protection of ethnic minority rights.

In the case of Slovakia, the EU resorted to the “démarche”—a formal
diplomatic note criticizing actions taken by the government—as a tool of
active leverage.56 The démarches were unsuccessful in compelling the MeTiar
government to end chauvinist and corrupt practices, but it is difficult to know
how much the démarches restrained the HZDS and its extremist coalition
partners on the margins. Most observers, however, judged the effects of the
démarches on MeTiar’s behavior to be very small. Still, they were useful to
the opposition because they did frighten the government away from a few
anti-democratic excesses, such as the expulsion of the democratically elected
Democratic Union party from parliament in 1994, and because eventually
they did embarrass the government in front of the Slovak public.57
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The EU’s first serious warning came in the form of a démarche on
November 23, 1994, condemning in diplomatic language the concentration of
political power in the hands of the three ruling parties at the parliament’s first
post-election meeting on November 3–4 (known as the “night of the long
knives”). Slovakia’s application for full EU membership was accepted in June
1995, but concern was mounting about the MeTiar government’s blatant moves
to suppress political competition and evade accountability, including attacks on
rival parliamentary parties and the apparent kidnapping of the President’s son.
The EU’s second démarche on October 25, 1995 (followed by a démarche
from the US government on October 27) was worded more sharply. It pointed
to the continuing concentration of power in the hands of the government, call-
ing for the return of representatives of the opposition to government bodies and
expressing concern about the deepening conflict between the prime minister
and the president. Referring to MeTiar’s attempts to discredit and even dislodge
President Michal KováT, the démarche emphasized the importance of mutual
toleration and respect to the different sources of authority in the state.58

Following on the second démarche, EU leaders warned that Slovakia risked
falling from its place among the leading group in the EU’s membership queue,
though observers widely agreed that the EU’s signals could have been
clearer.59 The European Parliament was more explicit, passing a resolution on
November 16, 1995 that criticized specific actions of the MeTiar government,
including the efforts by the prime minister to have members of the Democratic
Union political party expelled from the Slovak parliament, harassment of
politicians and journalists investigating the kidnapping of the President’s son,
and the failure to grant opposition parties in the Slovak parliament adequate
representation. The European Parliament followed up in December 1996
and again in October 1997 with even more critical resolutions in reaction
to the intimidation and unconstitutional expulsion of parliamentary deputy
František Gaulieder who had defected from the HZDS, and subsequently to
the parliament’s refusal to reinstate him in violation of the instructions of the
Constitutional Court.60 In May 1997 the HZDS government violated the con-
stitution again by removing a question on the direct election of the president
from the ballot in a referendum that was otherwise on NATO membership; the
referendum ended in a fiasco.61 What followed was a chorus of disapprobation
from representatives of EU member states, the US government, EU institu-
tions and other international organizations.62

What is striking is that MeTiar managed for years to use the démarches as a
“confirmation and not a criticism of his own national policies.”63 MeTiar con-
trolled parts of the mainstream media, most importantly the state television, and
there he could characterize the démarches as evidence of Slovakia’s close rela-
tionship with the EU. He would make light of them, downplay their negative
tone, and claim that they issued from Slovakia’s close relationship with the EU.
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He was helped by the fact that many citizens did not find the activities criticized
by the EU objectionable—though they might object to MeTiar failing to bring
Slovakia into the EU.64 So MeTiar also claimed that there was no need to worry
about the admission of Slovakia “because they need us, for we are a country with
an exceptionally good geopolitical situation.”65 Like Iliescu, the MeTiar govern-
ment also engaged in the “mystification” of its position on EU and NATO mem-
bership: government representatives made contradictory statements designed to
placate various constituencies, expressing virtually every conceivable position on
Slovakia’s relationship with the EU. As the prospect of an invitation at the
Luxembourg summit to start negotiations faded, government representatives
turned to obfuscating the costs of a deteriorating relationship with the EU, sug-
gesting that no countries would be joining the EU in the near term, or indeed that
joining would not be all that beneficial for Slovakia.66

Also like the PDSR in Romania, the HZDS portrayed the domestic opposition
as disloyal, charging that it tarnished Slovakia’s image abroad with unfounded
criticism of the HZDS government in a naked bid for political power. HZDS
agricultural minister Peter Baco, for example, described an article in the
Economist as part of a “massive disinformation campaign” [by the Slovak
opposition] aimed at “the liquidation of Slovakia on international soil.”67

Remarkably, MeTiar managed to persuade his core electoral support—about 25
percent of the population—that the country’s failure to be invited to join the EU
and NATO was the fault of the opposition, who were accused of “damaging
Slovakia’s international standing by spreading false and negative information.”68

By the time the European Commission published the Opinions on each of
the candidates for EU membership as part of its Agenda 2000 package in July
1997, elections in Romania and Bulgaria had already replaced rent-seeking
political parties with more reform-oriented parties in government. Slovakia
was alone among the ten East European candidates to be judged unqualified
in the Commission’s reports to open negotiations because it was in violation
of the Copenhagen political criteria. Romania and Bulgaria (as well as
Lithuania and Latvia) were also not on the list to open negotiations, but the
Commission explained that this was merely because they did not satisfy the
Copenhagen economic criteria.69 Even in the period between the publication
of the Commission’s recommendations in July 1997 and the vote of the
European Council at the Luxembourg Summit in December 1997, EU lead-
ers and Commission officials told the MeTiar government that an invitation to
begin negotiations could still be possible if the government reversed certain
policies, for example, reinstating opposition politicians to parliamentary com-
mittees and legalizing the use of ethnic minority languages.70 This was to no
avail: the MeTiar government made no changes.

In the run-up to the December 1997 decision, however, the EU’s active
leverage was limited by the EU’s failure to suspend its Europe Agreement
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with Slovakia. By the time the Europe Agreement was ratified and came into
full effect in 1995, the EU already had very serious doubts about the MeTiar
government’s democratic credentials. It would have been counterproductive
to cut off PHARE aid and other foreign assistance that helped support a
mosaic of non-government actors and projects in Slovakia. But Slovak ruling
elites relied heavily on revenues from a small circle of economic elites that
owned enterprises whose exports were enabled by the Europe Agreement.
Suspending access to the EU market would therefore have amounted to a seri-
ous economic sanction, but it was never considered—even though the Europe
Agreements included provisions stipulating that democracy and ethnic minor-
ity rights must be upheld in order for the Agreement to be valid.71 EU offi-
cials explained publicly that the Europe Agreements were viewed as the
groundwork for integrating—not isolating—eastern candidates. It was also
the case that Western producers would have suffered losses from the suspen-
sion of free trade with Slovakia.72

The MeTiar government was able to keep up a reformist charade for much
of its four-year term. Only in the last year did this become unsustainable as it
was condemned as undemocratic by a succession of EU and also American
politicians and officials. Still, MeTiar did not change his behavior to stem the
flow of Western criticism—instead, he turned against the EU, denouncing
what he called a Western plot against Slovakia and embracing Moscow. The
EU went furthest in Slovakia in using the tools of active leverage in a delib-
erate attempt to influence outcomes in domestic politics. Instead of slowly
reeling the MeTiar government in and convincing it to comply with EU
requirements, however, the EU’s active leverage eventually compelled MeTiar
to do the opposite: to abandon his pro-Western façade and look for more and
more support from Moscow.73 Forcing MeTiar to go East, however, helped the
opposition parties to win the 1998 elections because most Slovak voters
clearly preferred to go West.

6.2.3 Alternative Explanations

In Chapter 3 we explored competing explanations for the behavior of East
European governments that failed to satisfy the requirements of EU member-
ship. Two come up again here. Did ruling elites in Romania, Bulgaria, and
Slovakia have just as much political will to comply with the EU’s requirements
as neighboring states, only they were hampered by the weakness of the econ-
omy, the feebleness of the state administration, or even the backwardness of
the political culture in their countries? After all, shortcomings in their eco-
nomic and administrative performance could be a consequence of the structure
of the economy and the state inherited from communism, and not a conse-
quence of the actions of the politicians in power after 1989. In other words, the



variation we observe could be attributed to different levels of economic and
administrative ability, and not to different political responses to the incentives
of EU membership. Second, did the EU treat Romania and Bulgaria unfairly,
painting an exaggerated picture of ethnic intolerance and economic corruption,
in order to keep them out of the pre-accession process because their relative
poverty and backwardness made them undesirable members?

The evidence against both of these competing explanations is very sub-
stantial. First, the EU placed great emphasis on democratic standards and the
protection of ethnic minority rights when evaluating the candidates. Whatever
the weakness of the state administration and the imbroglio of economic
reform, EU governments focused on the efforts of governments to support
political pluralism and build ethnic tolerance. These were almost wholly
under the control of the ruling parties. Had the EU wanted to disadvantage
poor states, it could have prioritized economic performance and overall
wealth instead.

Second, when the PDSR, BSP, and HZDS governments lost power, the state
could very quickly rehabilitate itself in the eyes of the EU. Again, this shows
that the fate of the candidate in the eyes of the EU was in the hands of the rul-
ing elites. 74 It was not predetermined by the state’s structural weakness, or by
the EU’s discriminatory treatment. If the agenda of the EU had been to hin-
der these states in the pre-accession process, it would not have rehabilitated
them so quickly after elections brought reform-minded elites to office. After
all, problems of state capacity and economic backwardness could not be
solved overnight.

The EU was looking first for political changes such as improving plural-
ism, the rule of law, the transparency of public administration and the protec-
tion of ethnic minority rights. The fact that Bulgaria’s relationship with
the EU and other Western actors improved dramatically during the one-year
UDF government of Prime Minister Filip Dimitrov in 1990–1, and so did
Slovakia’s during the six month coalition government of Prime Minister
Jozsef MoravTík in 1994, speaks to the political nature of the EU’s judgments
of the BSP and HZDS governments. In other words, it was not structural fac-
tors such as poverty and administrative incompetence that set the tone. What
set the tone were the policies being implemented by ruling elites. This is not
to say, however, that the EU did enough to support reformers once they were
elected in economically backward candidates where the project of reform was
fraught with greater difficulties. Moreover, the point should not be overdrawn:
economically more advanced states could much more quickly overcome their
years of illiberal rule as measured by their timetable for EU membership, as
Slovakia would demonstrate after 1998 (and Croatia after 2000).

A third alternative explanation asks whether the power of international
norms would not have sooner or later led to compliance by the illiberal rulers.
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Thomas Risse presents a model of “argumentative self-entrapment” whereby
oppressive states commit to improving human rights for instrumental reasons,
to pacify international criticism—exactly the sort of behavior we see on the
part of the Iliescu and MeTiar governments. In Risse’s model, however, gov-
ernments find themselves “increasingly forced to justify their behavior in
front of international and domestic audiences until they are engaged in a true
dialogue with their critics.” Rulers make tactical concessions for instrumental
reasons, but these concessions usually mean that they cease to deny the valid-
ity of the international norms and instead only reject specific allegations
of norm violations. This creates a new “dialogue that results in arguing and
processes of persuasion whereby at least some actors listen to argumentation
and are prepared to change their views, preferences, or even identities”.75

Simplifying Risse’s argument, we can ask whether the Iliescu government
in Romania or the MeTiar government in Slovakia had already fallen into
“argumentative entrapment” by signing onto progressive standards of liberal
democracy and minority rights in Council of Europe texts as well as in treaties
with Hungary and association agreements with the EU. Risse finds no cases
where moves along the socialization path were not accompanied by behav-
ioral changes over time. Following Risse’s logic, therefore, if Iliescu’s PDSR
or MeTiar’s HZDS had stayed in power after 1996 and 1998 respectively, they
would have gradually been socialized away from their brand of illiberal
democracy. MeTiar’s actions, however, provide the best evidence against
socialization, since the violations of democratic standards by the HZDS came
in fits and starts, with no trend of improvement despite increasing domestic
mobilization and international pressure aimed at forcing the government to
reform. If anything, the trend was toward greater (and more desperate) viola-
tions of democratic standards, exemplified by the government’s obstruction of
a referendum in 1997. Individual members of the PDSR and the HZDS,
however, did leave the party and change their political agendas. As discussed
earlier, it is difficult to prove that they did so because they were persuaded of
the intrinsic value of liberal democracy and minority rights, as opposed to
being persuaded of their usefulness as part of a promising new political
agenda.

6.3 Making Political Systems More Competitive

I argued in Chapter 1 and 2 that what distinguished liberal pattern states from
illiberal ones was that they developed a more competitive political system,
causing ruling political parties to implement political and economic reforms
more completely and more rapidly. I argue in this section that EU leverage
helped create what the illiberal pattern states were missing at the moment of
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transition: a coherent and moderate opposition, and an open and pluralistic
political arena. In conditions of regular, free, and fair elections, the EU’s
active leverage had a hand, over time, in making the political systems of the
illiberal states more competitive.

6.3.1 Leveraging the Institutional and the Information Environment

Once the EU began to judge the quality of reform in aspiring member states
and to link its assessments publicly to a candidate’s prospect for EU mem-
bership, it influenced domestic politics by helping to change the institutional
environment in illiberal democracies. The key was the impact of the EU’s
active leverage on opposition political parties and other groups in society.76

These domestic actors served as the interlocutor between the EU and the elec-
torate, and they were the only realistic vehicle for rapid change given the
intransigence of the ruling political parties. It was the interplay of domestic
opposition actors and the EU’s active leverage (and not external pressure
alone) that helped bring political change.

The EU helped change the institutional environment in three ways: First, it
provided a focal point for cooperation among opposition political forces.
Second, along with other international actors, it offered information useful
to opposition elites that were adapting to a political and economic agenda
compatible with EU membership. Finally, it offered immediate rewards for
political parties that secured the implementation of such an agenda once they
came to power. All together, these three mechanisms influenced the course
of political change in each country by shaping the political parties that took
office after the 1996 elections in Romania, the 1997 elections in Bulgaria, and
the 1998 elections in Slovakia. Let us look at each of these three mechanisms
in turn.

First, securing EU membership became a focal point for cooperation
among very different opposition political parties and civic groups. In Romania
and Slovakia large numbers of small parties of the center left and center right
competed (and feuded) with one another, substantially weakening the power
of moderate voices in parliament through wasted votes and infighting. Liberal,
pro-Western actors in these countries had little or no history of cooperation in
an opposition movement against communism to help establish habits of com-
promise and organizational strength.77 Meanwhile, the ruling political parties
worked hard to undermine and divide the opposition parties by manipulating
the electoral laws and labeling critics of government policy as unpatriotic.
While their differences on matters of social and economic policy spanned the
entire moderate (and sometimes immoderate) political spectrum, electoral
defeats in the early 1990s showed that the opposition forces would have to
band together in order to unseat the ruling elites. Attacking the ruling elites
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for forsaking the country’s “return to Europe” and promising to move the
country decisively toward EU membership formed an important part of an
electoral platform that all of the opposition forces could agree on.

Second, Western actors offered information to opposition political elites
that were adapting to a political and economic agenda compatible with lib-
eral democracy and comprehensive market reform. Parties of the center-right
and center-left had been neither strong nor unified in these countries after
1989, nor had they necessarily been “moderate” or “liberal.” Over the course
of the 1990s, many opposition politicians shifted substantially their position
on ethnic minority rights and on economic reform to make their parties fit
the increasingly attractive “pro-EU space” on the political spectrum. What
motivated individual political elites was in each case a different mixture of
political calculation, on the one hand, and a desire to learn about and promote
“European” norms and values, on the other. From the PDSR in Romania
and the HZDS in Slovakia there was a steady defection of politicians to the
opposition parties, suggesting that these individuals considered the long-term
prospects of the opposition parties more attractive than the short-term gains
of remaining part of the ruling clique.78

Western representatives of international institutions, governments and 
non-governmental organizations were on hand with information for opposi-
tion politicians and local civil society leaders on the substance of a liberal
democratic agenda, placing particular emphasis on political accountability,
on fostering an open pluralistic political arena, and on rights for ethnic
minorities within this arena, ideally decoupling questions of ethnicity from
those of citizenship. Many different Western organizations and governments
were involved in supporting opposition groups with financial assistance, and
interacting with opposition elites at meetings, workshops and conferences in
national capitals and abroad.79 Local opposition elites often moved directly
from Western-funded NGOs or academic institutions into politics.

In the Slovak case, local NGOs played a special role, compensating for the
weakness of opposition parties with extensive surveillance and criticism of
the illiberal government, and eventually creating the momentum for coopera-
tion among the opposition parties. Grzegorz Ekiert and Jan Kubik note the
“virtuous circle” between Polish domestic organizations and their Western
partners, which provided support critical to establishing a strong civil society
in Poland in the early 1990s. Yet the most support was channeled to the three
liberal states that needed it least—at the expense of “deepening vicious
circles” elsewhere.80 In the mid 1990s, a “virtuous” circle emerged most clearly
in Slovakia (and the “Slovak model” for turning civil society against illiberal
rulers was then “exported”—by Slovak NGOs”!—to Croatia). By the late
1990s, Western funding for and attention to NGOs in South-eastern Europe,
including in Bulgaria and Romania, had increased. Western assistance to



NGOs in post-communist Europe is an important topic that is beyond my
scope here. But it is clear that with Western assistance civil society has also
become stronger and more vibrant in Romania and especially Bulgaria since
the mid-1990s (see Table 7.1).81

Third, the character of the EU’s pre-accession process required
implementation: in order to deliver on promises to improve the country’s
standing in the EU’s pre-accession process, opposition politicians would
have to follow through with extensive political and economic reforms once
in office. To this end, they knew they would have to improve democratic
standards, ethnic tolerance, and market reforms in keeping with the
Copenhagen criteria. In other words, they knew that their pre-election rhet-
oric would be judged against their post-election actions in the EU’s Regular
Reports. This fact lends the adapting and learning process described above
much more weight, and pinpoints how the hard-won reward of membership
distinguishes the conditionality of the EU from that of other international
actors.

The EU’s active leverage also helped change the information environment
in the country. Most simply, the fact that the EU moved decisively forward
with implementing the pre-accession process after the December 1994 Essen
summit eventually changed the terms of the debate about who was a Western
reformer among Eastern Europe’s ruling political parties. While the
Commission did not have an information strategy as such, it did make an
effort to explain fully and publicly its assessments of the candidates, espe-
cially once they had formally applied for membership.82 The EU’s vocal
criticism—echoed by a growing number of local civil society groups and
opposition parties—gradually revealed that illiberal ruling parties were not,
despite their claims, leading their countries into the EU. This criticism under-
mined the political strategies of ethnic nationalism and economic corruption
used by rent-seeking elites, and suggested alternative strategies that were
compelling for the voters and usable for opposition elites. It countered two
messages: that ethnic nationalism was about protecting the nation, and that
slow reform was about protecting the average citizen. The role of the EU in
changing the information environment supports Jack Snyder’s argument that
“the influence of the international community may be essential to help break
up information monopolies, especially in states with very weak journalistic
traditions and a weak civil society.”83

The EU was eventually able to circumvent attempts by the government to
monopolize information about the EU, interacting with opposition political
parties and civic groups. Direct communication with citizens by the EU was
limited, but indirect communication through independent media and opposi-
tion groups increased steadily after 1995. As the enlargement project became
more concrete, EU leaders became more willing to take a decisive stand on
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issues of domestic politics in the candidate countries, culminating in the more
and more specific démarches against the MeTiar government in Slovakia. The
EU’s good opinion also became a direct factor in the decisions of foreign
investors, while credit rating agencies such as Moody’s and Standard and Poor
adjusted credit ratings in reaction to EU assessments and to the release of the
EU’s Regular Reports.84 In this way the EU’s statements, Opinions and
Regular Reports made the EU the gatekeeper for general Western approbation
or disapprobation. Since citizens of Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia over-
whelmingly favored a westward orientation for their countries and joining the
EU, publicity of the criticisms of EU officials helped opposition actors to
make a stronger case against the illiberal rulers.

6.3.2 Tracing Change in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia

Let us turn now to a brief sketch of how the mechanisms for influencing the
opposition parties and for changing the information environment played
themselves out, paying attention also to the significant differences between
how (well) they worked in the three cases.

Romania

Given its inauspicious beginnings in 1989, Romania is perhaps the most spec-
tacular case of the EU’s active leverage helping to create a more competitive
and moderate political system. The PDSR was in power in Romania without
interruption for almost seven years. Unlike the power of the illiberal ruling
parties in Bulgaria and Slovakia, its power was not checked by other branches
of government; instead, it was amplified by Romania’s semi-presidential sys-
tem. As we explored in Chapter 2, Romania had had the weakest opposition
to communism before 1989, and the political parties that opposed Iliescu’s
ruling party from 1990 to 1996 were the least effective in their criticism of the
regime. Unlike the Bulgarian or Slovak opposition, they did not control the
presidency nor did they have recourse to an independent Constitutional Court.
Romania’s independent media and civil society groups were also weak and
cowed by the considerable power of the Iliescu ruling elite to keep their voices
from being heard outside of urban areas.

Romania also stands out because nowhere were the political parties in
opposition so fractious and themselves so immoderate. Political competition
in Romania was stunted by the disunity and ideological incoherence of the
opposition parties in the face of Iliescu’s authoritarian policies in the early
1990s. These parties represented widely disparate political views and experi-
enced great difficulty during the on-again, off-again process of uniting under
the umbrella Democratic Convention of Romania (CDR) beginning in 1992.



The strongest parties to emerge after 1989 were the so-called historic parties
(with their “historic” leadership intact): the National Peasant Christian
Democratic Party (PNTCD), the Social Democratic Party (SDP), and the
National Liberal Party (PNL). Personal rivalries, personality conflicts and
leadership struggles as well as programmatic differences caused opposition
disunity, for example accounting for the inability of even the four main “lib-
eral” parties to create one party or even one electoral coalition in the 1990s.85

How did the mechanisms that I explained in the introduction to this section
help improve the institutional environment in Romania?

The initial focal point for cooperation among opposition forces was the
desire for a clear break with the past combined with a growing antipathy to
the Iliescu regime. But embarking in earnest on the political and economic
reforms that would qualify Romania for EU membership eventually became
the second, more successful focal point for cooperation among the opposition
parties in the CDR in the run-up to the 1996 national elections. These parties
disagreed on many questions of economic and social reform, but they could
agree that meeting EU requirements and joining the EU was the only good
road open to Romania. Comprehensive reforms leading to an economic
revival and EU membership became the cornerstone of a positive, forward-
looking agenda dubbed “The Contract with Romania” that was much more
attractive to voters than the anti-communist agenda put forward by the CDR
in 1992. Indeed, the Contract with Romania was hugely popular with an
almost 70 percent approval rating among the Romanian electorate in 1996.86

In the 1996 elections, the Iliescu-led ruling elite finally faced a cohesive and
organized opposition, and the Romanian polity finally approached the condi-
tions for genuine political competition.

The pro-EU agenda helped bring the CDR together with the Hungarian
Democratic Union of Romania (UDMR) and with Petre Roman’s Democratic
Party (PD) (joined by its coalition partners in the Social Democratic Union
(USD)). EU membership was particularly important in providing common
ground between the UDMR and some of the more nationalist forces within
the CDR, whose attacks on the Hungarian minority in the early 1990s had
been rivaled only by those of Romania’s extremists like Corneliu Vadim
Tudor. Meanwhile, it had become clear to some Romanian politicians within
the FSN that adopting a more moderate stance compatible with ethnic toler-
ance, economic reform and moving towards EU membership could have high
political pay offs. Consequently some political elites that had been among
Iliescu’s most illiberal henchmen changed tack. The most visible political
switch was that of Petre Roman: in 1990 he was in the vanguard of FSN politi-
cians using chauvinism and ethnic scapegoating to win the June elections; in
1994 he was one of the very few Romanian politicians who did not condemn
Council of Europe Recommendation 1201. Iliescu had called the miners to
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Bucharest for a second time in September 1991 in order to remove Roman
from his post of prime minister. Roman subsequently led the reformers within
the FSN to found a new party, called the Democratic Party-National Salvation
Front (DP-FSN). The DP-FSN later merged with several small social demo-
cratic parties to form the Social Democratic Union (USD) that ran as part of
the opposition (but outside of the CDR) in the 1996 elections.

Nowhere in East Central Europe, meanwhile, did liberal democracy inform
so weakly the agenda of the opposition parties in the early 1990s as in
Romania, creating such a need for adapting to the fundamentals of political
pluralism and tolerance. On matters of the nation, the Iliescu ruling elite was
able to set the tone, and instead of marginalizing intolerant discourse, it
mobilized anti-Hungarian nationalism and set in motion a process of ethnic
outbidding. Ethnic intolerance permeated the discourse of almost all of
Romania’s political parties. As one politician put it, a party could not win on
anti-Hungarian rhetoric in the 1992 elections because it was so ubiquitous, but
such rhetoric was a prerequisite for becoming a powerful player in the polit-
ical arena.87 Opposition parties took nationalist stands, such as endorsing an
ethnic definition of the Romanian state, deploring the purportedly sinister
intentions of the Hungarian minority, and defending Romania from Western
criticism. With reference to the denunciation of the Hungarian minority, the
daily Romania libera critized the opposition for “permanently giving in to the
government’s intimidation for fear of being labeled unpatriotic.”88

On matters of liberal democracy, it was the oppression of the Ceautescu
regime that marked the Romanian opposition, having helped create within its
ranks many profoundly illiberal elements in addition to genuine liberal
democrats. An important current of intellectuals and some members of the
PNL were monarchists, seeking the restitution of a constitutional monarchy
under the rule of King Michael. The most popular student leader of the
University Square pro-democracy protest went on to found the Movement for
Romania, which embraced a crypto-fascist ideology reminiscent of the inter-
war Iron Guard. Meanwhile, the League of Students that had organized the
University Square protest became dominated by Christian ideology and con-
centrated its efforts on blocking attempts to decriminalize homosexuality, a
condition of Romania’s admission to the Council of Europe. Learning from
Western actors about the substance of a politically attractive pro-Western
agenda certainly could not create a homogenous liberal opposition out of this
cacophony of forces, but it did move the rhetoric and also the agenda of key
opposition political parties toward liberal democracy and ethnic tolerance.

After the defeat in 1992, opposition forces started adapting their agenda to
promoting a more open political arena and more comprehensive economic
reform to set themselves apart from the PDSR and its allies in parliament.
Initially opposition actors had a hazy understanding of the concrete reforms



and practices that such a program would entail. Politicians in the opposition,
like those in Iliescu’s ruling clique, were “getting away with” using pro-
European rhetoric backed by little substance. From 1990 to 1996, however,
representatives of Western organizations, governments, and non-governmental
organizations engaged more and more deliberately opposition elites, helping
them learn about the substance of a pro-Western agenda, and also training
local civil society leaders to take up the project as well.89 This occurred on a
more limited scale than in Slovakia, both because Slovakia had many more
Western-oriented civil society actors, and also because illiberal rule in
Slovakia lasted a full two years longer.

Should they take power, the CDR-led opposition parties declared that they
were resolved to move ahead with political and economic reforms that would
qualify Romania for EU membership. They pinned their hopes very strongly
and publicly on Romania’s early membership in NATO, and on the EU’s
energetic support for their reform efforts. They expected to gain momentum
for the implementation of reforms by moving closer to the EU and NATO, but
these organizations expected the opposite: inclusion should be a reward for
successful implementation. As we will see in the next chapter, our third mech-
anism did not work very well in Romania. Problems in implementing reforms
became apparent quite soon after the CDR took power—both because
of ongoing disunity in the opposition-turned-coalition, and because of the
practices inimical to liberal democracy and a transparent market economy that
had become institutionalized and routinized in Romanian public life.

Meanwhile, the EU and other international actors had probably the least
success in changing the information environment in Romania. It was domi-
nated by the ruling elite because of its ongoing control—from 1990 until the
elections of 1996—of Romania’s state television. While in the cities the
monopoly of the state television had been broken by private television
channels, and these new channels were indispensable to the opposition’s cam-
paign, in the countryside and the small towns there was usually no alternative
to the heavily pro-Iliescu state television that was the only source of informa-
tion for a majority of the inhabitants.90 Nevertheless, among especially the
urban and working class electorate, political learning did take place as voters
abandoned the PDSR in favor of other parties because it had failed to live up
to its promises.91 The EU delegation also became an important alternative
source of information in Romania on the EU—even though this was not what
the Commission generally did in other candidate states. By 1996 the delega-
tion in Romania was one of the largest anywhere with around twenty-five
officials. Given the poor quality of the media, much of the coverage of the EU
was “self-generated” by the Commission delegation.92

The 1996 Romanian elections, won by the CDR, were a great landmark in
Romanian history: this was the first time that a head of state had been changed
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by the electorate (previous heads of state had either died in office or been
forced to abdicate).93 The CDR received 30 percent in both the Chamber of
Deputies and the Senate, and formed a coalition government with the USD
and the UDMR. For its part, the PDSR received about 22 percent of the vote;
it won 6 percent less than in the 1992 elections while the CDR won about
10 percent more. Overall, the PDSR and its former extremist coalition partners
were the clear losers in the parliamentary elections. The CDR’s leader Emil
Constantinescu won the presidential election with 54.4 percent of the vote
while Iliescu received 45.6 percent.

Bulgaria

As the economy deteriorated under BSP rule, opposition mounted: economic
crisis in Bulgaria had some of the same effects as EU leverage on mobilizing
opposition and triggering debate on the proper course of Bulgaria’s domestic
and international course. Bulgaria’s oppositional UDF was more harmonious
than its Romanian and Slovak counterparts, but took many years to mature as
a cohesive, forward-looking party that could capture the imagination of
Bulgaria’s voters. It was economic crisis that captured their imagination in
1997, and the UDF was in position to present itself as the modern, techno-
cratic and uncorrupt alternative to the BSP. The realization that Bulgaria was
falling far behind because of the mismanagement its own political class loos-
ened the grip of BSP propaganda on the information environment. It was
brought home by comparisons with the other countries that had applied for
EU membership in 1995 and 1996: the Bulgarian newspapers were full of
such comparisons, and in the context of such high approval ratings for EU
membership, seemed to carry weight.94

For Bulgaria’s opposition political forces, economic crisis was the principal
focal point for cooperation. But as demonstrations against the BSP government
became stronger over the course of 1996, the idea that the BSP was leading the
country away from EU membership became commonplace in political debates:
the UDF promised to reverse this trend. Meanwhile, the EU’s Commission and
other international actors stepped up their presence in Bulgaria (and Romania)
as it occurred to them that these states were in greater need of Western assis-
tance. The NGO community in Sofia blossomed—though many local NGOs
were very small, centering on one or two personalities. Still, by 1997 Bulgaria
had an array of EU-funded NGOs analyzing what had gone so dramatically
wrong in the Bulgarian economy—and what must be done to put Bulgaria back
on course for EU membership. During 1995 and 1996, external actors as well
as NGOs aided UDF elites in adapting to a strong pro-EU agenda.

The UDF itself put joining the EU at the centerpiece of its domestic reform
program, promising to fix the economy and wage war against the corruption



and clientalism that had overrun the Bulgarian economy.95 The reform would
be difficult, but the UDF held out the promise that reform would be rewarded
by integration; joining the EU mattered to Bulgarian citizens who desired in
their great majority to become part of the Western club of democracies.96 The
UDF promised to move Bulgaria forward in the pre-accession process, setting
the stage for the implementation of EU-oriented reform. As we will see in the
next chapter, the economic crisis spawned another kind of discipline: that of
an IMF currency board. Still, joining the EU, someday, was central to the pro-
gram of the UDF-led coalition, the United Democratic Forces (UtDF), and on
the minds of Bulgarian voters as they went to the polls in 1997.

Slovakia

Slovakia stands out because illiberal rulers governed so late in the 1990s, and
as a result the EU attempted to use its active leverage very directly and delib-
erately to change their policies and to dislodge them from power. We explore
below how the opposition to MeTiar and the HZDS party finally managed to
organize itself and cooperate effectively in its bid to win a parliamentary
majority in the 1998 elections. This cooperation turned out to be the begin-
ning of Slovakia’s dramatic turnaround that culminated in the implementation
of sweeping reforms and in full EU membership by the end of 2004. Why has
Slovakia ended up as the most successful of the illiberal pattern states?
Besides inheriting a stronger economy and a better state administration,
Slovakia had the strongest “weak” opposition thanks in particular to the vital-
ity of civic groups, known in Slovakia as “the third sector.” The EU’s active
leverage worked in synergy with these groups and with Slovakia’s opposition
parties to break the democratic monopoly of the MeTiar government.

Returning Slovakia to “Europe” served as a focal point for cooperation
among opposition political parties and civic groups, helping to transform the
institutional environment in the country. As late as the beginning of 1998, it
looked like the inability of the opposition parties to cooperate with one
another might hand the HZDS another victory in the September elections.
The new Party of Civic Understanding (SOP) emerged, calling for communi-
cation and reconciliation between the opposition and the HZDS government.
Could the SOP be tempted to break ranks with the opposition and form a
coalition government with the HZDS after the elections? SOP leaders ruled
this out because of the EU’s uncompromising stance toward the HZDS: a
SOP-HZDS government would be shunned by the EU and other Western
actors. By the early spring of 1998, the SOP had become a loyal member of
the anti-HZDS opposition.

Also early in 1998, the Third Sector intervened decisively in the ongoing
deliberations and disagreements among Slovakia’s various opposition parties.
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The Third Sector is an umbrella organization for civic groups in Slovakia.
It coordinated the “SOS Campaign” that was launched by civic groups in 1996
to protest the government’s attempts to suppress the activities of independent
foundations. This campaign created strong feelings of solidarity among
disparate civic groups. “Inspiring many citizens to step out in defense of their
interests,” Pavol Demes and Martin Bútora argue, “the campaign contributed
to the creation of a tradition of civic resistance, exactly the sort of tradition in
which Slovakia had displayed a certain deficit” when compared with Poland,
Hungary and the Czech lands.97

The Gremium of the Third Sector organized in the spring of 1998 what was
called the “Democratic Round Table,” bringing together representatives of
trade unions, the third sector, towns and municipalities, youth groups, and the
four major opposition parties—the Slovak Democratic Coalition (SDK), the
Party of the Hungarian Coalition (SMK), the Party of Civic Understanding
(SOP), and the Party of the Democratic Left (SDL’). The SDK was itself a
coalition of five different parties that came together in 1996 and 1997 because
the HZDS-led coalition in parliament passed an electoral law that required
each party in an electoral coalition to attain 5 percent of the vote. Indeed, we
see that important impulses for cooperation among opposition forces came
from an unexpected quarter—from laws pushed through by the HZDS, one
designed to undermine civic groups and the other to diminish the influence of
opposition parties in parliament.

At the Democratic Round Table, the four political parties agreed on close
cooperation with each other and with other democratic forces.98 While the
Third Sector provided the forum and the HZDS provided the impulse, secur-
ing EU membership for Slovakia provided a substantive focal point for this
cooperation. The four parties came from very different backgrounds and
had quite different political agendas; they were particularly far apart on their
preferred strategies of economic reform. They adjusted their platforms to fit
better the pan-European party groupings that they had or hoped to join.99 And
they could all agree on the imperative of defeating MeTiar, reasserting demo-
cratic standards, reversing Slovakia’s deteriorating relationship with the EU,
and qualifying as quickly as possible to start negotiations for EU membership.

Some scholars suggested that Slovakia’s opposition parties could take the
use of EU membership as a focal point for cooperation to a new level: they
should seek out the support of economic elites that had benefited from corrupt
privatization, but now found it in their interest to normalize their ill-begotten
gains through the rule of the law and the commercial opportunities of EU
membership.100 Access to the EU market could only be guaranteed by putting
Slovakia on track for EU membership. As far as I could find out, opposition
parties did not promise such economic elites any special protection, and they
continued to support the ruling parties. Since this economic nomenklatura had



benefited from partial reform as well as insider privatization, it feared—quite
correctly—that a change of government would not only bring comprehensive
reform but also an attempt to reverse at least some earlier privatizations.

For Slovakia’s emerging “democratic” parties, the process of adapting their
political agendas to EU rules was helped by interacting with Western actors,
often in forums that were also sponsored by Slovak NGOs. Before Slovakia’s
four main opposition parties—the SDK, the SMK, the SOP, and the SDL’—
came together at the Democratic Round Table in 1998, many of their mem-
bers had already changed their political strategies substantially since they
entered the democratic political arena in 1989 or the early 1990s. At that time
some of the opposition political parties, or at least important currents within
them, disagreed with elements of the political and economic reform agenda
desired by the EU. Others had had little knowledge when communism fell
in 1989 of the various European standards on human rights, or the ongoing
debate on ethnic minority rights. A combination of transformation and
calculation, however, put all of these political parties more or less on the same
page.101

Adapting their political agendas to EU rules was particularly important for
members of the HZDS that defected to the opposition over time. Indeed, many
of the most prominent politicians in the SDK and the SOP had at one time been
members of the HZDS, and some had served in top posts in a MeTiar govern-
ment. For them, adapting was aided not just by conferences and workshops
organized in hotels in Bratislava or Brussels by Western foundations and
Slovak NGOs. It was also driven by their informal and formal contacts with
Western officials and diplomats while in office. Indeed, MeTiar the prime min-
ister managed to lose one foreign minister after another: the impossibility of
selling MeTiar to the West combined with the weight of Western disapproba-
tion was apparently too much for any foreign minister to bear. More seriously,
the politicians that were in the HZDS, particularly in its early years, did not
realize the extent of MeTiar’s antidemocratic tendencies, nor did they fully
understand the imperative of following Western standards in upholding ethnic
minority rights and an open, pluralistic political arena. As these things became
clearer, many politicians abandoned the HZDS and adapted their political
agenda to suit a political future with the opposition parties.102

Slovakia’s civic groups regrouped in the Third Sector did more than just
push the opposition parties toward cooperation, or partner Western actors in
creating forums for learning about a Western agenda. They also orchestrated
a very ambitious and successful civic pro-democracy campaign leading up to
the 1998 elections that contributed to higher voter registration, higher voter
turnout (especially among young people) and more pronounced support for
the democratic political forces in the 1998 elections.103 Sharon Fisher argues
that indeed civil society actors deserve the most credit in changing the national
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discourse and turning the tide against the HZDS even as it radicalized its own
discourse, attempting to frighten voters about internal and external threats to
the Slovak nation.104

Under the leadership of the Gremium of the Third Sector and its president
Pavol Demes, Slovakia’s civic groups launched the “Civic Campaign OK ’98”
in March 1998. Building on the gradual awakening of Slovak citizens from
“civic unconsciousness” and on widespread dismay with the obstruction of
the May 1997 referendum on NATO membership, the Civic Campaign OK ’98
led to unprecedented levels of civic mobilization that included unions, the
independent media, and sections of the Catholic church.105 Dozens of NGOs
organized educational projects, cultural actions, rock concerts, publications,
films, discussion forums with candidates, and meetings with citizens. The
largest and most visible of the OK ’98 events was the “Road to Slovakia,” a
fifteen-day march during which approximately 300 civic activists passed
through more than 850 towns and villages and covered more than 3,000 kilo-
meters. Meanwhile, back in Bratislava the Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)
as well as dozens of other institutes, NGOs and analysts published a rich array
of studies chronicling and analyzing the (dismal) performance of the MeTiar
government over the past four years, especially its increasingly damaging
economic policies.106

The NGOs and institutes that formed the core of the Third Sector had very
close contacts with international actors and drew a great deal of support from
them. The message of Slovak NGOs was amplified by the West’s open
emphasis on the need for democratization, while their pre-election activities
were supported by Western financial assistance.107 Demonstrating both the
vitality of Slovakia’s NGOs and the high stakes placed by Western actors on
the outcome of the 1998 elections, an informal association called the “Donors’
Forum” was created to streamline the application procedures for Slovak NGOs
and to facilitate cofinancing, often between private grant-giving foundations
and the democratization initiatives of Western governments.108 While Slovak
NGOs could never have accomplished as much as they did without Western
support, no amount of Western support could have supplanted or engineered
Slovakia’s local civic leadership and mobilization.109

So it turned out that Slovakia’s opposition parties were well positioned
to win the 1998 elections. But how committed were they to implementing the
agenda agreed at the Democratic Round Table? In the election campaign the
opposition parties were very explicit about their goal to reverse Slovakia’s
outcast status immediately after taking power. And once in power they would
have greater incentives to move quickly in carrying out the necessary reforms
than oppositions in Bulgaria or Romania for two reasons. First, many of
MeTiar’s most visible transgressions had been political, and these would
be easier to reverse than corruption (and backwardness) of the economy.



Second, Commission officials and EU leaders made it very clear that if rapid
implementation did occur, Slovakia had a real chance to catch up and join the
EU in the first wave.

The EU’s active leverage also played an important role in changing the
information environment in Slovakia to the benefit of the opposition forces.
As the démarches sent to Slovakia became increasingly specific, it became
more difficult for the MeTiar government to recast them as general approba-
tion or to reject them as blanket condemnation of Slovakia.110 The increased
institutional capacity of the Commission to follow domestic politics in appli-
cant states enabled it to provide detailed criticisms of the MeTiar govern-
ment’s policies, which meant that they packed more of a domestic political
punch. EU démarches in 1995, 1996, and 1997 served as a signal to the
electorates and to economic elites that government policies were risking
Slovakia’s place in the EU membership queue. Referring to the MeTiar gov-
ernment, for example, Jan Marinus Wiersma, rapporteur on Slovakia for the
European Parliament, commented “If we took as permanent the current state,
we could part ways right now.”111 By April 1998, although three quarters of
citizens wished for Slovakia’s entry to the European Union, only one third
believed that Slovakia was heading in that direction.112

The opposition political parties as well as NGOs involved in the Civic
Campaign OK ’98 capitalized on the EU’s more and more visible condemna-
tion of the MeTiar government. One SOP ad that Sharon Fisher argues was
characteristic of the opposition’s campaign presented opinion polls showing
the strength of popular support for EU and NATO membership and noted that

Entry into [the EU and NATO] was a part of the program declaration of the current
government. And the reality? . . . None of the prominent world politicians have visited
Slovakia in the last several years. Instead of advanced Europe we are moving closer to
the unfathomable East. The will of the citizens is key for the SOP. That is why fulfill-
ing the conditions of EU and NATO entry are among our main priorities. . . . The future
of the citizens of Slovakia is in a stable and prosperous Europe.113

The largest opposition party, the SDK, noted in its party program that
Slovakia’s exclusion from the first round of candidates for EU and NATO
membership was a clear case of “self-disqualification caused by internal
factors.”114

A substantial part of the public “accepted” criticism from abroad that
demanded Slovakia’s democratization as a precondition for its integration into
the EU and NATO, and rejected the MeTiar government’s explanation that
Slovakia’s exclusion was caused by Western unfairness or opposition disloyalty.
A survey conducted in October 1997 found that 55 percent of citizens blamed
Slovakia’s failure to move toward integration on “the ruling coalition, which
was reluctant to conduct democratic politics”; 33 percent blamed President
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KováT and the Slovak opposition; 33 percent believed that the EU and NATO
were unjustly biased against Slovakia; and 39 percent faulted the Western media
and part of the Slovak media (respondents could choose more than one actor).115

Opinion polls showed that before 1998 an important segment of those who
voted for the HZDS strongly supported membership in the EU, and that
concern over Slovakia’s deteriorating relations with the EU was rising. One
report argued that voters had an incomplete understanding of the criteria of
EU membership, that ruling elites were able to shape this understanding
through parts of the mainstream media, especially of state-run television
STV—but that dissatisfaction with the anti-EU positions of STV was
substantial.116

Among MeTiar’s core voters, trust in the EU and support for Slovakia’s
accession to the EU had both been quite high in 1992. By autumn 1998 HZDS
voters either changed their opinion about the EU, or they stopped voting for
the HZDS. MeTiar’s propaganda was effective in inspiring his core voters to
turn away from the EU (and not away from the HZDS), but swing voters as
well as new voters opted overwhelmingly for the opposition parties.117

According to one poll, support among HZDS voters for joining the EU
dropped from 76 percent in April 1998 to 36 percent in January 1999.118 By
2000, only 16 percent of HZDS voters were certain that they supported EU
membership, indicating that the disjuncture between supporting the HZDS
and supporting EU membership had narrowed and the HZDS was correctly
left with voters opposed to the EU.119

The 1998 Slovak parliamentary elections were won by the four opposition
parties, the SDK, the SOP, the SDL’ and the SMK, which together captured
over 58 percent of the vote. The HZDS still gained the most votes of any sin-
gle political party at 27 percent, but its former coalition partners did far worse:
the extreme right wing SNS won 9.1 percent of the vote while the extreme left
wing ZRS failed to cross the 5 percent threshold and enter parliament.
Individually the SDK won 26.3 percent; the SOP won 8 percent, the SDL’ won
14.7 percent and the SMK won 9.1 percent of the vote. All together 58 percent
of the vote translated into a constitutional majority in parliament for the
opposition parties of 93 out of 150 seats. Once in power, these four parties
became ten parties because the SDK and the SMK were “electoral” parties
that contained eight “regular” parties between them.120

6.3.3 Alternative Explanations

The EU’s active leverage is only one of many factors contributing to the defeat
of illiberal elites in free and fair elections in Romania in 1996, in Bulgaria in
1997, and in Slovakia in 1998. The two most compelling factors are the perils
of monopoly,121 and the toll of economic deterioration or crisis. 



The perils of monopoly are analogous to the problem encountered by the
communist regimes: as the only actor with any political power before 1989,
the communist party could reasonably be blamed for everything that went
wrong. This made blaming problems on ethnic minorities and Western ene-
mies all the more tempting for communist leaders. After 1989, a partial
monopoly on political power allowed ruling elites to extract rents without
much interference from opposing political forces. In Romania, the PDSR’s
control of the presidency and of parliament, and its moves to exclude the polit-
ical opposition from decision making, concentrated power in the hands of the
Iliescu-led elite. In Bulgaria, the BSP won in 1994 a majority in parliament
and also ruled alone. In Slovakia, the HZDS moved dramatically to concen-
trate all political power in its own hands, attempting to sideline the opposition
parties and to undermine rival democratic institutions at every turn. But for a
political party to enjoy a real (or perceived) monopoly on power has its costs.
Voters may blame it for everything that goes wrong in the country. For this
reason, ethnic scapegoating often goes hand in hand with suppressing politi-
cal competition in illiberal democracies (as well as in authoritarian regimes).
Given all of the problems associated with the transition from communism, the
perils of monopoly may get the rulers voted out of power unless they have a
credible scapegoat, irrespective of the active leverage of the EU.

Economic crisis or the sustained economic hardship brought on by partial
economic reform is the second competing explanation for the change in
government (or, more accurately, the most important element of the first one).
But the economic downturn was exacerbated if not caused by the same inef-
ficiencies of corrupt economic reform and the same disregard for international
constraints that retarded accession to the EU. In other words, the severity and
the duration of the economic downturn is a result of rent-seeking behavior by
ruling elites, which is an outcome of the kind of elites that are in power, and
not an independent factor impacting political change.

All together it is quite likely that rent-seeking elites would have been
defeated in Romania in 1996, in Bulgaria in 1997, and in Slovakia in 1998
even in the absence of any EU leverage. The perils of monopoly and the long
economic malaise may well have been enough to compel the electorate to
demand that new political parties take power. This is almost certainly true in
the case of Bulgaria, where the population widely (and accurately) blamed the
very painful collapse of the economy in 1996 on the BSP government.
However, in Romania in 1996 and in Slovakia in 1998 there was no economic
crisis (though there was plenty of economic mismanagement and Slovakia’s
economy was arguably on the verge of crisis), and the total vote for the PDSR
and the HZDS was not dramatically lower than at previous elections.

The key development in Romania and Slovakia was the cohesion of the
opposition parties and their cooperation with civic groups. This cohesion
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and cooperation was grounded in the shared political agenda of restarting the
transition to liberal democracy and attaining EU membership. EU-based
cohesion was also critical in some cases in convincing opposition parties not
to defect from the pro-EU bloc after the elections to form a coalition with the
former ruling parties. Even if we conclude that the ruling rent-seeking elites
would have faired badly in the next elections without it, I argue that EU lever-
age was decisive in determining what kinds of political parties were on offer
to be elected, and what kinds of policies these parties implemented once in
power. EU leverage profoundly shaped the campaign platforms and also the
policy agendas of the political parties that won the elections.

Did EU approval matter at all for the electoral chances of the opposition
forces in Romania, Bulgaria and Slovakia? If politicians did not believe that it
did, we would not expect to see the opposition parties using rehabilitation in
the eyes of the EU as a prominent campaign slogan. Instead they prepared the
electorate to expect the new government to get the country elevated to the next
“stage” in the accession process (the opening of negotiations). This would
require implementing tough economic reforms that, in the short run, were
likely to worsen the economic situation for the bulk of the electorate. It would
also require the government to commit valuable political capital to promoting
ethnic tolerance and granting ethnic minorities greater rights immediately after
taking office. Absent any rewards in public support, it is not obvious why oppo-
sition parties would want to commit to such a politically difficult agenda.

6.4 Conclusion

This chapter has focused on when and how the EU and other Western actors
influenced the character of domestic politics in the illiberal states. The EU’s
active leverage was initially brought to bear on the problem of regional instab-
ility caused by ethnic intolerance and the question of ethnic minority rights.
Here, EU leverage did have a significant impact. Hungary was compelled to
change its policy of pressuring and attempting to isolate the Romanian and
Slovak government in order to promote the rights of ethnic Hungarians living
in Romania and Slovakia. On the demand of the EU, the Hungarian,
Romanian, and Slovak governments signed Basic Treaties promising good
neighborly cooperation and the protection of ethnic minority rights. Although
the signature of these treaties was merely a gesture of “formal compliance”
on the part of the illiberal rulers in Romania and Slovakia, it paved the way
for downgrading the role of ethnic nationalism in domestic politics, and it
lightened considerably the load of future reformers who would have had to
face considerable abuse by nationalist forces had they had to sign the treaties
themselves.



Beyond “formal” and also “selective” compliance, however, the EU’s
active leverage was of little use in changing the domestic strategies of ethnic
nationalism and economic clientalism pursued by illiberal rulers in Romania,
Bulgaria, and Slovakia, because these rent-seeking strategies catered to the
rulers’ domestic power base. The limits of the EU’s active leverage were
demonstrated most visibly by the MeTiar government’s stark refusal to change
its ways in exchange for an invitation to begin negotiations on EU member-
ship at the Luxembourg summit in December 1997. Still, the EU’s active
leverage did scare illiberal rulers away from certain democratic excesses, such
as the (further) use of violence against protesters or the expulsion of demo-
cratically elected parties from parliament—excesses so blatant that they could
have disqualified the countries from keeping their association agreement with
the EU. Whereas the illiberal rulers in Romania and Slovakia had a history of
tampering with elections, the EU’s active leverage in concert with pressure
from other Western actors also ensured that parliamentary elections in all
three states after 1995 were free and fair.

The EU’s active leverage had the greatest impact on the configuration, the
strength and the agenda of the opposition forces competing against illiberal
political parties—and not, as we have seen, on the policies of illiberal rulers.
What distinguished the liberal pattern states from the illiberal ones in 1989
was the presence of a liberal democratic opposition to communism strong
enough to take power and to prevent the democratic monopoly of rent-seeking
elites. The EU’s active leverage helped create such an opposition in the illiberal
pattern states after 1994 by changing the institutional and the information
environment to improve the competitiveness of the political system.

The EU along with other international actors helped improve the institu-
tional environment by bolstering the strength and shaping the political agenda
of rival groups in society. The goal of getting the country on track to join the
EU became a focal point for cooperation among ideologically diverse opposi-
tion parties and civil society groups. Such groups sought out external contacts
with Western actors that promoted learning about and adapting to the
substance of democratic liberalism, capitalism and minority rights protection.
The Western agenda was all the more attractive (and potent) because the EU
promised visible rewards to new governments for the implementation of
reforms. These rewards included immediate financial assistance and foreign
investment as part of moving forward in the EU’s pre-accession process.
Ultimately the character of the elites who won power in post-communist
states that were credible future members of the EU no longer depended on
domestic factors alone.

The EU helped improved the information environment by working with
other international actors to provide an alternative metric for the conduct of
the ruling parties and by enriching the debate on alternative strategies for
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reform. Undermining the information asymmetries enjoyed by the illiberal
rulers in turn helped undermine the political strategies of ethnic nationalism
and economic corruption in states that had functioned as a democratic mono-
poly. The EU helped wear away the pro-Western façade of rent-seeking elites
by criticizing their performance in government. In so doing it empowered
opposition political parties and even substituted for them and for indigenous
interest groups that lacked the means to attack the government effectively.

All together, the EU had much greater traction on domestic policy-making
in Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia after illiberal ruling parties lost elections
in 1996, 1997, and 1998, respectively. The opposition parties that took office
had used the EU as a focal point for cooperation and had spent time adapting
to the EU’s agenda for prospective members; once in office, they were tied
to implementing this agenda by the expectations of the voters that progress
would be made toward membership. Meanwhile, the EU’s active leverage
became more deliberate and intense over time, paying closer attention to
democratic standards and the protection of ethnic minority rights as the actual
enlargement of the EU became less abstract (although it still of course allowed
many shades of gray). This culminated in the 1998 and 2002 ultimatum to
Slovak voters that the EU would not do business with a government that
included MeTiar or his HZDS party.
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7

The Impact of Active Leverage II: Reforming
the State and the Economy, 1997–2004

Does the blossoming of political competition and the victory of opposition
forces that ends the democratic monopoly of illiberal rulers lead to a conver-
gence toward moderate politics across the candidate states? I argue in this
chapter that once a state becomes deeply enmeshed in the European Union’s
(EU’s) pre-accession process, the high costs of pulling out of this process
motivate even previously illiberal ruling parties to adopt a political strategy
that embraces qualifying for EU membership. Stronger political competition
in combination with the incentives of EU membership sooner or later drives
most political parties in the candidate states toward a consensus on the basic
tenor of domestic reform and foreign policy. In conditions of free and fair
elections, at a time when so many challenges are being faced by the citizens
and the state, political parties learn that they can adapt their agenda to (among
other things) the EU pre-accession process—and get back in the political
game. On many fronts, keeping ruling elites within the parameters set by the
EU’s pre-accession process signifies an outstanding success: respect for basic
democratic standards, more robust political competition, better protection
of ethnic minority rights, and ongoing reform of the economy. It does not,
however, by itself guarantee a high quality of democratic policy-making or
governance.

This chapter answers two questions about the EU’s active leverage. First,
what are the mechanisms that translate active leverage into reforms of the
state and the economy in all of the candidate states? Once rent-seeking rulers
are out of the way, “post-illiberal” as well as liberal pattern states are subject
to the challenging but more mundane process of adopting the EU’s acquis in
step with ongoing reforms of the state and the economy. I argue that the EU’s
active leverage compels all governments to tackle certain politically difficult
and inconvenient reforms, such as creating an independent civil service and
accelerating bank privatization, and to stick to them over time.

Three mechanisms translate the EU’s active leverage into reforms of the
state and the economy. All of them stem from the long-term, incremental



nature of the EU’s leverage. First, straightforward conditionality is at play:
moving forward in the EU’s pre-accession process is tied to adopting laws and
implementing reform. Second, the process itself serves as a credible commit-
ment mechanism to ongoing reform because reversing direction becomes
prohibitively costly for any future government. As candidates move forward
in the process, governments are thus locked into a predictable course of
economic policymaking that serves as an important signal to internal and
external economic actors. Third, moving towards EU membership changes
the character and the strength of different groups in society. All together, this
is not just plain conditionality but “transformative” conditionality: the state,
the economy, and society are transformed as a result of taking part in a process
that lasts for many years.

The second question about the EU’s active leverage that I attempt to answer
in this chapter is an echo of the question originally asked in Chapter 1: what
explains the variation that we observe in the political trajectories of the can-
didate states, particularly among the three “post”-illiberal ones, after years of
EU leverage? For Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania, how do we explain the
variation in the performance of “the reformers”1 and in the performance of the
governments that succeed them? As we learned in Chapter 6, the EU’s active
leverage cannot work alone but only in synergy with the efforts of domestic
political elites. The mechanisms I labeled cooperation, adapting, and imple-
mentation helped create a unified opposition around the goal of moving the
country away from illiberal policies and toward EU membership. We can now
compare the performance of these opposition forces and conclude that,
although these mechanisms helped bring them together to defeat illiberal
rulers in all three states, they were not equally up to the task of implementing
their EU agenda or, more simply, of governing their country. We will reflect
on what the experience of Romania since 1996, Bulgaria since 1997, and
Slovakia since 1998 tells us about the ability of these states (and their chosen
governments) to overcome the previous years of illiberal rule in the context
of the EU’s pre-accession process.

It is important here to distinguish between two different phases in the
relationship between the EU and the candidate states. The first phase covers
the conditionality of enlargement and spans the entire period when the candi-
dates work to comply with the requirements described in Chapter 5, includ-
ing the “negotiations” about whether they have implemented the acquis. The
second phase overlaps with the first, but covers only what I call the
“endgame” of the negotiations. Here, the negotiations pertain to two issues:
transition periods that are negotiated for technical and financial as well as
political reasons (to placate political constituencies in the candidate or the
member states); and decisions about how much money new member states
will receive from the EU budget. In this endgame, the EU has acted in quite

182 Impact of Active Leverage II



a brutal fashion, imposing its short term political interests on the candidates
as asymmetric interdependence allows it to do. This chapter explores only the
conditionality phase, but we will return to the endgame of the negotiations in
Chapter 8.

This chapter is divided into four parts. In the first part I present a brief
model of how the conditionality and credible commitment mechanisms of the
EU’s pre-accession process promote the convergence of mainstream political
parties on a liberal democratic agenda supportive of EU membership. The
second part explores the impact of the EU’s active leverage on the reform of
the state and the economy in the candidate states, and looks at how this played
out in Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic. The third part analyzes the
convergence of domestic politics in the post-illiberal states after reformers
take power, but also explains the significant variation in the performance of
the three states in qualifying for EU membership. Finally, the fourth part
explores alternative explanations for the compliance with EU rules that we
observe across all of the candidate states. It asks whether compliance can be
explained as a consequence of globalization or the larger processes of
Europeanization, making the deliberate conditionality of the EU’s active
leverage unhelpful or at best unimportant. It also asks whether constructivist
as opposed to rationalist mechanisms better explain the behavior of rule-
adopting elites in this chapter and the previous one.

7.1 Model

In a competitive political system, the imperative of qualifying for membership
in the international organization pushes political parties toward a consensus
on the nature and scope of comprehensive political and economic reform. This
convergence means that the reform strategies of successive rulers vary only
moderately. Why? As accession approaches, the process of qualifying for
membership in the international organization becomes more exacting and
constrains even further the room to maneuver of any ruler. But the benefits of
joining the international organization also increase—or, more precisely, the
costs of being excluded become greater and more transparent, making exit from
the pre-accession process more costly. This increases substantially the credi-
bility of the state’s commitment to reform, attracting foreign investment and
locking in new rules governing the economy.

In a noncompetitive political system, what happens when new rulers finally
come to power? The new rulers embrace comprehensive reform and embed
the country in the pre-accession process of the international organization. As
a consequence, other political forces now face compelling incentives to rein-
vent themselves. On the one hand, the interest groups in society that benefit

Impact of Active Leverage II 183



from eventual membership in the international organization are advantaged
over those that do not. This creates incentives for aspiring rulers to reinvent
themselves to represent these increasingly powerful interests. On the other
hand, the comprehensive reforms implemented by the new rulers are linked
to the benefits of moving toward membership in the international organiza-
tion. Such reforms would be very costly to reverse.

However, since the new rulers are forced to tackle the economic restructur-
ing put off or perverted by the former illiberal rulers, substantial economic dif-
ficulties or unfulfilled expectations of the population are likely to create an
opportunity for other parties to win the next elections. Old rulers, whatever their
prior dependence on economic and political rent seeking, may now discover
how easy it is to transform themselves into viable challengers in a more com-
petitive political system. Even if they win, the process of qualifying for mem-
bership helps ensure that once a strategy of comprehensive reform has been
adopted by one government, it is not abandoned by the next one, whatever the
ruling parties’ pre-election rhetoric or previous behavior in office. Over time,
domestic policies oscillate within an increasingly narrow range because of
domestic political competition, on the one hand, and the pre-accession process,
on the other. Ultimately, for the country’s relationship with the international
organization, it no longer matters who wins in national elections.

But the danger is that that the transformation of the polity under the more
liberal rulers, and the transformation of the returning (formerly) illiberal
rulers, will both be too superficial. There may be enduring scars: political
discourse has been ethnicized, habits of corruption have become embedded,
and economic backwardness has made the population impatient and liable to
vote for extremists. Explaining variation among the success of post-illiberal
states returns us to the quality of political competition: for the liberal states,
what mattered was the quality of political competition at the very beginning
of the transition; for illiberal states, what turns out to matter deeply is the qual-
ity of political competition that emerges during the years of democratic but
illiberal rule after 1989.

7.2 Reform of the State and the Economy

The EU’s active leverage inspires or accelerates reforms of the state and
reforms of the economy that strengthen liberal democracy and increase aggre-
gate economic welfare in the candidate states. As Jeffrey Kopstein and David
Reilly have also argued, “What the EU has done, especially since the mid-
1990s, is to provide the crucial external push that has altered domestic inter-
ests in favor of accomplishing some of the key tasks of postcommunism.”2 As
already sketched in the introduction to this chapter, I have identified three
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mechanisms that are at work. First, the conditionality of the pre-accession
process stipulates that governments adopt certain laws, and embark on certain
reforms of the state and the economy. Second, progress in the pre-accession
process functions as a credible commitment device to ongoing reform, making
any reversal very costly. Third, the impact on the polity, the society, and espe-
cially the economy of moving towards EU membership changes the nature and
the strength of different groups in society, generally empowering those that
will benefit from EU membership.

More generally, the EU accession process demands that governments adopt
long-term strategies for reform of the state and the economy that are to
continue well after the end of their own term in office. In this way the EU’s
active leverage forces politicians to implement long-term policies, improving
both the efficiency and the accountability of successive governments. The
breadth of the EU’s demands across policy areas but also their duration—
many taking the form of medium and long-term projects—allow EU condi-
tionality to transform polities and economies in an important way. Overall, the
impact of the EU’s active leverage has been greater on the illiberal pattern
states: there, many reforms that had been initiated in the early 1990s in the
liberal pattern states were put off and only came in response to the EU’s active
leverage after 1997. Table 7.1 provides the Freedom House Democratization
scores assigned to all six states for 1997 and 2003, illustrating how much
further the illiberal states do travel after 1997 than the liberal ones. The Czech
Republic, which instead loses the most ground, is a hybrid case, as discussed
below.
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TABLE 7.1 Democratization in six ECE states, 1997 and 2003

Year Poland Hungary Czech Slovakia Bulgaria Romania

Electoral process 1997 1.50 1.25 1.25 3.75 3.25 3.25
2003 1.50 1.25 2.00 1.50 2.00 2.75

Civil society 1997 1.25 1.25 1.50 3.25 4.00 3.75
2003 1.25 1.25 1.50 1.50 3.25 2.75

Independent 1977 1.50 1.50 1.25 4.25 3.75 4.25
media 2003 1.75 2.25 2.25 2.00 3.50 3.75

Governance 1997 1.75 1.75 2.00 3.75 4.25 4.25
2003 2.00 2.50 2.25 2.25 3.75 3.75

Composite 1997 1.50 1.50 1.50 3.80 3.90 3.95
democratization 2003 1.63 1.81 2.00 1.81 3.13 3.25

Note: The scale runs from the highest level of democratization (�1) to the lowest (�7).

Source: Freedom House (2003). 



The argument here, as in Chapter 6, depends on a counterfactual: what
would domestic policy-making look like in the candidate states absent the
demands of EU accession? How do we know that the quality would be worse?
We can examine the foot dragging of governments before the EU’s active
leverage started working in areas such as public administration reform or pri-
vatization. We can also listen to the domestic debate on reform in these areas
once they are singled out by the European Commission for criticism; the
debate in parliament and the testimonies of politicians and policy-makers all
indicate that the EU’s disapprobation—linked to the country’s standing in the
pre-accession process—helped mobilize reform. Having posed the counter-
factual, we may conclude that reforms in some areas would have been slower,
less transparent, and more clientalistic absent the EU accession process.

The outcomes, however, are far from uniform: by arguing that the EU’s
active leverage did cause reform in all candidates, I am not arguing that it was
equally effective in all of them, and certainly not across all policy sectors.
Holding the content and character of EU pressure constant across countries,
there are myriad domestic factors that mediate the EU’s active leverage.
Explaining variation in the impact of EU leverage across specific policy areas
among the candidates—and among different policy sectors in individual can-
didates—is a very important subject of current research on EU enlargement,
but a systematic survey is beyond the scope of this study.3 Here I can only
sketch the mechanisms that I have identified that promoted compliance with
EU rules in the reform of the state and the economy.

Reform of the State: Conditionality and Empowering Domestic Groups

The EU’s active leverage has helped inspire reform of the judiciary, the civil
service, and other arms of the state administration where political inertia
might otherwise block reform. Some reforms of the state turned out to be
inconvenient for all political parties elected to office: within the short time
horizon of a sitting government, they would bring few political rewards; or
indeed they would actually make the government give up existing perks of
holding office. In these areas, straightforward conditionality was crucial in
forcing governments to adopt and implement change. These reforms became
a priority as spelled out in the Accession Partnerships, and their neglect was
criticized in the Regular Reports. The EU thus identified and attributed poor
performance in the conception and execution of reforms to the state, making
the environment for abusing or neglecting such reforms less permissive. It
also created a metric for good performance—especially the closing of indi-
vidual negotiating chapters—that, for all of its faults, was relatively simple and
transparent. Ultimately the Commission could refuse to close relevant nego-
tiating chapters until reforms were completed or at least initiated. However,
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as the negotiations progressed, the Commission tended to close particular
negotiating chapters at the same time with many different candidates. This
suggests that the conditionality mechanism had been watered down in the
service of bureaucratic efficiency—though competition among the negotiating
states in closing chapters reportedly played in some cases an important part
in keeping parallel negotiations going at a similar pace.4

Modernizing the judiciary was one area of critical but politically unrewarding
reform where many governments were only galvanized into action by the full
use of the EU’s conditionality. The EU’s demand for a modernized judiciary
with judges trained in European law forced governments to embark on this
expensive and long-term project. The EU did provide financial assistance and
also various training programs and forums for helping local policy-makers,
academics, and judges learn about European legal standards and EU law.
Creating a professional civil service was another area where governments
(except in Hungary and Poland) dragged their feet, not only because such a
reform would bring few domestic political rewards but also because it would
dilute the power of the ruling parties.5 They would often prefer to fill the state
bureaucracy with their own people rather than crafting and supervising its
de-politicization. Finally, and most controversially, reorganizing or even
creating a regional level of government in the candidate states has been trig-
gered by the EU acquis and the requirements for fitting most profitably into
the existing system of disbursing monies from the EU’s regional funds.6

Besides simple conditionality, another mechanism is at play in translating
the EU’s active leverage into changes in the polity: the empowerment of
domestic groups calling for reform of the state. While East European publics
continued to expect the provision of many services from the state after the end
of communism, they also expected greater efficiency, transparency, and
accountability on the part of the public administration. Instead, however, gov-
ernments throughout Eastern Europe developed the habit of not paying much
heed to civic groups calling for reforms of the state, because these groups
were very weak and because the mechanisms for inputting the views of non-
governmental organizations and interest groups into the policy process were
virtually absent.7

The EU’s active leverage empowered domestic groups in two key ways.
First, pressure from Brussels acted as a temporary surrogate for pressure from
private groups by promoting reforms that were in the interest of the public and
the state, but rarely in the interest of bureaucracies or governing elites. These
reforms however attracted the interest of certain civic groups. The EU actively
encouraged politically oriented “pro-reform” groups through financial and
other assistance to take up the cause of being democracy’s “watchdog” in the
candidate states. Meanwhile, as market access improved for the candidates,
the EU created opportunities for producers and entrepreneurs to depend on the
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EU market and future membership. As Table 4.2 illustrates, exports to the EU
from our six ECE states increased over 400 percent between 1991 and 2002.
This trade helped create economically-oriented interest groups that pushed for
EU-compatible reforms of the state administration and the economy. Overall,
the EU empowered domestic actors who benefited from EU membership in a
variety of ways while constraining the power of anti-Western actors in soci-
ety, the state administration and the parliament.8 The flip side of this coin,
of course, has been anti-EU mobilization on the part of groups that are (or
perceive themselves to be) nationally or economically disadvantaged by
joining the EU, as discussed in Chapter 8.

Second, the external transparency demanded by the EU’s pre-accession
process helped foster greater domestic transparency that facilitated the work
of pro-reform groups. With so much information on government policies
being provided to the EU, it became much more difficult to restrict similar
information at home.9 This had a particular impact on reforms of state
structures where governments were inclined to share the least information
with outside actors. More broadly, the EU’s demands for a modernized judi-
ciary trained in European law and an independent, professional civil service
inspired important public debates about (the elusive) “European standards” in
these areas. Meanwhile, the perspective of EU membership and the possibility
of working in Brussels attracted at least some qualified individuals, including
some of my former students, to the state administration instead of the more
lucrative private sector.

Reform of the Economy: Conditionality and Credible Commitment

Straightforward conditionality was also critical at many junctures in
compelling governments in candidate states to implement difficult economic
reforms in order to move forward in the pre-accession process. Here, the argu-
ment is parallel to the one above about reforming the state: there are certain
economic reforms demanded by the EU that few governments will want to
implement because of the risk of rising unemployment, higher prices, or lower
state benefits scuttling the chances of future re-election. The majority of such
reforms, including the withdrawal of the state from many areas of the econ-
omy and creating transparent state institutions to regulate the market, are gen-
erally accepted as necessary and desirable components of building market
capitalism.10 (The CAP obviously is quite an exception; many scholars and
officials, both in the east and the west, consider it a disastrous, welfare-
decreasing market distortion.) However, some of these politically unreward-
ing economic reforms are, as argued in Chapter 2, usually only implemented
when a government’s back is to the wall after the onset of an economic crisis.
Some are the “hard” institution-building reforms necessary to advance liberal
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market economies—in contrast to the “easy” market liberalization measures
taken immediately after the collapse of communism.11 At the same time, the
EU has strongly promoted the development of social dialog among
government, business and labor actors, strengthening “significantly” tripartite
institutions in the candidate states.12 Finally, it has given governments a
powerful rationale in explaining difficult reforms to skeptical publics
(although “the EU made us do it” is subject to much abuse on the part of
governments inside as well as outside the EU).

There are also certain economic reforms that ruling elites will avoid imple-
menting to preserve economic rents for themselves or for economic elites
close to the ruling parties. By insisting on reforms such as bank privatization,
bankruptcy laws, the restructuring of state aids, and transparent procedures for
enterprise privatization, EU requirements reduce (though they certainly do not
eliminate) opportunities for economic rent-seeking. The short case study
below of the Czech Republic helps illustrate the impact of the conditionality
mechanism on corruption. Other reforms demanded by the EU include
improving standards and transparency in the provision of basic services such
as telecommunications and transportation, ending monopolies in energy and
telecommunications markets, decreasing the transaction costs for businesses,
and opening up closed markets.

Equally important to the conditionality mechanism in motivating economic
reform is the fact that the EU’s pre-accession process serves as a commitment
device. For domestic and foreign economic actors, especially investors,
progress in the EU’s pre-accession process serves as a credible commitment
to ongoing and predictable economic reforms (and also to certain ongoing
political reforms, especially pertaining to state regulation of the economy).
Most simply, as Peter Hall and Rosemary Taylor argue, “institutions affect
action by structuring expectations about what others will do;” for economic
actors, the pre-accession process creates expectations that comprehensive
economic reforms will proceed apace.13 Economic actors had every reason
after 1989 to question how far post-communist states would go in imple-
menting liberalizing reforms. Indeed, most stopped at some kind of partial
economic reform that privileged insiders and fostered corruption. How could
post-communist governments signal that they were serious about comprehen-
sive reform?14 As Jon Pevehouse argues, governments can make commit-
ments to regional organizations such as the EU in order to signal their
commitment to ongoing reform by tying the hands of the country’s current
and future ruling elites through the rules of the organization.15

Once a candidate was well on the way to joining the EU, the costs of losing
ground or reversing course became prohibitive—for any government. At the
same time, the fact that qualifying for EU membership is such a mammoth
project of domestic politics compelled all mainstream political parties to
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reach a consensus about the underlying thrust of political and economic
reform.16 The exigencies of the EU’s pre-accession process thus assured
economic actors that the commitment to liberal economic reforms would be
protected from two threats: from economic downturns and from government
turnover. Continuing economic reform becomes clearly the most likely
ongoing strategy for current and future governments.

The credibility of the commitment to ongoing economic reform in the
context of the EU’s pre-accession process thus serves as a very important
signal for domestic and international economic actors, promising them a
stable business environment and access to the entire EU market.17 Lisa Martin
argues that the forms of international cooperation that offer states the highest
benefits require them to make credible commitments to one another. She finds
that for democracies the concerns of economic actors about the credibility of
commitments are decreased by the participation of legislatures in interna-
tional cooperation. In the case of EU candidates, progress in the pre-accession
process signals a seriousness of commitment not only to the EU itself as
it weighs a candidate’s suitability for membership, but also to a range of
economic actors as they weigh a country’s suitability for investment.18

Progress in the pre-accession process builds credibility in the eyes of
economic actors using a similar mechanism as legislative participation; namely
it makes extrication from and violation of international agreements very diffi-
cult. Figure 7.1 depicts the growth in cumulative foreign direct investment in
our six East Central Europe (ECE) states from 1990 to 2000. It illustrates the
much greater success of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic in attract-
ing FDI, particularly from 1990 to 1994. But it also illustrates that after 1995
Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania were able to attract much more FDI than
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before 1995, increasing their credibility—and presumably also their interest in
sustaining that credibility—with foreign investors. Figure 7.2 shows more
clearly that, on an FDI per capita basis, by 2000 the “post” illiberal pattern
states had made progress catching up to the liberal pattern ones.

All together, the reforms of the economy that are implemented as part of
the effort to qualify for EU membership, and the credible commitment to
ongoing reform that comes from moving toward membership in the EU’s
pre-accession process, bring significant economic benefits. These include a
better business environment, better state regulation of the market, higher
levels of domestic and foreign investment, and greater opportunities for trade.
They overlap of course with the economic benefits of being an EU member,
explored in Chapter 3: but the two mechanisms I have emphasized here—
conditionality and credible commitment—highlight the benefits for candi-
dates of the process of joining the EU, as opposed to the benefits they enjoy
once they are members. And the drive to EU membership, by forcing eco-
nomic restructuring, improves performance in the world economy over the
long run. (This, however, is a controversial argument, and we will listen to the
critics in Chapter 8.) Most important, the mechanisms of conditionality and
credible commitment help explain why, as we will see later in this chapter,
future governments in the candidate states, despite their strikingly different
political profiles, do not halt or reverse reform.

Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic

Once the EU published its Opinions on the preparation of the ten candidates
for membership in July 1997, the tables turned on Poland, Hungary and the
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Czech Republic. After years on the high ground, asking the EU what they
should do to prepare for enlargement, suddenly they were presented with an
elaborate list of their shortcomings. Wade Jacoby in his book Ordering from
the Menu demonstrates how the modes of emulation varied across candidates,
across policy domains and also over time. He identifies four modes called
copies, templates, thresholds and patches. Describing the progression of the
EU’s leverage over time, he observes that “elites began the post-communist
period attempting to use a rough template of an existing West European insti-
tutional model, only to be confronted . . . in the mid-1990s with a much more
specific threshold in the same policy area and then confronted, within a few
more years, with the demand that very specific patches be employed if
membership negotiations were to proceed.”19

In 1998 and 1999, the fear of exclusion from the first wave prompted a
surge in meeting thresholds and applying patches in Poland and especially in
the Czech Republic. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic had been
invited to begin negotiations along with Slovenia and Estonia at the December
1997 Luxembourg European Council. But it was widely discussed whether
Poland and the Czech Republic risked being left behind because, compared
to Hungary, Estonia and Slovenia, they were behind on their preparations for
membership—though it was also widely agreed that Poland’s geopolitical and
economic importance would guarantee it a place in the first group. By 2000,
it was fairly evident that all five states would enter together, yet competition
among the candidates in closing negotiating chapters against the backdrop of
the (more and more remote) threat of exclusion kept domestic reforms mov-
ing, though at a more selective pace. Despite the generally uniform nature of
the EU’s pre-accession process, there was a tremendous amount of variation
in its impact on the domestic politics of the candidate states that, as explained
above, I cannot capture here. Even for two relatively similar candidates such
as Hungary and Poland variation in domestic structural and political condi-
tions yielded very different results.

Hungary prompted the least criticism from the EU because of its relatively
excellent preparations for membership. The Hungarian Socialist Party
(MSZP) government (1994–8) excelled at meeting EU requirements because
of the technocratic and bureaucratic abilities of its formerly communist party
elite, and because it was very keen to prove its Western, liberal credentials.
Excelling in the EU’s pre-accession process certainly helped the MSZP
establish these credentials; indeed, the right-wing parties accused it of trading
servitude to Moscow for servitude to Brussels. Hungary’s success underlines
yet again the importance of a reformed communist party that transforms or
“regenerates”20 into a strong, moderate and competent left wing party. Part
reality and part marketing, the quality of the Hungarian civil service inspired
much more confidence than its counterparts in other candidate states that the
acquis would actually be implemented.21
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The MSZP’s vigor came against the backdrop of Hungary’s comparatively
Western-oriented economy. In 1989, it was by far the most open to Western
trade and investment, and it attracted the most new foreign investment of any
of the EU candidates in the early 1990s (see Figure 7.1). For Hungary, the
credible commitment mechanism was consequently less important.22 The
conditionality mechanism, however, did prompt important reforms, particu-
larly those specified in the Accession Partnerships. The right-wing FIDESZ
government of Prime Minister Viktor Orban that took power in 1998 tended
to require a bit more pressure to comply with EU requests for both reforms of
the state administration and liberalizing reforms in the economy.23

The record of Poland’s post-communist Democratic Left Alliance (SDL)
government (1993–7) was not as stellar as that of Hungary’s post-communists.
Still, the presence of a reformed communist party created a relatively high
level of consensus on the thrust of domestic reform, while the credible com-
mitment mechanism of preparing for EU membership helped establish the
free market credentials of Poland’s post-communist governments. The SDL
broke the cycle of Poland’s short-lived governments, providing stable gov-
ernment and drawing on the technocratic strengths of the party to prepare
Poland for the launch of negotiations with the EU. By 1997, however, it was
clear that the post-communist Polish government had slacked in some of its
preparations—and the right-wing coalition of coalitions that succeeded it
lacked the expertise and discipline to step up the pace.24 The 1998 Regular
Report was particularly critical.25 Straightforward conditionality was brought
to bear on Poland in order to hasten economic reforms in certain key sectors
of the economy including energy, steel, banking, and finance. Meanwhile,
Polish elites had to balance their future position as one of the largest members
of the EU with their current, weak position as an applicant for membership.26

Still, for Poland’s governments the fear of exclusion was always offset by con-
fidence that for geopolitical and economic reasons—centered on the interests
of its neighbor Germany—a first enlargement of the EU would not take place
without it.27

Hungary and Poland, as discussed in Chapter 2, had already experienced
eight years of policy-making under conditions of strong political competition
before the onset of the full force of the EU’s active leverage in 1997. As
Antoaneta Dimitrova argues, the EU therefore had the greatest influence in
shaping reforms pertaining to the “administrative capacity requirement”: the
EU demanded that candidates be able to implement the acquis and adminis-
ter the internal market after accession, even though standards for judging this
administrative capacity remained elusive.28 Other reforms, such as setting up
regional government, modernizing the judiciary or creating a professional
civil service were underway before 1997. They were the product of indigenous
reform efforts mixed in with anticipatory adaptation to EU rules, then
“patched” as demanded by the EU during the negotiations.29 Few would argue
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that the EU’s active leverage has not had a profound and transforming effect
on the state and the economy in both Hungary and Poland. And there is
abiding concern about the periodic resurgence of nationalism in Hungary’s
domestic and foreign policy. Yet, absent the EU’s active leverage few would
argue that these countries would not have constructed liberal democracy and
a functioning market economy.

The Czech Republic

The Czech Republic stands out: it shows how the EU’s active leverage worked
in a state that had a strong liberal start to democratization, but that had
suffered from restricted political competition from 1992 to 2002.30 Even
though the Czech Republic has counted as a liberal pattern state in this study,
the EU fought against the lack of transparency and the overt corruption in the
Czech political system, pushing through reforms as fundamental as creating
an independent civil service and bolstering the rule of law.31 On some
measures, the Czech Republic was closer to Slovakia, Bulgaria and Romania
than Poland and Hungary when the EU published its Opinions in 1997.

As Anna Grzyma„a-Busse demonstrates in comparing Poland, Hungary, the
Czech Republic and Slovakia, the level of political competition was pivotal in
helping to limit how much political parties could manipulate the state for their
own benefit. In the more competitive political systems, opposition political
parties could make their criticisms heard and check the power of ruling
parties.32 In Gzyma„a-Busse’s study, the Czech Republic resembles Slovakia
in that neither state developed an effective opposition in the early 1990s:
“Where one party dominated political competition, lax (or nonexistent)
regulations allowed the informal extraction of resources from state firms, the
procurement of favorable privatization deals, and the accumulation of posi-
tions in public administration.” Power was more dispersed immediately after
1989 in both Poland and Hungary and, as Table 1.3 indicates, complete
turnover of political parties in power took place regularly; this yielded much
higher levels of accountability and transparency than in the Czech Republic
and Slovakia which instead experienced very high levels of corruption.33

The Czech Republic is thus a hybrid case, falling in some ways between
the liberal and the illiberal pattern of political change.34 On the one hand, it
had a strong opposition to communism and the first governments put in place
certain strong foundations of liberal democracy. On the other hand, the two
successive governments of Prime Minister Václav Klaus (1992–6, 1996–7) of
the Civic Democratic Party (ODS) made blatant efforts to suppress political
party competition, restrict information and obstruct the regeneration of a
politically active civil society.35 Arguably every government attempts some of
these things, but the activities of the ODS were in a different league than those
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of its Polish and Hungarian counterparts. The attempt to control the political
arena became even more blatant (though less successful) after the 1998
elections when the right-wing ODS offered its left-wing ideological arch
rival, the Social Democratic Party (ČSSD), support for its government in the
framework of an “opposition agreement” in exchange for continued political
influence and for amnesty from certain prosecutions.

The June 1992 elections set the stage for a decade of Czech politics where
the behavior of political parties in power was very poorly controlled by polit-
ical parties in opposition.36 Václav Klaus’s victorious Civic Democratic Party
(ODS) formed a coalition with the Civic Democratic Alliance (ODA) and the
Christian Democratic bloc (KDU-ČSL). This coalition controlled 105 out of
200 seats, and held together until the elections of 1996 with high levels of
popular support. During this period, Klaus’s political power was not threat-
ened by dissent within his own party or by the disintegration of his coalition.

Klaus’s power was also not checked by an experienced media, while the
weak parties of the fragmented left were very ineffective watchdogs. The
ODS-led government thus enjoyed remarkable political freedom. It aug-
mented this freedom by neglecting to establish an independent civil service
and by undermining poles of opinion outside of the government, such as uni-
versities, non-governmental organizations and interest groups. It generally
scorned dialog with civic groups, and delayed establishing a legal framework
for non-governmental organizations until 1995. No effort was made to foster
public discussion and few public information campaigns were attempted. No
freedom of information law was passed. Václav Havel was elected to the
Czech presidency, but the powers of the president were restricted and Havel
was overshadowed by Klaus.37 Also telling was Klaus’s eagerness to be rid of
the Central European University in Prague, which harbored Czech opposition
intellectuals and formed part of George Soros’s project to create civil society
in post-communist Europe. Meanwhile certain members of the ODS-led 
government engaged in political corruption and financial crime with impunity.
All together, these practices stunted the Czech polity by impeding the creation
of a new class of Czech elites, and by setting the example that ruling political
parties may govern as they please.

Klaus’s drive to concentrate power in the hands of the government did not
end with his ouster in the autumn of 1997. The elections of June 1998 pro-
duced a minority Social Democratic government led by Prime Minister Milom
Zeman. The government was formed after the #SSD signed an “opposition
agreement” with its greatest ideological rival, Klaus’s ODS. The ODS had
done surprisingly well in the elections by forecasting doom if the left took
power, yet it preferred to give power to the #SSD in order to undermine the
centrist parties and pave the way for a two-party system. With the “opposition
agreement” in force, the ODS did not scrutinize the ways that the #SSD
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exercised the powers of government, yet it retained influence over key
government decisions, it received many posts in the state administration, and
it ensured that few political or economic elites close to the ODS would
be investigated and prosecuted for crimes committed during the years of
ODS rule.

The ability of the ODS to concentrate power was caused in part by the
presence of an unreformed communist party, as discussed in Chapter 2. This
has put the Czech Republic at a disadvantage in several ways. The Czech
Republic’s chronic shortage of able politicians and civil servants stems partly
from the repression of the post-1968 communist regime. The Polish and
Hungarian communist states bequeathed to their democratic successors more
qualified civil servants and talented pro-European politicians than did the
Czech communist state. Moreover, the existence of an unreformed commu-
nist party over the last decade has made the #SSD less reformist and more
populist. The #SSD has competed with the Communists for votes on the far
left, for example by being ambivalent on NATO membership and on economic
reform. Finally, from the point of view of coalition building in parliament, the
fragmentation of the left into one useable party, the #SSD, and one unusable
party, the Communists, has made the alternation of power between left and
right much less straightforward. This has played into the hands of the ODS:
a united, experienced left would have served as a much better watchdog dur-
ing the seven years of ODS rule, and such a left would not need to enter into
an opposition agreement to govern. A united left would have also made the
fragmentation of the center-right less tenable.38

From 1992 to 1997 the pro-EU comportment of the Czech government,
necessary to keep the Czech Republic well within the “first wave” of EU
candidates, did not interfere with day-to-day policy-making. The general
expectations of the EU in many areas coincided with the political and
economic agenda of the coalition government dominated by the ODS and led
by Klaus—at least on paper.39 The Czech Republic was the darling of the
West, a self-perpetuating status thanks to the shared impressions of Western
policy-makers and the (mostly) favorable, cross-referenced reports of inter-
national organizations. Spates of EU protectionism strengthened Klaus’s con-
fident message of Czech economic superiority and helped limit the impact of
other, more positive Western models of state interference in the economy. By
claiming to be “West” of the West Europeans, Klaus ensured that his admin-
istration, much of the media and a good deal of public opinion retained a
provincial confidence in Czech superiority, rather than opening the country to
external influences. EU membership came to be understood as a reward for an
economic job that was already well-done.40

The turning point came in 1997 when the Czech economy began to slide
into crisis, and the European Commission published its Opinion detailing the
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shortcomings of Czech political and economic reforms. The Klaus govern-
ment fell in the autumn of 1997 in the midst of financial scandals and the
desertion of factions within the ODS protesting the concentration of power
and the corrupt practices of the ODS government. In 1998, it became clear
that the Czech Republic, far from being superior to other candidates, was not
in good standing in the EU’s accession process.41 This explains in part why
the Czech Republic lost ground after 1996 in terms of the democratization
scores it was assigned by Freedom House (see Table 7.1): these scores cap-
ture the assessments of various experts who, like everyone else, realized the
extent of the deficiencies in governance and economic reform under ODS
rule. This set the stage for both “kinds” of EU leverage to play themselves out
in the Czech Republic—influence on the institutional and the information
environment, and also directly on the government.

As in the illiberal pattern states discussed in Chapter 6, the EU’s active
leverage influenced the institutional and information environment. The publi-
cation of the EU’s Opinion and subsequent Regular Reports provided a very
important external evaluation of the quality of Czech reforms, working hand
in hand with the struggling economy to destroy the illusion of the superiority
of Czech economic reforms and reveal the deficiencies of the Czech privati-
zation process. The EU’s active leverage also helped organize and strengthen
the opposition to the ruling parties. The parties of the center-left and the
center-right performed poorly as watchdogs because of their crippling frag-
mentation during the 1990s. They were too weak to break up the opposition
agreement or to call the ODS and the #SSD to task for their political and
financial misdeeds. However, after the opposition agreement was signed in
1998, EU membership became a focal point for cooperation among the Czech
Republic’s fragmented centrist parties and among various civic groups and
initiatives. The civic movement “Impuls 99” was formed as a broad based
alliance among civic and political forces seeking to break up the concentra-
tion of power signified by the opposition agreement, and to bring the Czech
Republic into compliance with the requirements for EU membership.

The second kind of leverage was directly on the government—and here the
EU made significant progress working with the #SSD government after 1998,
even during the period of the opposition agreement. Like in Poland and
Hungary, the mechanisms of conditionality, credible commitment, and influ-
ence on domestic groups compelled the #SSD government to pursue many of
the reforms that the overconfident and Euroskeptic Klaus governments had
failed to implement. The Commission put intense pressure on the government,
for example, to move quickly on privatizing state-owned banks, writing
sensible bankruptcy laws and reforming the truly backward and back-logged
judiciary.42 The most spectacular case of a candidate state reforming its public
administration under direct threat of sanctions from the Commission was the
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creation of an independent civil service in the Czech Republic. The legisla-
tion was finally adopted and implemented at the eleventh hour after the Czech
Republic’s two main parties had spent years dividing the spoils of public
administration jobs and influence between them. By 2000, the negotiating
team led by Deputy Foreign Minister Pavel Teli3ka, civic groups and opposi-
tion parties, and the #SSD government itself had created momentum for
implementing the difficult reforms. The government was egged on by compe-
tition with Hungary and Poland, but also granted a reprieve by the slowdown
of reform in Poland.

7.3 Convergence in Bulgaria, Slovakia, and Romania

Once “reformers” come to power, how much does the tenor of domestic
politics and the output of policy making in post-illiberal states converge with
the liberal states? Can our post-illiberal states overcome the inauspicious early
years of their transition from communism—the suppressed political competi-
tion, economic corruption, and ethnic nationalism of the early 1990s? I argue
that the EU’s pre-accession process has had an important effect in narrowing
the political and economic menu of successive governments, whatever their
previous political stripe, causing a convergence around domestic policy goals
that are consistent with a polity and an economy that will qualify for
EU membership. The narrowing of this menu is reflected in the Freedom
House scores assigned to Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania, as illustrated in
Figure 7.3 for 2001 (and in Table 7.1 for 2003). This kind of convergence does
not guarantee a high quality of democracy or of public life. Still, keeping
rulers to the parameters of policies consistent with qualifying for EU mem-
bership means improvements across the board: respect for basic democratic
standards, more robust political competition, protection of ethnic minority
rights, and ongoing, supervised reform of the economy.

7.3.1 The Performance of the Reformers

Even as we observe the impact of EU leverage on policy-making across the
board, we observe substantial variation in the performance of the reformers
after they take office from their illiberal predecessors. How do we explain this
variation? The performance of the reformers depends in part on structural
conditions, such as the prosperity of the economy and the capacity of the state
administration when they take office. On these measures, it was clear that
once Me3iar was out of the way Slovakia’s reformers would have a far easier
task than reformers in Bulgaria or Romania.
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Yet, the performance of the reformers also depends on the quality of the
domestic institutions that developed after 1989 in opposition to the rule of
illiberal elites. This follows closely my original argument about the political
trajectory of liberal pattern states: the strong opposition to communism
brought purposeful liberal democrats to power in 1989, and they were able to
lay the foundations of a pluralistic political arena, a capitalist economy and a
tolerant society. What the illiberal pattern states were missing in 1989 was a
strong democratic opposition. But in Bulgaria and Slovakia the seeds of such
an opposition were more visible. Bulgarian and especially Slovak opposition
forces hounded and constrained the ruling parties, and even played a role in
government in the early 1990s. In both countries (as well as in the Czech
Republic) the president stood in opposition to the ruling majority in parlia-
ment. While the powers of the office were limited (especially in Slovakia), the
president did provide an important counterbalance to the illiberal ruling
elite.43 Overall, though the opposition forces in Slovakia and Bulgaria were
weak and immature, they did not leave the excesses of the HZDS and the BSP
unanswered. This prevented the institutionalization of clientalism and
corruption in Bulgaria and Slovakia on the same level as in Romania, where
a much weaker and more ill-defined opposition, further disadvantaged by
Romania’s semi-presidential system, hardly managed to put any checks on the
power of the illiberal elite.

Once elected, the governments of reformers had a very full plate. Under the
watchful eye of the EU, they were expected to create a more open political
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arena, and improve the rule of law. They were also expected to implement dif-
ficult economic reforms that were put off by the previous government; indeed,
partial reform helped create a warped and corrupt market economy that was
in some ways more difficult to reform than the still-socialist economy of 1989.
Meanwhile, the population looked to them for substantial improvements in
living standards that would be difficult if not impossible to deliver.

For its part, the broader international community expected dramatic
improvements in relations between the government and ethnic minorities. In
a political environment where ethnic scapegoating had poisoned domestic
discourse for years and the nationalist parties remained vocal, this would also
require considerable political capital and effort. However, the significant
changes in policies toward ethnic minorities that took place in all three states
attest to the power of the EU’s leverage: politicians made highly contentious
concessions regarding ethnic minority issues in order to move forward in the
pre-accession process.44 Finally, NATO and the United States demanded
support for NATO’s air strikes against the regime of Slobodan Miloševíc
during the Kosovo crisis in 1999. All three governments provided some level
of support to improve their bid for future NATO membership, and thus had to
counter the vigorous condemnation of nationalist political parties and the
disapproval of the public for cooperation with NATO against Belgrade.

We turn now to a sketch of the tenure of each of the governments of
reformers, evaluating their capacity to govern, to promote ethnic tolerance, to
implement political and economic reform, to curb corruption, and to improve
the living standards of their citizens. Do they succeed? How is this success
motivated by EU leverage, and reflected in progress in the EU’s pre-accession
process? It is important to recognize both the agency of these new ruling
elites, and the intractability of some of the problems that they inherit.

The Dzurinda Government in Slovakia (1998–2002)

The coalition government led by Prime Minister Mikulám Dzurinda that took
office in 1998 in Slovakia was able to fulfill its ambition immediately to end
Slovakia’s international isolation, and rapidly transform Slovakia’s relation-
ship with the EU. The Dzurinda government comprised ten political parties
ranging from the post-communist left to the center-right, and included the
ethnic Hungarian party. The story of the Dzurinda government is one of con-
stant and spirited debate among the parties in the coalition government—each
issue was a “roller coaster ride” that usually ended in some sort of a compro-
mise thanks to the expert leadership of Dzurinda. Passing legislation was not
easy; the left wing parties in particular provoked conflict and stalled economic
reform, but important reforms were initiated, nevertheless. It helped that
several coalition members had experience governing together briefly in 1994.
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Under the very close scrutiny of the EU and other Western actors, a sea
change occurred in relations between the Slovak majority and the ethnic
Hungarian minority after the Dzurinda government took office. By appoint-
ing an ethnic Hungarian as deputy prime minister for human rights and
minorities, the Dzurinda government impressed ethnic Hungarians as well as
Western actors with its positive desire to solve problems; ethnic Hungarian
leaders described this political move as equally important to the government’s
subsequent legislative steps to protect ethnic minority rights in Slovakia.45

Meanwhile, the composition of the government also demonstrated to ethnic
Slovaks that the long-vilified ethnic Hungarian party could take a seat at the
table of government with no adverse consequences for Slovakia’s territorial
integrity, or indeed for the well-being of ethnic Slovaks.

The fundamentals of the Slovak economy had always been promising. The
Me3iar government corrupted the privatization process spectacularly, and
drove the country into substantial debt in its eleventh hour, but many com-
prehensive reforms had already been implemented before the division of
Czechoslovakia (see Table 2.1). Indeed, Slovakia’s 1997 Opinion described it
as already having a functioning market economy (unlike Bulgaria and
Romania). Still, the government team led by Deputy Prime Minister for the
Economy Ivan Miklom tackled economic reform with great energy, and engi-
neered a belated but impressive turnaround of the Slovak economy. After sev-
eral years of declining real wages and rising unemployment as a result of
austerity measures, both trends were reversed and GDP grew by nearly 4 per-
cent in the first half of 2002. Other successes included macroeconomic stabi-
lization, restructuring the banking sector, legislation to improve the business
environment, improving state regulation of the financial sector, and privat-
izing state-owned companies. In 2001, Slovakia was declared in the
Commission’s Regular Report to have a functioning market economy and,
given ongoing reforms, to be able to withstand competitive pressures within
the EU’s internal market.46

The dramatic transformation of Slovakia after 1998 is captured in the
overall change in its Freedom House democratization and economic liberal-
ization scores, illustrated in Table 7.1. For example, the independent media
score changed from 4.25 in 1997 to 2.00 in 2001; the electoral process score
changed from 3.75 in 1997 to 1.5 in 2003 (the lower the rating, the better).47

Meanwhile, the World Bank and the Slovak government registered an
overall decrease in corruption in Slovakia between 1998 and 2001.48 Most
important, the secret services were reigned in, and fear was removed from
Slovak politics. The Dzurinda government was, however, implicated in sev-
eral corruption scandals that threatened its popularity, though not on the same
scale as the Kostov government in Bulgaria. In several instances economic
actors attempted to use their clientalistic ties with one of the ruling parties to
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influence the outcome of privatization decisions or the award of state
contracts. Most of these scandals ended in the resignation of implicated politi-
cians and civil servants (which was already an improvement on the Czech
Republic where similar scandals rarely forced anyone to resign), but not in
their prosecution. Meanwhile, in some areas such as health care, pensions, and
combating high unemployment, observers charged that reforms had hardly
even been attempted. Still, by the end of the Dzurinda government’s term in
2002, Slovakia had become a “standard” democratic country with a well-
functioning economy, a dynamic and open political arena, and at least a
vibrant debate on how to improve education, health care, and social policy in
the future.49

Slovakia’s crowning achievement was catching up to Poland, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic in fulfilling the requirements of EU membership so that
it could join the EU with the other Visegrad states.50 Foreign Minister Eduard
Kukan and his team treated the publication each autumn of the European
Commission’s Regular Report as one of the most important benchmarks of
the Dzurinda government’s political, economic, legislative and institutional
performance.51 The government also revived Visegrad cooperation as a way
to help Slovakia rejoin its three liberal neighbors.52 Formal negotiations
between Slovakia and the EU began in February 2000, and the Slovak
negotiating team led by Ján Fígel lost no time in opening and closing chap-
ters. Eventually Slovakia had done more than catch up: in 2002 it had closed
more chapters than Poland, Hungary or the Czech Republic. On the eve of the
elections in the autumn of 2002, there was every expectation that Slovakia
would be invited to join the EU in the first wave—pending the outcome of
the vote.

The Kostov Government in Bulgaria (1997–2001)

The UDF-led government of Ivan Kostov that took office in 1997 enjoyed
tremendous legitimacy among the population after popular protests brought
down the BSP government that had plunged Bulgaria into economic crisis in
1996. It also enjoyed relative internal harmony, because it had managed to
unite many center-left, center-right, and right-wing opposition forces in one
political party in a process that began in 1989. The UDF’s coalition with two
small parties, known as the United Democratic Forces (UtDF), functioned rel-
atively smoothly, and its majority allowed it to pass legislation in parliament.
Also, ethnic intolerance faded from the domestic discourse in Bulgaria,
though the brutality and violence of the forced assimilation campaign against
Bulgaria’s Turks in the 1980s remained swept under the rug. The UDF took a
positive stance toward Bulgaria’s ethnic Turkish minority, and attempted at
times even to attract Turkish voters to the party. The UDF did have some expe-
rience in government: its original leader Zhelu Zhelev served as president
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from 1990, and the party had held power for one year from 1990 to 1991. All
told, the UDF-led government had much less trouble with infighting and ide-
ological disagreements than coalitions attempting to govern at about the same
time in Romania, in Slovakia and also in Poland.

For Bulgaria, the EU’s leverage was focused most strongly in the area of
economic reform, and intertwined with the conditional assistance program of
the IMF. The UDF government turned the Bulgarian economy around from
negative growth and hyperinflation in 1996 to an impressive 9 percent infla-
tion and 5 percent growth in 1998. Bulgaria’s currency board for the lev and
strict austerity program were supervised by the IMF which, well pleased with
Bulgaria’s success, granted a three-year loan in September 1998 worth $860
million. Meanwhile, under strong pressure and in close communication with
the European Commission, the government embarked on an ambitious pro-
gram to restructure the banks and privatize state-owned enterprises. Com-
pared to Slovakia, Bulgaria’s economic reforms were lagging far behind when
the reformers took office, while low state capacity and the consequences of
the previous governments’ policies posed a greater stumbling block.53 The
government ran into trouble, and many second-stage comprehensive reforms
were severely delayed. Industrial production and productivity decreased,
while foreign buyers for many state-owned enterprises could not be found.

Criticizing the UDF government for slow reform, many observers charged
that the austerity measures and other reforms of 1997 were not particularly
impressive: the UDF only did what it had to do in view of the profound eco-
nomic crisis that elevated it to power. While this may be true, it puts the UDF
in good company: taking office during an economic crisis (precipitated by the
outgoing government) also prompted and dictated the reforms of Poland’s
Solidarity government in 1989, Hungary’s Socialist government in 1995, and
the Czech Republic’s Social Democratic government in 1998.

The UDF did make important progress in shoring up the rule of law and
reigning in activities of Bulgaria’s economic nomenklatura that, as we saw in
Chapter 2, operated virtually outside of the law under the BSP. Tarnishing the
UDF’s image more profoundly than stalled reform, however, was a series of
corruption scandals directly implicating UDF politicians that made it appear
that the UDF was little better than the BSP. Undermining its popularity even
more, income levels remained very low, and much of the population experi-
enced little or no benefit from ongoing economic reform. The UDF’s com-
fortable position in parliament meant that widespread poverty and other issues
could be sidelined from the domestic debate.54 Meanwhile, the BSP was com-
pletely discredited by the economic fiasco of 1996 yet barely attempting inter-
nal reform. In this condition, it could not serve as an effective watchdog or a
constructive opposition for the UDF government.

Still, the UDF moved the country visibly forward in qualifying for EU
membership, and worked virtual miracles in rehabilitating Bulgaria’s image
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in West European capitals. The relationship between Bulgaria and the EU
became much more intense as addressing the deficiencies described in the
Commission’s Regular Reports and Accession Partnerships became the priority
of the government. EU leaders became much more involved in Bulgaria’s
preparations, and EU officials supported cautiously but enthusiastically the
Kostov government.55 Foreign Minister Nadezhda Mihailova and her team
wielded sufficient power in the government to compel other ministries to
move on reforms in order to comply with EU rules. That Bulgaria was not
invited to begin negotiations for EU membership by the Luxembourg
European Council in December 1997 with the five “ins” did not come as a
great disappointment; Bulgarian elites and citizens were realistic about when
Bulgaria could be prepared for accession. After the 1998 and 1999 Regular
Reports detailed Bulgaria’s progress under the Kostov government, Bulgaria
was invited to begin negotiations by the Helsinki European Council in
December 1999 along with the four other “pre-ins.”

Most damaging for the dedication of Bulgaria to the EU’s pre-accession
process was the fact that Bulgaria remained on the EU’s negative visa list until
April 2001. (Of the ten post-communist candidates, only Romania was also
on this list, remaining until January 2002.) Requiring Bulgarian citizens to put
themselves through a lengthy, arbitrary and often demeaning process to obtain
a Schengen visa to travel to the EU, this created a great deal of ill will among
the population and also among the Bulgarian elites that were supposed to be
leading the country toward EU membership.56 When Bulgaria was finally
removed from the list, it was a day of striking national celebration that was
profoundly meaningful for the many Bulgarians who considered the freedom
to travel as the anchor of their return to Europe.57

The Constantinescu Government in Romania (1996–2000)

The coalition government led by the Democratic Convention of Romania
(CDR) that took office in late 1996 heralded a new beginning for Romania.
Bringing together the CDR, the Social Democratic Union (USD) and the
Hungarian Democratic Union of Romania (UDMR), it included liberals, peas-
ants, Christian democrats, social democrats, and Hungarians. The invitation
to the Hungarians to share power in the government was a “revolution within
a revolution,” without precedent in the whole of Romania’s independent his-
tory. It was the charming, sincere, and deeply committed geographer turned
politician President Emil Constantinescu who was expected to lead the
reformers in transforming Romania. He spoke out eloquently against extreme
nationalism, and argued emphatically for accelerated economic reform, for
restructuring the security services, and for a zealous battle against corruption
in every corner of Romania’s public life. The government led by Prime
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Minister Victor Ciorbea of the CDR promised in its “Contract with Romania”
to tackle all of Romania’s most serious problems in its first 200 days.58 The
government’s other opening gambit was a mighty diplomatic and domestic
campaign for Romania to be invited to join NATO in May 1997 with Poland,
Hungary, and the Czech Republic.

Sadly, coalition infighting undermined or blocked virtually all reform. The
lion’s share of political activity in Bucharest involved bargaining among the
three coalition parties—as well as among different parties within the CDR and
the USD. Each of the actors in the coalition supported variants of reform that
would have benefited its own supporters, vetoing to the extent possible its
partners’ initiatives. Petre Roman’s USD in particular revealed that it had no
interest in authentic reform. The reform process soon devolved into a chaos
of particularism, stalemate, and factional bartering that Michael Shafir attrib-
utes to the absence of compromise as a tradition in Romanian politics.59 Many
Romanians had thought that it would be “enough” to just get the opposition
parties into power. They had presented themselves as competent and modern—
claiming, for example, to have 15,000 experts on hand. The independent
media and civic groups helped them defeat Iliescu without subjecting them
to any scrutiny. As it turned out, the opposition leaders were unprepared,
incompetent—and incredibly fractious.60 They could not form a team, and
spent much of their time fighting one another.

In comparison to Bulgaria, the situation of the Romanian reformers was
less auspicious on four measures—the unity of the opposition, the legitimacy
of the opposition, the prospects for economic reform, and the role of ethnic
nationalism. Legitimacy was never bestowed on the CDR and its allies by
widespread protests against the previous government. The protests and strikes
throughout Bulgaria in January 1997 provided legitimacy to the UDF gov-
ernment, while the economic collapse completely discredited the BSP’s later
attacks on accelerating economic reform. In contrast, the fragmented and ide-
ologically divergent Romanian opposition parties never had the opportunity
to turn the support of hundreds of thousands of Romanians cheering them in
the streets into a clear program of reform. Iliescu’s PDSR and its extremist
coalition partners kept Romanian protestors off the streets—and the economy
afloat, failing to discredit themselves as overtly as the BSP in their last year
in office.

Economic reform could be postponed by the Constantinescu government
because in 1996 the Romanian economy was not on the verge of collapse. The
desperation of Bulgaria’s economic situation in early 1997 left the new gov-
ernment with little to debate: the austerity program and currency board were
essential, and they imposed discipline. In Romania, Ciorbea’s government
made encouraging progress in the first half of 1997, but subsequent infighting
until the 2000 elections left reform almost at a standstill while the opposition’s
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promises in the “Contract with Romania” were quickly forgotten. Some
observers suggested that an economic collapse—in the summer months when
the poor would suffer less—would have been desirable to break Romania’s
political deadlock.61

Ethnic nationalism declined as a force in domestic politics but not as much
as in Bulgaria and Slovakia. The victory of the opposition forces on the heels
of Iliescu’s signature of the Basic Treaty with Hungary did diminish the impor-
tance of the issue. However, as a member of the governing coalition, the
Hungarian Democratic Union of Romania (UDMR) pursued passionately its
quest for political and minority rights and this attracted hostile reactions not
just from the opposition, but also from factions within the coalition, deepen-
ing the gridlock.62 Meanwhile, the extremist parties, sometimes supported by
the PDSR, filled the parliament and press with accusations that the president
and government were committing treason by cooperating with the
Hungarians.

What is particularly striking about the Constantinescu government is how
much it pinned its hopes on the idea that early NATO membership and closer
relations with the EU would provide momentum for subsequent attempts at
domestic reform. External affirmation was to precede, indeed to cause, internal
reforms. Soon after taking office, the government put in motion a grand pub-
lic relations campaign at home and abroad in support of Romania’s inclusion
in the first wave of NATO expansion.63 In a bizarre and desperate twist, it con-
tinued this campaign in the Romanian media (especially through television
commercials calling on Romanian citizens to support Romania joining NATO
right away) long after the foreign ministry had been told explicitly that
Romania would not be invited to join with Poland, Hungary and the Czech
Republic at NATO’s Washington summit in May 1997. When NATO’s rejec-
tion was finally acknowledged, the dejection of the government and its
citizens was blamed for stalled domestic reform.64

Despite Romania’s dismal track record on reforming the state and the
economy, the Commission in its 1999 Regular Report recommended that
Romania be invited to begin accession negotiations with the four other pre-ins
in recognition of the fact that the Constantinescu government was moving
Romania in the right direction. The Helsinki European Council followed
through on the invitation, motivated in part by concern about the repercussions
for Romanian domestic politics if Romania was the only “pre-in” held back.
Some scholars and Romanian officials commented that the EU’s invitation at
the Helsinki summit deflected pressure from the elite and allowed them to
delay or avoid certain economic reforms.65 The Commission’s Regular Reports
on Romania each autumn painted a dreary picture; the Constantinescu gov-
ernment accepted the Commission’s extensive criticisms with more grace than
denial, but at the same time some Romanian politicians remained all too
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comfortable with the image of Romania as the victim of Western neglect and
not the victim of its own legacies, institutions, and elites.

Constantinescu’s deep commitment to a pro-Western foreign policy for
Romania was indomitable, withstanding the disappointment of not being
invited to join NATO in 1997 as well as considerable opposition from nation-
alist voices at home. During 1999, for example, the Constantinescu govern-
ment strongly supported NATO’s military intervention in Kosovo, standing
firm against overwhelming opposition among Romanian citizens and vicious
attacks by the opposition parties in parliament. The Constantinescu govern-
ment described its support for NATO in Kosovo as a way to prove Romania’s
credentials for future membership.66 As new elections in 2000 approached, it
was impossible to deny that the Constantinescu government had transformed
Romania by establishing a fairer and more open arena for political competi-
tion, by bolstering the rule of law, by promoting ethnic tolerance, and by
anchoring Romania very firmly to a Western foreign policy.

Conclusions about the Performance of the Reformers

From the sketches above, we see that the performance of the reformers in
Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania varied significantly. This variation was
caused in part by the quality of the domestic institutions that developed after
1989 in opposition to the rule of illiberal elites. Like oppositions to commu-
nism in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, activity in opposition to the
democratic monopoly of illiberal rulers in Slovakia, Bulgaria and Romania
helped build consensus and cooperation among disparate forces that would
later take power in these countries. EU membership was an important focal
point for cooperation, and complying with EU rules helped construct a com-
mon agenda for reform—but success in carrying out this agenda once the
reformers took power could not be guaranteed from Brussels.

In Romania, we see that the monopoly on power of the illiberal rulers after
1989 combined with other factors to hinder the development of a unified and
purposeful opposition. Instead, the first seven years after communism brought
what Aurelian Cr÷iu…u calls the process of “perverse institutionalization,” of
clientalism, corruption, and low standards in public life; these are now prov-
ing very difficult to dislodge.67 The consequence for Romania was that the
reformers that had managed to unite to win power could not compromise suf-
ficiently in order to govern adequately or to implement much of their agenda.
To simplify to a fault, Romania’s reformers needed to battle against perverse
institutionalization, but this process had also molded and co-opted them. This
reveals some of the limits of the agent-based mechanisms of cooperation,
adapting, and implementation that we explored in Chapter 6, and that we will
dwell on further in the next section. Instead, it highlights the continued
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salience of historical institutionalist theory that privileges the role of existing
institutions in explaining the outcome of policy-making.

7.3.2 The Performance of Successive Governments

New governments are elected in Romania in 2000, in Bulgaria in 2001, and
in Slovakia in 2002. What happens? Our “reformers” are completely trounced
in Romania and Bulgaria, and they are resoundingly re-elected in Slovakia.
The three governments that take power differ from one another quite dramat-
ically. In Romania, Iliescu and the PDSR are returned to power by the failures
of the CDR government. In Bulgaria, a new party led by the former King
sweeps to power promising economic salvation and technocratic efficiency. In
Slovakia, the center-right parties from the previous coalition government
make important gains and form a more streamlined coalition government with
even greater consensus on political and economic reform.

What are the consequences of these very different electoral outcomes? Do
our “post” illiberal states part ways here? No: different as they may be, these
governments continue to implement political and economic reforms in order
to qualify for EU membership.68 They all continue on the road to EU mem-
bership, demonstrating the profound impact of the EU’s active leverage on
their domestic politics. For all of the reasons that we explored in the first two
sections of this chapter, not one of them reneges on promised reforms, or
questions the imperative of complying with EU rules. The tenure of reform-
ers in government has transformed the polity and the economy, empowering
groups with stakes in European integration and opening up the flows of fund-
ing and foreign investment that accompany the approval of the West. Turning
back on the road to EU membership would impose prohibitively high costs on
(almost) any new government.

The victory and tenure of reformers was also part of a process that
improved and intensified the quality of domestic political competition, height-
ening accountability and reducing the opportunities for rent seeking. The
abrogation of democratic standards, the downgrading of ethnic minority
rights, or calling a halt to economic reforms are nowhere on the agenda of the
ruling parties—not even on the unspoken agenda of the returning PDSR
in Romania. Here we see most clearly the power of the EU’s pre-accession
process to bring about convergence among the mainstream political parties
in a candidate state. While Romania’s previous illiberal rulers may have been
re-elected, they have not returned to (most of) their old ways. Thus the EU’s
active leverage has helped encourage formerly illiberal political forces to
change their political agendas. Yet there is still a great deal of variation among
the three states on the pace of reform, with few surprises: Slovakia has
catapulted itself forward, Bulgaria is working hard but struggling in many
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areas, and Romania trails far behind—a rank order that does not come as a
surprise given our analysis in Chapters 2 and 6.

Does it matter anymore who wins? For the quality of preparations for EU
membership in the liberal pattern states in the 1990s, it mattered little which
constellation of mainstream parties won in national elections. Have the illib-
eral states converged with the liberal ones so that now, from the perspective
of working to qualify for EU membership, the mainstream political parties are
also interchangeable? I argue below that yes, this is the case—with two
important caveats for future governments in Romania: first, it may not matter
anymore which mainstream parties win in a positive way (all are moderate
and pro-EU) but also in a less positive way (all are impotent). Second, main-
stream parties may not always win. Let us turn now to a brief analysis of
the three successor governments, focusing on the momentum for reform,
the overall quality of democracy, and the development of viable left- and
right-wing parties.

The Second Dzurinda Government in Slovakia (2002–6)

In 2002 the Slovak voters soundly re-elected Slovakia’s reformers, giving four
center-right parties a majority in parliament. The priority of many Slovak
voters was Slovakia’s accession to the EU and NATO: a foreign policy issue,
albeit a very special one, mattered significantly in this election. The EU made
the trade-off faced by the Slovak voter abundantly clear: re-elect Me3iar, and
Slovakia will not be invited to become an EU member at the Copenhagen
European Council summit in December 2002. Me3iar was not elected, and
Slovakia was invited to join the EU with seven other post-communist coun-
tries in May 2004 thanks to the work of the first Dzurinda government.
Slovakia thus succeeded along with two other “pre-ins,” Latvia and Lithuania,
in catching up with the “ins.” This “big bang” enlargement was caused by the
unexpected zeal with which these three “pre-ins” closed the distance between
their reforms and those of the “ins.” It was also caused by the greater institu-
tional, bureaucratic, and economic ease of admitting together all of the Baltic
States, and also the two former parts of Czechoslovakia.

Slovak voters took the imperative of EU-oriented reform a step further 
than expected in the 2002 elections: they voted out the two left-wing parties
in the previous coalition government, the Party of the Democratic Left and
SOP. These parties had provoked conflicts among coalition members,
attempted to dictate policy, and stalled economic reform. Instead, the Slovak
voters strengthened the hand of the ambitious reformers in the previous
government.69 The four new governing parties became the Slovak Democratic
and Christian Union (SDKU), the Party of the Hungarian Coalition (SMK),
Christian Democratic Movement (KDH), and the Alliance of the New Citizen
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(ANO), all of them representing the center-right. Mikulám Dzurinda was reap-
pointed Prime Minister, Eduard Kukan remained Foreign Minister, and Ivan
Miklom became Finance Minister.70

The government immediately laid out an ambitious agenda for reforming
the country’s tax, pension, healthcare, and social welfare systems, anticipating
the ability to push through reforms considerably faster than the previous
Dzurinda government. It implemented, for example, sweeping changes in the
public finance system that have earned Slovakia acclaim for the lowest tax
rates in Central Europe, creating a “paradise” for foreign investors and pres-
sure on neighboring states to follow suit.71 Ironically, ten years after Václav
Klaus’s supposedly ultra-liberal Czech Republic parted ways with Vladimir
Me3iar’s Slovakia, it is Slovakia that has implemented the kinds of fiscal
policies that Klaus embraced rhetorically but barely implemented in reality.

It was a surprise that the popularity of the populist Smer party dropped
sharply before the elections; it had been expected to come in second after
Mečiar’s HZDS. Sharon Fisher argues that the drop can be explained partly by
the insistence of Smer’s leader, Robert Fico, on standing up to the EU at a time
when voters, especially young ones, wanted to take no chances on EU mem-
bership. One Smer campaign poster featured four people with their pants
pulled down, together with the slogan: “To the European Union! But not with
naked bottoms!” The SDKU, in contrast, put up billboards with slogans such
as “There’s just a small step left to NATO and the EU. With us you’ll make it.”
According to Fisher, the SDKU put considerable emphasis on foreign policy,
which was probably the most important impetus behind the (unexpected) deci-
sion of Slovak voters to hand the SDKU a victory over Smer in the elections.72

The 2002 elections demonstrated the convergence of all political parties
toward support for EU membership because, as one politician quipped, to do
otherwise would be “political self-disqualification.” The programs of all of
Slovakia’s political parties announced their support for Slovakia joining the
EU.73 The HZDS, for its part, appeared increasingly frantic to gain the inter-
national respectability that it had squandered in the 1990s, and to assure the
electorate that it would not throw away Slovakia’s international achievements
since 1998 if it returned to power. The party program of the HZDS declared
“its irreversible decision to support Slovakia’s integration into the EU with all
of its might.”74 The HZDS technically won the elections with 19.5 percent of
the vote, but no other party would cooperate with it, chiefly because of the
character of Me3iar. Had the HZDS been able to form a government after the
2002 elections, we can speculate that not even Me3iar would have tried to turn
Slovakia back on the road to EU membership. But the EU would have prob-
ably never given him a chance, keeping its promise to exclude a Slovakia led by
Me3iar. In 2004, Slovak voters elected a mostly reformed ex-HZDS stalwart
as president, reflecting two ongoing trends—the transformation of illiberal

210 Impact of Active Leverage II



politicians to fit the new parameters of Slovak politics, and the inability of the
“opposition” parties to settle on a single candidate.

The outstanding feature of Slovakia’s emerging democratic polity is the
ongoing engagement of civic groups in the content and quality of Slovakia’s
public life. Neither the influence of the individual civic groups in politics nor
the umbrella Third Sector association itself faded away after Me3iar was
defeated in the 1998 elections. Nor did all of the civil society leaders rush to
join the new government. Instead, many of Slovakia’s intellectuals and civil
society leaders have sought to advise but also to criticize the coalition
government from the outside.75 The Institute of Public Affairs has continued
to publish its annual analysis of the state of Slovakia (called the “Súhrnná
správa” or “Global Report”) that its editors describe as itself “an agent of
change.” It has helped to foster “an informal coalition of independent think
tanks, non-government organizations, academic institutions and research
institutes” that write a critical analysis of Slovakia’s domestic politics, foreign
policy, economy and society every year. These analyses since 1998 have often
formed the basis for the Slovak government’s strategies for moving forward
with reform.76 Overall the strength of Slovakia’s “third sector” has improved
the quality of political competition and debate quite dramatically at a time
when the HZDS has hardly been functioning as a constructive opposition.

The Simeon Government in Bulgaria (2001–5)

In June 2001 Bulgarian voters handed power to a party led by an unusual
outsider, Simeon-Saxe-Coburg, a former king who fled Bulgaria in 1946.
Capitalizing on popular disappointment with corruption and poverty, the
National Movement Simeon II (NMSS) captured 42 percent of the vote and a
near majority in parliament. Simeon, a second cousin to Britain’s Queen
Elizabeth, was elected prime minister and much of the party’s popularity
resided in his personal appeal. The NMSS formed a coalition with the MRF;
it made history by appointing the first ethnic Turks to hold cabinet posts since
Bulgaria’s independence in 1878. The NMSS also included an unprecedented
number of women on electoral lists, increasing the percentage of women in
parliament from 7.5 to 25.4.77 Simeon’s cabinet included insiders of Bulgaria’s
political scene, including BSP members, as well as “expert” outsiders.
Although generally right-centre in orientation, the party won over many vot-
ers with promises to bring significant economic improvement “within 800
days.”78 Immediate change did not come, of course, and Bulgarian voters
expressed their discontent later that year by electing Socialist Georgi
Parvanov to the presidency.

The consensus on NATO as well as EU membership was cemented by the
NMSS. One of Bulgaria’s earliest and most passionate advocates of NATO
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membership, Foreign Minister Solomon Passy, presided over Bulgaria’s invi-
tation to join NATO in 2002 and its accession in March 2004. Negotiations
with the EU moved steadily forward, with Bulgaria closing chapters more rap-
idly than Romania. The Commission’s 2002 Regular Report declared Bulgaria
to have a “functioning market economy.”79 Negotiations were concluded in
June 2004, but monitoring of key areas of reform continues, including the state
administration, the regulation of the economy, and the fight against corruption.
In  the event of unsatisfactory reform, the EU may re-open the negotiations.

Bulgarian citizens remain convinced that corruption is endemic, but
Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index shows improve-
ments for each of the four years from 1998 to 2002.80 In 2002, the govern-
ment’s Action Plan on corruption created a commission charged with bringing
to the courts evidence to try corruption cases. NGOs are also becoming more
involved in publicizing and prosecuting corruption cases.81 Poverty and
unemployment remain Bulgaria’s most pressing problems. From 2000 to
2004, unemployment has remained close to 20 percent, while roughly one
quarter of the population lives below the poverty line.82 The NMSS govern-
ment has made progress in reforms neglected by the UDF, particularly reduc-
ing the state’s overbearing role in the economy. Economic growth has been
impressive, above 4 percent each year, and forecast at 4.2 percent in 2004.83

Overall, the NMSS has kept economic reform and EU accession on track. But
Simeon’s promises of economic salvation in 2001 stand in stark contrast to
the ongoing poverty of average Bulgarians. Once again, reform has not
improved living standards and this has led to a sharp drop in the popularity of
the NMSS. More worrying, it has contributed to disenhancement with politi-
cal parties as agents for positive change.84

Still, it is to the credit of Simeon that he was there in 2001 to take power;
the parties that might otherwise have filled the vacuum would almost certainly
have done worse. The NMSS will probably not survive the next parliament-
ary elections scheduled for mid-2005. The Socialists are the favorites. They
finally show signs of reform, embracing EU accession and softening their
rhetoric on market reform. The BSP’s return to power should hasten its trans-
formation into a modern social democratic party. And if it wins, the once
ambivalent BSP will likely preside over Bulgaria’s entry into the EU: in
December 2004 the commission will make a recommendation to the
European Council as to Bulgaria’s fitness to join as planned in 2007.

The Third Iliescu Government in Romania (2000–4)

The 2000 elections in Romania returned Ion Iliescu to the presidency, and
gave his party, the PDSR a comfortable majority in parliament. The CDR was
routed, failing to gain any representation in parliament; and Petre Roman’s
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USD also did poorly. Deeply disenchanted, Romanian voters were determined
to vote against the CDR government; surveys showed, however, that they were
not voting for the PDSR or against democracy. The ineffectiveness, gridlock,
and corruption scandals of the CDR-led government caused the success of
Iliescu, as did the enduring disunity of the center-right parties that could not, for
example, even agree on a single presidential candidate in the 2000 elections.
Among the center-right forces whose parliamentary representation had been
35.6 percent after the 1996 elections, only the liberals entered parliament in
2000 with 8.7 percent, having left the CDR and founded the National Liberal
Party.85

The drama of the elections turned out to be the strong second-place finish
in the first round of the presidential elections of the extreme right wing politi-
cian Corneliu Vadim Tudor. In the run-off election between Tudor and Iliescu,
all of the moderate forces in Romania had to rally their supporters to vote for
Iliescu in order to defeat Tudor. While Tudor espouses xenophobic, extremist
political views, it turned out that his sympathizers and even his voters gener-
ally embraced democracy, tolerance and Romania’s integration into Western
organizations. For them, Tudor stood for using draconian measures to curb
corruption and sweep out the entrenched, corrupt, and ineffective political
class that had ruled Romania for the past decade.86

Installed again in power, Iliescu and the PDSR have behaved quite differently
than during their previous seven years of rule.87 Enmeshed in the EU’s pre-
accession process, they have had to continue with the reforms of the state and
the economy stipulated by Romania’s Accession Partnership. The government,
formed by Prime Minister Adrian N÷stase from the PDSR’s reformist wing, has
been praised by the World Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD) as well as the European Commission for tackling stalled
economic reforms. The government has made important progress in privatizing
state-owned banks, shutting down inefficient enterprises and attracting foreign
investment. After 2000, the economy returned to positive growth after the long
recession from 1997 to 1999 in part thanks to these policies.

More striking, the PDSR has abandoned most uses of ethnic nationalism
for political profit; it avoided nationalist appeals in its 2000 campaign, and has
even cooperated with the UDMR on legislation to improve the position of
ethnic minorities in local administration. Overall, Vladimir Tismaneanu has
argued that Iliescu has truly learned to behave like a democrat. After four
years of taking his role as the loyal opposition very seriously, he has made a
legitimate return to power.88 The Iliescu government does, however, control
too much of the information that is available to many Romanian citizens. The
state television is widely described as biased in support of the government,
while many of Romania’s private media outlets have reason to tread carefully
when it comes to criticizing the PDSR because they are owned by people
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close to the PDSR, they owe debts to banks controlled by such people, or
indeed they owe debts to the state. Also, in what can be interpreted as a move
to manipulate the information environment, the PDSR renamed itself yet
again, becoming in June 2001 the Social Democratic Party (PSD). (We, how-
ever, will keep calling it the PDSR until the end of this book.)

There is no question that Iliescu and his team are better able to govern than
their CDR predecessors, living up belatedly (and only partially) to their self-
styled image as efficient post-communist technocrats. And there are many
indications that at least the reform faction within the PDSR would like to
implement ambitious reforms. Yet so far they have failed in many areas, and
Romania is beset with problems. This third Iliescu government seems to have
been caught in its own trap—in the “perverse” institutionalization89 of clien-
talism and corruption that it helped create. The fact that comprehensive polit-
ical and economic reforms were not done quickly gave time for a new class
of powerful politicians and businessmen to crystallize out of the former com-
munist nomenklatura. For this new class, it is not beneficial to change the way
that Romania is governed; they benefit from the lack of competent politicians
and bureaucrats, the lack of transparency, the weakness of civil society, and
the shallowness of competition among political parties.90

Such a class also developed in other post-communist states: why has it
proved more difficult to dislodge in Romania? As argued above, the quality
of domestic political competition was much lower in Romania during the
years of illiberal rule. The Romanian bureaucracy is perceived as captured by
networks going back to the managers of state enterprises and the second and
third rank nomenklatura surrounding Iliescu when he gained power (the
“directocracy”). Now there seem to be relatively few people pushing to
displace this new class—because most political elites are “in” it; because
many disenchanted elites have simply left Romania; and because other elites
(especially young people) have avoided public life. Consequently, as Alina
Mungiu-Pippidi, Sorin Ioni…÷, and Aurelian Muntean argue, “What is missing
is good governance: coherent sets of policies developed by local decision-
makers through a legitimate and transparent process engaging the stakehold-
ers involved in their implementation.”91 The government and the state
administration lack the capacity to design, adopt, and implement public
policies, while civil society groups are too weak to train enough new political
elites and exert enough pressure on the old ruling class.

So how do we evaluate Romania’s political trajectory? The incentives of
complying with EU membership requirements have led Romania’s former
illiberal rulers to move closer to the political profile of Poland or Hungary’s
post-communist parties. As a result, the outcome of the 2000 general elections
has had little impact on Romania’s development goals and strategies. This
indicates convergence: like in Poland or Hungary, the policy on joining the
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EU and implementing reform is no longer in suspense in the run up to
elections (unless the popularity of the extremists surges). As Annette
Freyberg-Inan points out, the parties and politicians have converged in pre-
senting the goals and norms of international organizations as fundamental to
the national interest.92 EU integration has become a resource for almost all
political elites seeking ways to maintain and consolidate political power—and
the search for approbation from Western leaders has been intense.

Yet there are drawbacks to this outward devotion to the EU and other inter-
national organizations. Unlike the first and second Iliescu governments, the
third Iliescu government does not blatantly violate the requirements of EU
membership at home. But many Romanian political parties use a tactical
embrace of NATO and EU membership as a substitute for a real political pro-
gram, and as a way to encourage acquiescence on the part of the Romanian
people. By working with the Iliescu government and giving Romania a target
date of 2007 for membership, the EU confers legitimacy on the Iliescu gov-
ernment. There are clear and disturbing signs that Romania’s EU efforts really
are what commentators have feared: minimal reforms done only to please the
international community, with no basis in the real and internalized agendas of
Romanian political parties and interest groups. It may not matter anymore
who gets elected: none of the main political parties are likely to disqualify
Romania from the EU accession process. However, who gets elected may not
“matter” in another way: no Romanian political parties are able to improve
the quality of democracy and governance in Romania.93

What should the EU do with Romania? It seems that Romania’s political
elites have adroitly positioned themselves to secure EU membership for
Romania in 2007 without meeting the EU’s requirements at least as well as
other post-communist candidates. Why would the EU violate its own rules
and let Romania in? The same arguments for inclusion and against exclusion
are at play as in the beginning of the 1990s. If Romania is excluded, the
popularity of the extremists could surge and the country could turn its back
entirely on Western liberal democracy. In turn, it could destabilize the region
and undermine the EU’s project to democratize the Balkans. Also, it is
evidently difficult to impose conditionality when the conjuncture of
Romania’s tyrannical communist past, institutionalized clientalism, low
quality political class, and widespread poverty make reform seem so
intractable. Perhaps active leverage, for all of its might, can only do so much
in this case.

But should the EU give up on using its active leverage to ensure better
compliance with EU rules by Romania just because it has not worked as quickly
as elsewhere? After all, it is amazing that eight countries made so much progress
in order to join the EU in 2004, and that Bulgaria is struggling forward. While
the political costs of holding Romanian back may seem very high, they may be
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much lower for the Romanian polity than squandering the opportunity to push
for reform as a condition of EU membership. Once it is gone, it may take many
decades to accomplish the same reforms that could have been (mostly) accom-
plished before accession. Weighing these (and no doubt other) arguments, the
European Council will make a decision in December 2004 about whether or not
Romania is on track to join in 2007.94

Conclusions about Convergence: Could the EU have done more?

We may conclude that institutional and financial assistance from the EU, even
EU membership itself, cannot bring salvation (or even good governance) if
domestic elites do not rise to the challenge of transforming the polity and the
economy. As an aside, we can look at the performance of both sets of gov-
ernments in Bulgaria and Romania from a different angle and ask: did the EU
and other Western actors provide enough help? The question is not whether
the EU could have “saved” the UDF and the CDR and got them re-elected.
Even if somehow it could (which seems extremely unlikely given the nature
of their problems), further alternation of power has been beneficial in both
countries: it has brought a new configuration of center-right elites into public
life in Bulgaria, and it has moderated the PDSR in Romania. However, could
different policies on the part of the EU have helped reform?

All I can do here is make three suggestions. First, the financial assistance
provided for Bulgaria and Romania was only adjusted upward to take
into account their greater economic backwardness and lower state capacity
as part of the 1999 Stability Pact for the Balkans (which we will discuss
in the next chapter)—and still the amounts remained modest. More assis-
tance as well as better (complete) access to EU markets should have
been provided, sooner. Second, the visa requirements for Bulgarian and
Romanian citizens worked at cross-purposes with the EU’s active leverage.
Resentment of the inability to travel freely decreased the willingness of
public figures to portray themselves as pro-European, undermined the popu-
larity of those who did, and fed a sense of futility about ever being allowed
into the European club.

Third, the attention and resources for training opposition political elites and
promoting civil society groups were insufficient.95 We can see that the higher
quality of political competition during the period of illiberal rule is linked to
the greater effectiveness of the first government of reformers, giving Bulgaria
a significant edge over Romania even though they shared similarly weak
economies in 1989. No amount of funding or cajoling, of course, could undo
the legacy of Ceauvescu or the character of the Romanian elites that took
power in 1989. However, Western actors may have been able to do more to
energize, strengthen and shape Romania’s opposition forces and civic groups
in the early 1990s.
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7.4 Alternative Explanations

We turn now briefly to two alternative explanations, the first questioning the
usefulness of the EU’s active leverage, and the second questioning the use-
fulness of a rationalist approach to explaining why and how elites respond to
the EU’s active leverage. Beginning with the usefulness of the EU’s active
leverage, was it really a key factor in the convergence of governments in ECE
around an agenda of comprehensive reforms of the state and the economy
within the parameters of “acceptable” democratic standards and protections
for ethnic minority rights?

Absent the EU, one could argue that these countries would sooner or later
complete pro-Western reforms. They would do so because of the inescapable
pressure of the world economy: globalization, not EU leverage, provides the
impetus for reform. Even if candidates were uncertain that they could join,
they would be forced to adopt most of the EU’s norms and rules because of
their dependence on the EU’s market and on foreign investors. One could also
argue that the rewards of EU membership (passive leverage) are so substan-
tial that eventually all plausible candidates would fulfill the membership
requirements. On this account, the EU’s deliberate policies (active leverage)
are irrelevant. At most, they serve to speed the process up on the margins.

While either of these competing explanations may bear out if you have a
long enough time horizon, they cannot explain the variation that we see over
the first fifteen years after the collapse of communism. If the main impetus for
reform was globalization, we would expect that at least some post-Soviet
states that are not credible future members of the EU but that nevertheless
could profit from the EU market would exhibit similar patterns of reform.
Instead, we see a striking divergence between Poland and Ukraine, or
Bulgaria and Georgia. If the main impetus was the EU’s passive leverage
alone, then it is more puzzling why some credible future EU members did not
immediately seek to qualify for the benefits of EU membership. I argue that
the EU’s active leverage made it impossible for governing elites to pretend to
be preparing for EU membership, while at the same time using ethnic nation-
alism to win elections and corrupt reform to generate economic rents. Without
well-developed tools of active leverage, such elites could simply claim
discrimination (“the West despises us”) and govern with impunity, as in fact
they do today in nearby states that are not subject to the EU’s active leverage
such as Ukraine and Belarus.

Rationalist versus Constructivist Mechanisms for Explaining Compliance

What are the causal mechanisms by which the EU impacts on the course of
domestic politics? In other words, how and why do actors in domestic politics
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respond to the benefits and the requirements of EU membership? I have
answered this question in two steps over the course of the last two chapters.

First, I have explored how and why domestic actors outside of government
in illiberal pattern states were influenced by the national predicament (and the
political opportunity) of being ruled by political parties that were severely
undermining their state’s prospects for EU membership. I made essentially a
rationalist argument: for office-seeking opposition politicians, a pro-Western
and pro-EU platform was promising for defeating their opponents, especially
given the EU’s active leverage that criticized the government; provided a focal
point for cooperation with other parties; and promised rewards for compli-
ance. But just what opposition politicians presented as a pro-EU platform was
informed and refined by adapting to the rules imposed by the EU for prospec-
tive members. By the time these parties were elected to office, they had
created a domestic power base that expected, even demanded, progress toward
EU membership.

Second, I have explored how and why domestic actors in government in
liberal pattern and “post” illiberal pattern states shaped the output of the
domestic policymaking process to comply with the requirements of EU mem-
bership. Again, I have made essentially a rationalist argument: in light of their
promises of attaining full membership in the EU, politicians sought the
rewards of building liberal democracy and market capitalism to please their
domestic power base including a substantial portion of the electorate.
Consequently, governments adjusted domestic policymaking enough to qual-
ify for membership.96 The structure of the EU’s pre-accession process shaped
their behavior along the way—they were neither too confident (thanks
to asymmetric interdependence), nor were they too disingenuous (thanks to
enforcement), nor did they despair that the system was arbitrary (thanks to
meritocracy). The interests of office-seeking politicians interacted with the
EU’s active leverage to produce the reforms of the state and the economy that
we have discussed in this chapter.

There are, however, other ways of understanding elite behavior that
complement or rival a rationalist approach. What other mechanisms or
processes lead domestic actors to comply with EU requirements—but not just
requirements, also norms and expectations? Whereas a rationalist approach
treats elite compliance as the product of a cost-benefit calculation that is
centered on strategies to attain political and economic goods, a constructivist
approach takes into account other motivations for compliance. Instead of fol-
lowing the rationalist “logic of consequence,” the behavior of actors is moti-
vated by the “logic of appropriateness.” Actors do what is deemed appropriate
in a given situation and given their social role.97 International organizations
can seek to convince states that their own norms represent “appropriate”
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behavior: “If their claims and arguments are convincing, domestic actors
engage in (complex) learning, that is, they accept the norms as legitimate and
comply with them out of moral commitment or a sense of obligation.”98

Rachel Epstein argues that material incentives cannot fully account for the
tremendous influence of international actors on domestic politics in post-
communist states. Instead, materialist mechanisms work in tandem with
social mechanisms that transform domestic policy choices, not exclusively
through coercion, but through the appeal to Western norms and values.
Epstein argues that after 1989, domestic elites in post-communist states were
the targets of persuasion by Western actors and international organizations
that under some conditions were successful in transmitting their norms and
values in this way. Also, domestic elites in some situations adopted Western
norms and values because they sought affirmation from Western actors and
international organizations.99

From the interviews that I conducted, the power of persuasion and social-
ization seemed most clearly at work in shaping the attitudes and political
beliefs of opposition parties in Romania, Bulgaria and Slovakia after 1989.
Several important political actors of the opposition told me that they had
changed their position after they became persuaded that concentrating politi-
cal power and scapegoating ethnic minorities was “not European” and there-
fore wrong. This came out most clearly in Slovakia, where many leading
members of Me3iar’s ruling HZDS left the party in 1993 and 1994 in protest
of his abuse of power. However, in Slovakia these same politicians also left
the HZDS with an eye on winning the next elections. In other words, they
thought that conforming to European standards and qualifying for EU mem-
bership was a political platform that could be a winner. They were giving up
short-term power in an illiberal government, but for potentially greater power
in (what they promised would be) a liberal government.

7.5 Conclusion

I argued in this chapter that in all of the candidates for EU membership, the
EU’s active leverage promoted reforms of the state and the economy. The
most important mechanisms for compelling reform were conditionality, cred-
ible commitment, and influence on domestic groups. Governments had to
reform in order to move forward in the EU’s pre-accession process. Moving
forward in this process in turn served as a credible commitment mechanism
for many economic actors that treated it as a guarantee of ongoing reform.
Moving forward also strengthened groups that benefited from integration in
the EU. All together these mechanisms helped create a consensus among all
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mainstream political parties to continue EU-oriented reforms as falling behind
or dropping out of the process became more and more costly.

I also explored how well our “post-illiberal” states implemented reform,
and the variation among their compliance with EU rules. I compared the
performance of the governments of “reformers” that took power in 1996 in
Romania, in 1997 in Bulgaria, and in 1998 in Slovakia, as well as the
performance of their immediate successors. The EU’s active leverage set in
motion positive changes in illiberal pattern states, sanctifying democratic
standards, improving the quality of domestic political competition, sidelining
ethnic intolerance and creating momentum for economic reform. It also
helped set the parameters for competition among political parties. Continuing
to move forward in the EU’s pre-accession process provided strong incentives
for all mainstream political parties to change their political and economic
agendas (if not their hearts and minds) in order to prevent their country from
falling behind. Even when previous illiberal rulers were re-elected in Romania
because of the failure of the “reformers” to govern effectively, they did not
return to (most) of their old ways, complying instead with EU rules.

But just as in Chapter 6 we concluded that the key to the EU’s leverage was
its synergy with domestic opposition groups, in this chapter we can see that
an important factor determining the impact of EU leverage on reform is the
effectiveness of governments. Reforming the state and the economy cannot
be done without committed politicians and skilled officials, and without pres-
sure and assistance from domestic groups. How do we explain the variation
in the effectiveness of governments in the three “post-illiberal” states?
Structural conditions are certainly important, such as the strength of the econ-
omy and the capacity of the state. Yet the performance of the reformers also
depends on their own decisions, and more broadly on the quality of the
domestic institutions that developed after 1989 in opposition to the rule of
illiberal elites.

Our model allows for significant change over time, yet the outcomes that
we observe underscore that the initial environment continues to matter pro-
foundly. What the illiberal pattern states were missing in 1989 was a strong
democratic opposition. But in Bulgaria and Slovakia the seeds of such an
opposition were much more in evidence than in Romania. As a consequence,
Bulgarian and especially Slovak opposition forces could govern more effec-
tively once in power: their experience in opposition led to better cooperation
and a stronger consensus on a common agenda; and their prior success in
constraining the illiberal rulers left them with less intractable domestic policy
legacies to tackle in office.

The performance of post-illiberal governments in Romania has been the
most disappointing. Romania represents the greatest success—and also the
greatest failure—of the EU’s active leverage. The parameters of domestic
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politics in Romania have been visibly constrained and moderated by the quest
for EU membership, yet successive governments seem incapable of imple-
menting more than superficial reform. In December 2004, the European
Council will face the difficult question of whether to commit to a 2007 
accession date for Romania.
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8

The Endgame of the Negotiations and the
Future of an Enlarged European Union

Ten new members, eight of them post-communist states, joined the European
Union (EU) on May 1, 2004. In this chapter I look at the dynamics of
an enlarged EU and provide insights into how both the EU itself and the
EU’s new member states are likely to act in the future. First, I explore 
competing views on the repercussions of the EU’s active leverage for the
future quality of democratic institutions and for the prosperity of the economy
in the new members. Did it promote robust democratic institutions and a 
vigorous economy, as I argued in the last chapter, or did it in fact undermine
them?

Next, I explain the “endgame” of the negotiations, and consider how the
new members are likely to comport themselves in the EU. The unfavorable
terms of accession for the new members that emerged from the “endgame” of
the negotiations may make them dig in and bargain hard for improvement.
But will their intransigence combined with their diversity bring European
integration to a standstill? Or will the new members instead be sidelined
from partaking in and influencing European integration by being forced
to accept a second-class status? I argue that both of these concerns are
overblown, and that in many ways the EU will function as it did before
enlargement.

Third, I look at why the EU decided to enlarge to these eight post-communist
states, and explore how much further it is likely to go. The EU’s active lever-
age has turned out to be the most powerful tool of its foreign policy: On how
many more aspiring members will the EU choose to use it? Will the benefits
of using the EU’s active leverage prove irresistible, even if EU elites and
publics are far from reconciled to the consequences of using this tool? As a
reference for this chapter, Table 8.1 summarizes the state of play of the EU’s
membership in 2004. It also indicates both the economic diversity (measured
in GDP per capita) among the EU’s old members, the economic disparity
between old and new members, and also the relative economic weakness of
states still left in the queue.



8.1 Debating the Impact of EU Leverage on Domestic Politics

Does political competition help end the democratic monopoly of illiberal
rulers only to be replaced by another form of monopoly—the EU monopoly—
that takes control of domestic policy-making in all of the candidate states? Or,
is the impact of the EU’s conditionality on domestic policy-making greatly
exaggerated, since many of the demands made by the EU are too diffuse, too
vague and too chaotic to be implemented and enforced? After 1989, many
observers decried the inactivity of the EU in helping Eastern Europe in the
first five or more years after the revolutions of 1989.1 Since 1998, we will see
below that some observers argue instead that the EU’s activity in Eastern
Europe has been immodest and harmful. Still others take another view and

224 The Future of an Enlarged EU

TABLE 8.1 The enlargement of the European Union, 2004

Old EU members New EU members Estimated years States with active
2002 GDP per capita 2002 GDP per capita to reach EU-15 applications and
in $ in $ average GDP corresponding 2002

per capita GDP per capita in $

Luxembourg 49,100 Cyprus 18,600 Cyprus 21 Croatia 10,100
Ireland 32,600 Slovenia 18,500 Slovenia 31 Bulgaria 7,100
Denmark 29,200 Malta 17,600 Malta 29 Romania 6,500
Netherlands 29,000 Czech Rep 15,100 Czech Rep 39 Turkey 6,400
Austria 28,900 Hungary 13,900 Hungary 34
U.K. 28,000 Slovakia 12,300 Slovakia 38
Belgium 27,700 Estonia 12,200 Estonia 31 SAA Agreement
Sweden 27,300 Poland 10,800 Poland 59 Macedonia
France 27,200 Lithuania 10,300 Lithuania 53 Albania
Finland 26,500 Latvia 9,200 Latvia 58
Germany 25,600 In SAP Process
Italy 25,900 Serbia-Montenegro
Spain 22,400 Bosnia-Hercegovina
Greece 18,400
Portugal 18,400

EU-15 average: New members Active applicants
27,750 average: 13,850 average: 7,525

Sources: For old members, OECD (2003). For new members, World Bank (2002b). Estimates of num-
ber of years for new members to reach EU-15 average are from “A May Day Milestone,” The
Economist, April 30, 2004.



regret that EU leverage did not compel the candidates to implement additional
or deeper reforms in a variety of areas.

What has been the real impact of the EU’s active leverage? This is a very
complex and multifaceted question that will require many more years of study
and likely yield many different answers across countries and across issue
areas. But already scholars are debating the impact of the EU’s conditionality
on the development of the polity, the economy and the society in the new
member states; they agree that the impact has been substantial in all three
areas—but they look at the costs, the benefits and the scope of the task from
different angles. After a quick summary of my argument, it is to these debates
that I turn below.

Given the existence of an enlarging EU, I argued in Chapter 3 that the bene-
fits of joining outweigh the costs, especially the political and economic costs
of being left behind while neighboring states move forward. Indeed, looking
through the lens of international relations theory, I argued that East European
states would not wish away the existence of the EU in post-Cold War Europe,
even if they could not join it. The asymmetry of power between the East
European states and the EU, however recalcitrant, has been a more comfort-
able, diffuse power moderating the special interests of rich and powerful EU
member states with a variety of historical claims in the region. Looking
through the lens of comparative politics theory, I also sketched the long-term
benefits of subjecting a democratizing state to the conditionality of the EU’s
pre-accession process. Satisfying the requirements of EU membership, I
argued, is not just a penance that must be paid for the eventual benefits of
being a full member of the EU. Some parts of the EU’s pre-accession process
are beneficial in their own right, because they cause or at least accelerate
changes to the state and the economy that help build a stronger, more pros-
perous democratic state. I emphasized that the asymmetry of power—caused
by the asymmetry of interdependence—has had the positive effect of making
the EU’s conditionality more credible.

Dictating Rules from Above Undermines Democracy

But how do these benefits measure up to the costs of turning over so much
of the domestic political process to compliance with EU requirements? For
East European states after communism, this question takes on greater signific-
ance since qualifying to join the EU coincides not just with consolidating
democracy but also with creating a market economy and reviving and rein-
venting civic life. Scholars have emphasized that EU candidates pay a high
price for submitting to this kind of “reform from above” where so many rules
and policies are “imported” from the EU without being crafted and debated by
local politicians. Jacques Rupnik put the tension most eloquently, wondering
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whether the EU’s pre-accession process was “a blessed plot” forcing 
candidates to do efficiently reforms that they had to do anyway; or indeed an
elite-driven project that is “emptying” the democratic process of its content,
and contributing to premature “democratic fatigue” in Eastern Europe.2 This
tension stems roughly from three concerns—for the domestic policy-making
process, for political competition, and for the authority of parliaments in the
candidate states. Let us look at each in turn.

The EU compels new applicants to transpose and implement standards of
internal democracy, state administration and detailed regulatory protection that
the EU-15 had a hand in writing, and a half-century to accommodate. David
Cameron notes that “it is not an exaggeration to say that on accession, the new
members will be re-created as states, committed to processes of policy-making
and policy outcomes that in many instances bear little or no relation to their
domestic policy-making processes and prior policy decisions but reflect,
instead, the politics, policy-making processes, and policy choices of the EU
and its earlier member states.”3 In other words, the domestic policy-making
process is degraded by the fact that instead of generating its own solutions to
domestic problems, it spends much of its time and resources adopting and
implementing the work of an external political organization. Indeed, as
Stephen Holmes writes, this may have a disastrous impact on “the prestige of
the domestic lawmaking function”; the instruments that the Commission uses
to enforce compliance with foreign rules may further erode this prestige.4

Regarding policies that affect the nation, Lynne Tesser poses the problem
most starkly, pointing to “the illiberal character” of the EU’s effort to export
liberalism. The best we can hope for, she argues, is that the expected economic
returns in the form of higher wages and diminished unemployment will be
enough eventually to promote liberal values. In the end, conceptions of the
nation may change while the illiberal birth of EU liberalism will eventually
be forgotten. In the meantime, however, we must worry about the potential for
a backlash where certain sensitive, “national” policies are at stake such as the
purchase of land by foreigners or the protection of ethnic minorities. On these
issues, the EU can be portrayed as a threat to the nation and thereby strengthen
the hand of nationalist parties.5

The second concern is for the quality of political competition: the exigen-
cies of the EU’s pre-accession process could mean that political parties no
longer oppose one another on the basis of rival domestic policies. Anna
Grzyma„a-Busse and Abby Innes argue that EU accession decreases political
competition because joining the EU demands very substantial consensus
among political parties on policy issues.6 As a result, at national elections 
parties compete only on competence. This “de-substantiation” of political
competition gives an opening to populist politicians such as Václav Klaus in
the Czech Republic and the Samoobrana party in Poland that charge that the
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country is being turned over to the EU. Moreover, when new institutions
are created as a result of this kind of unreasoned policy consensus and not
of legitimate and heated domestic debate, the end products—institutions
and policy initiatives—are hollow and ineffective because the EU does
not provide a comprehensive model in many areas (we return to this point
below).

The third, most specific concern is that the exigencies of the pre-accession
process are empowering the executive at the expense of the parliament and of
other “bottom-up” democratic processes. Margit Bessenyey Williams argues
that the EU is weakening East European democracies by privileging the 
executive over the parliament in the rush to make rapid progress in transpos-
ing the acquis into national law. Since the acquis is non-negotiable and so 
voluminous, all of the candidate states have developed a fast-track procedure
for getting EU legislation through parliament that allows for virtually no
debate among parliamentarians.7 (It is worth noting, however, that most if not
all EU member states have similar fast-track procedures for adopting the EU
acquis.) Heather Grabbe concurs that through the marginalization of legislat-
ures the EU is in danger of “exporting aspects of its own democratic deficit.”
She also points to the privileging of the core accession team in the executive
by the EU’s pre-accession process. Grabbe argues that this further concen-
trates power and resources in a small part of the executive, at the expense of
other parts of the government.8 In these and other areas, Grabbe believes that
the pre-accession process is at odds with the EU’s broader goal of democratic
development because it favors bureaucratic efficiency over democratic 
legitimacy.

Darina Málová and Tim Haughton also argue that EU pressure on institutional
designs that promote efficiency may undermine effective governance in the long
run, and that reform driven from outside may “decrease the legitimacy of the
state and its institutions.” However, in contrast to Williams and Grabbe, they
argue that the executive in CEE states is relatively weak in comparison to
existing EU members states (all but Romania have a parliamentary system);
they counsel strengthening the executive to ensure that CEE states can secure
better “representation and articulation of their national interests within the EU
decision making framework,” and increase their bargaining power.9

The arguments that the EU’s pre-accession process is imposing foreign
rules, suppressing political competition, and undermining parliaments all give
genuine cause for concern about the future quality of democracy in the East
European states. It also gives us pause in reflecting about how East European
states will behave as full members of the EU. The gravity of these perversions
and permutations will only become evident after several more years of polit-
ical development in the EU’s new member states. However, there are two real-
ities of post-communist politics that I believe mitigate the dangers.
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First, the problem of major institutional rules being “imposed” from the
outside and undermining parliament is most likely to occur in the illiberal
states that were latecomers to dynamic political competition and indigenous
reform. In liberal states, the work of adopting the acquis and conforming
to the institutional expectations of the EU only began some eight years after
the onset of democratic politics. EU requirements that were satisfied by the
liberal states before 1997, as I argued in Chapter 4, generally concerned
the internal market acquis and reinforced the existing agendas of the political
parties in power. Eight years of democratic politics gave Poland, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic time to establish their own domestic policy-making
processes, and grapple with alternative reform strategies through lively 
competition among political parties and heated parliamentary debate. It is
important not to devalue the tremendous amount of work accomplished by
national governments (at least in the liberal pattern states) after 1989, as we
saw in Chapter 2, with little or no input from external actors.

Second, there are many fundamental areas of domestic decision-making
that continue to be wholly at the discretion of the government in the candid-
ate states, with little or no guidance from the EU. In many cases, as Wade
Jacoby illuminates in his book Ordering From the Menu, candidate states pick
and choose among templates taken from the existing practices of Western
states and from the varied and sometimes conflicting advice of different inter-
national actors.10 This is the case in areas such as social policy, heathcare, and
education. So while external influence plays a role, the decision how to gov-
ern remains squarely in the hands of the national government in many areas
(and indeed, as we see below, this lack of guidance is in turn also a source
of consternation for scholars). We also observe a great deal of institutional
diversity among the candidate states entering the EU in 2004, indicating
that governments have had substantial freedom in redesigning the state after
communism.

Vague Expectations Undermine EU Leverage

While the EU’s active leverage can be criticized for imposing vast quantities
of precise, non-negotiable rules on the candidate states from above, it can
also be faulted for the obverse, that is, for not providing precise and detailed
guidelines or requirements in important policy areas and on important ques-
tions of institutional reform. In many areas of institutional design, the EU
lacks institutional templates because it has not been involved in such reforms
of the state in existing EU members. Thus, while new members are required
to implement the EU acquis, they get little guidance in designing institutions
that will make implementation possible.11 In many policy areas, the EU
sets only vague standards, gives inconsistent advice, or lacks transparent
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benchmarks for evaluating the progress of candidate states in setting up such
institutions.12 These and other factors limit the EU’s ability to export “a single
model of governance” to the candidate states. Indeed, in major policy areas
such as minority protection, social policy, and macroeconomic policy, the EU
“has not used its routes of influence persistently to enforce a particular policy
agenda”—usually because there exist none or few EU-level policies for it to
enforce.13

The EU’s vague or absent guidelines and requirements in some areas cause
consternation among observers and scholars from a variety of perspectives.
Here are just a few examples: Gwendolyn Sasse criticizes the EU for only
forcing governments to change substantially their policies toward ethnic
minorities when a crisis occurs that threatens to cause ethnic conflict or mass
migration westward. In other words, the EU makes sure to “put out fires,” but
lacks both the substantive guidelines and the monitoring tools to supervise
more mundane policy change. Indeed, some EU members may worry that
“reverse conditionality” could occur as enforcement puts unwanted pressure
on them to change their own policies.14 George Ross advocates a strong EU
social policy and regrets that the acquis does not contain rules to prevent the
struggling new members from using their relative depravation and backward-
ness in social policy as a form of comparative advantage. Such rules would
forestall the danger of “social dumping” in the future, which has perhaps been
made more likely by the limited financial resources that the candidates will
receive from the EU budget.15

Turning to the role of the EU in promoting economic reform, Bartlomiej
Kaminski supports a free market economy with the least state interference
possible and credits the EU pre-accession process with opening CEE states to
trade and FDI. However, he believes that the Commission “stopped too soon”
in pressuring candidates to decrease the size of the state, remove the state
from the economy, and improve the regulation of the economy by the state.16

David Cameron concurs that the new members still fall well short of the 
standards of advanced industrial economies in many key areas such as corpor-
ate governance, competition policy, and the development of regulated secur-
ities markets; these shortcomings undermine their ability to attract foreign
investment and compete in the EU market.17

Moving beyond absent or unenforced requirements, John Glenn questions
whether the domestic policies adopted and implemented as part of the nego-
tiations on adopting the acquis represent deep and lasting changes. While he
agrees that detailed monitoring and enforcement, even after accession, has
ensured that applicant countries could not deceive the EU with superficial
changes that led to the premature closing of chapters of the acquis before
accession, it is too early to tell how lasting these changes will be after acces-
sion. How well will these new institutions function, especially once the EU’s
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active leverage is all but gone?18 This may be a partial answer to the concerns
about the top-down nature of the EU’s active leverage that we discussed
above: after accession, polities may find ways to replace rules and institutions
that were imposed from above and only superficially implemented with more
suitable “home-grown” alternatives.

There is also the question of fit: an independent civil service created under
EU pressure without adequate domestic consensus may, for example, not
be appropriately designed.19 But it may still allow for greater expression of
competing interests than a civil service that would still very likely be highly
politicized absent EU pressure, precisely in those new members who post-
poned reform until they were forced to carry it out under pressure from the
EU. In other words, if the policies and institutions adopted “in a hurry” to
meet EU requirements turn out to be inadequate, and they very well might,
we should still consider the possibility that they provide a better starting point
for further reforms than the previous state of affairs. Overall, in light of the
discussion in the previous section and in this section, we may wonder at the
difficulty, or perhaps the impossibility, of finding the right balance between
keeping EU leverage from degrading domestic policymaking, and using EU
leverage to promote institutional and policy reform in candidate states.

EU Acquis Undermines Economic Prosperity and Social Policy

Taking another tack, there are also reasons to believe that some aspects of
joining the EU are disadvantageous for the economies of the new members.
As the negotiations were drawing to a close, some East European politicians
overplayed rhetorically the costs of adjustment in an attempt to improve their
bargaining leverage. However, beyond any strategic dressing down of the EU,
there are valid concerns that the content and the sequencing of economic
reforms required of the candidates has disadvantaged local producers and mis-
directed national budgets. Let us look briefly at arguments that the EU has
undermined economic prosperity and social policy in the new members.

Looking back to the beginning of the formal relationship between the EU
and East European states, we explored in detail in Chapter 4 how the Europe
Agreements imposed a trade regime on East European states that temporarily
blocked their most competitive exports, while forcing them to open their mar-
kets to EU imports. The Europe Agreements imposed long transition periods
for the phase-out of trade barriers in precisely those sectors where the East
Europeans had something to export but the EU had powerful interests groups
to protect: steel, textiles, chemicals and agriculture (areas where advanced
industrial democracies have customarily protected their producers, not just
within the EU but within the GATT and the WTO as well). This petty protec-
tionism could have severely hobbled economic recovery, undermining the
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consolidation of democracy. As I argued in Chapters 3 and 4, it was the EU’s
protectionism that hardened the resolve of the Visegrad governments to accept
nothing short of full EU membership. 

Next, meeting the Copenhagen criteria and adopting the acquis has required
the removal of the state from many areas of the economy in a sequence that has
imposed large adjustment costs on vulnerable countries by insisting that they
decrease sharply state subsidies to weak sectors, and privatize relatively quickly
large enterprises, banks, and state utilities. Some local enterprises that were able
to withstand competition from Western producers depended on state subsidies
and loans from state banks to stay afloat. While removing most state aids and
restructuring the rest is an integral part of completing the transition to market
capitalism, the sequencing and rapidity of the reforms demanded to adopt the
acquis may have undermined these domestic producers more than necessary.
Moreover, it is expensive for eastern producers to comply with EU product
quality, environmental and other standards, further undercutting their ability to
compete with western producers. For these and other reasons, David Ellison and
Mustally Hussain argue that East European candidates may have experienced a
higher level of economic growth had they stayed out of the EU, in particular
given the meager financial assistance that they are receiving upon accession.20

Finally, the EU required the prospective members to divert state resources
to building institutions that make it possible for them to implement the acquis.
Since the great majority of the acquis concerns creating an even playing field
in the EU’s internal market, most of these institutions have therefore been
concerned with the state’s ability to appropriately regulate the economy. In
the condition of transition from communism, however, should this be the
dominant concern of the national government? Stephen Holmes argues that
government should instead be directing its (meager) national resources to
improving education and healthcare, and enhancing social policy to compen-
sate for the economic hardship and dislocation of the population brought on
by the transition to capitalism.21

Again, it is difficult to identify the right balance—this time between 
praising and criticizing the EU’s role in transforming the economy after com-
munism. Again, the answers to many relevant questions are in the future.
Nevertheless, fifteen years on, the evidence is indisputable that it was the EU
frontrunners that reformed the most rapidly that also registered the highest
rates of economic growth and suffered the lowest increase in income inequal-
ity as compared to their eastern and southeastern neighbors that opted for
more gradual reforms after 1989.22 As I demonstrated in Chapters 6 and 7, the
absence of EU leverage would have allowed greater economic rent seeking by
domestic elites, impoverishing the state and the society. It would have also
created a less attractive economic environment for those foreign and 
domestic actors looking for a commitment to ongoing economic reform, a
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Western business environment, and access to the EU market. Overhauling the
legal and administrative framework to adopt the acquis, meanwhile, has
increased transparency and perhaps also set the stage for positive changes in
political habits in the future.

Setting aside the counterfactual about what reforms would have remained
undone absent the EU’s active leverage, we can be hopeful about the future even
if we believe that aspects of the EU’s acquis have undermined the 
economic transition and misdirected state resources. By stimulating foreign
direct investment, entrepreneurship, and technology transfers, entering the EU
is expected to raise output and growth rates.23 Over the long run, this should
increase the size of the national budget, and therefore the resources available to
national governments for healthcare, education, and social policy. Meanwhile,
the EU’s Stabilization and Cohesion Funds (discussed below) will have some
role in offsetting economic inequalities within and among the new members. If
East European governments choose to compete for foreign investors by lower-
ing significantly corporate taxes, as Slovakia has done in 2004, then this will
have an impact (unknown for now) on government revenue over the medium
and long-term. As in many other areas, the EU’s new democracies each have
important choices to make about how to compete in the EU economy, and we
can expect to see a great deal of variation in how they go about it.

8.2 New Members Inside the EU

After years of reform, the impact of the EU’s active leverage on the demo-
cratic and the economic fitness of the new members has become blurred with
the outcome of the “endgame” of the negotiations on their accession. More
troubling for the applicants than the membership requirements or the charac-
ter of the pre-accession process were the specific terms of accession that the
candidates were forced to accept in this endgame. While the reasons that the
existing EU member states pushed through these terms make perfect sense
(briefly, they could), they may regret this choice in the future. In this section
I will, first, explain substantively and theoretically the outcome of the
endgame of the negotiations. Second, I will speculate about the condition and
the behavior of the new members inside the enlarged EU, and about how the
EU may function after enlargement.

8.2.1 The Endgame of the Negotiations

The EU’s active leverage can be analyzed separately from what I call the
endgame of the negotiations. This is the last phase of the negotiations and it
consists of bargaining over the terms of accession. The subject is no longer
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whether or not a candidate has satisfied EU requirements, but what kind of
deal they will initially get as full EU members. This deal has two components,
transition periods and transfers from the EU budget.

Transition periods refer to the time period that old or new members have
after enlargement takes place before they must implement certain aspects
of the acquis. In many non-contentious areas, new members were able to 
negotiate a transition period, because to have implemented the acquis by
the moment of accession was impossible for reasons of money or of state
capacity. In other areas, new members sought transition periods to protect
domestic producers and assuage domestic publics. Most visibly, many new
EU members were able to secure a transition period of five years before EU
citizens can purchase secondary residences, and up to seven years (twelve 
for Poland) before EU citizens can purchase agricultural land and forests. 
But transition periods also worked against the new members: old members
demanded them in order to protect their domestic producers and assuage 
their domestic publics. Most controversially, the old members insisted on 
the option of a transition period of up to seven years before citizens of the 
new members would be able to exercise their right to work anywhere in 
the EU.24

Transfers from the EU budget include all monies paid out to the new mem-
bers, including most importantly transfers from the EU’s Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and from its Structural and Cohesion Funds
(regional funds). Commission officials and West European politicians priv-
ately agree that the new members are receiving “peanuts.”25 The Berlin
European Council in December 1999 placed a ceiling on the EU budget for
the 2004–6 period that required that while the EU would grow in size, the EU
budget could not. Negotiations about how to apportion monies from the CAP
and the Structural and Cohesion Funds thus naturally came at the expense of
the new members, whose poor farmers and poor regions had to accept a phase
in of transfer payments. Meanwhile, existing recipients of EU transfers,
namely farmers in the old member states and regions in Spain, Portugal, Italy,
and Greece, kept most of their prior transfers. New member farmers will ini-
tially only be eligible for 25 percent of CAP payments, to be increased by
5 percent per year until 2013.26 New member regions will be limited to no more
than 4 percent of national GDP in aid from the Structural and Cohesion Funds.

While these transfers being received by the new members are not negligible
(and for some of the smaller ones they are in fact sizeable), they are visibly
less than those granted to previous poor states upon joining the EU, and of
course visibly less than many old members receive in the 2004–6 period.27

Some EU leaders now publicly regret that the EU adopted what Jean-Luc
Dehaene called “the book keeping approach” as opposed to “the visionary
approach” to enlarging the EU.28
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What happened, in short, is that existing EU members forced the candidates
to give up some portion of the near-term benefits of EU membership.
The miserliness of the EU can readily be explained by the patterns of asym-
metrical interdependence that have marked the EU’s relationship with the
candidates since 1989. As Andrew Moravcsik and I argued, “the applicants
are forced into concessions precisely because the basic benefit offered to
them—membership—is of such great value.” This benefit so outweighs
the costs—particularly those of exclusion—that applicants make extensive
concessions. But these concessions contribute to a subjective sense of loss
among the applicant states at the close of negotiations even though, overall,
they benefit more from the enlargement bargain than existing EU member
states.29

Yet why did EU governments deploy their superior bargaining power
to extract concessions from the applicants? The concessions allow EU gov-
ernments to satisfy the short-term concerns of their domestic constituents,
ranging from narrow special interests to the broad voting publics.30 The
geopolitical and economic benefits of enlargement are diffuse, long-term and,
for voters, politically unremarkable. The costs, however, are concentrated,
immediate, and politically sensitive. As Table 8.2 indicates, enlargement was
quite unpopular with EU citizens in 2002 at the time when EU governments
were completing the negotiations with the new members (though France
was the only country where more people opposed enlargement than favored
it). EU citizens associate enlargement with rising illegal immigration,
international crime, and unemployment. While there is little evidence that
enlargement will contribute measurably to any of these problems, and may in
fact ameliorate them, EU governments nonetheless wanted to satisfy restive
publics. In the short-term, the asymmetry of power between the EU and the
candidates in the accession process made such accommodation relatively
easy: new members will wait for up to seven years before benefiting from the
free movement of labor; they receive initially little from the EU’s static
budgetary pie; and (as discussed below) they are being kept out of the
Schengen area.

EU governments were fully aware that the political challenges of an east-
ern enlargement would be eased for them by their ability to control the 
terms of accession of the new members. The French government knew, for
example, that it would be able to impose a long delay on full payouts for
eastern farmers from the CAP and thus mollify the opposition of the French
farmers; the German government knew that a long transition on the free
movement of eastern workers would stave off fears of rising unemployment
on the part of German voters. This underlines in yet a different way that
“rhetorical entrapment” (discussed below in Section 3 on why the EU is enlarg-
ing) was not necessary to compel EU governments to agree to enlargement;
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politicians knew they would be able to cushion any short-term costs that
might threaten their own popularity by dictating the terms of the enlargement
bargain.

To put this endgame into perspective, it is important to emphasize that 
however unfavorable these terms of accession may be in the short term,
enlargement did go forward: these terms may have been necessary to get
enlargement by certain West European states. It is also important to emphas-
ize that the latest applicants have not been singled out for special treatment:
while their condition may be more fragile and their needs greater, previous
applicants to the EU had to deal with very disappointing terms of their acces-
sion for exactly the same reasons of relative bargaining power.31 It is also
worth remembering that when it comes to the next enlargement of the EU, the
new members may be just as tough in trying to extract concessions from
prospective members. Also, as we see below, the game is far from up: new
members may yet extract more resources from the EU, perhaps on the
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TABLE 8.2 Support for EU enlargement in the existing EU
members, 2002

Country Supportry for EU enlargement
(percentages of those surveyed)

For Against

Greece 76 17
Denmark 71 19
Ireland 67 15
Sweden 65 23
Italy 64 19
Spain 63 14
Portugal 60 20
Netherlands 58 28
Finland 58 31
Luxembourg 56 34
Belgium 53 33
Austria 51 31
Germany 46 34
United Kingdom 42 32
France 41 49

Note: The question asks: “Do you support enlargement . . . yes, no,
don’t know?”

Source: Eurobarometer (2002b: 77). 



example of Greece which demanded a boost in aid immediately after joining
in 1981, threatening otherwise to veto the accession of Portugal and Spain.

8.2.2 The End of Active Leverage: Bargaining and Europeanization
After Accession

After enlargement the EU’s active leverage is progressively replaced with
two very different dynamics. First, the new members take on the bargaining
position of a full member—and not a supplicant for membership—in 
negotiations among EU member states. Second, more diffuse Europeanization
replaces active leverage as the mechanism for EU-driven domestic policy
changes in the new members. Yet, some key aspects of the EU’s active lever-
age have been preserved even after accession; meanwhile, as we have just
seen, some key benefits of EU membership have been temporarily withheld.
This blurry period may be considered as necessary, even positive, because it
allows for more gradual adjustments on all sides; or it may be considered
unfair, even nefarious, because it creates a temporary second-class status for
the EU’s newest members.

New Members: High Bargaining Power or Second-Class Status?

Since the eight post-communist candidates became full EU members in May
2004, their bargaining power has increased tremendously. The new members
can use their status as voting members of the Council to shape new EU 
policies. They can also use it to extract concessions by threatening to veto
important decisions that require unanimity, such as the EU budget or further
enlargement. New members are most likely to try using their bargaining
power to reverse or curtail those aspects of the terms of their accession that
discriminate against them as new members. The priority will be to hasten their
eligibility for full disbursements from the EU budget, shortening the phase-in
periods as much as possible. As it stands, for example, the phase-in period
for full payments from the CAP to new member farmers will last almost ten
years.

In so doing, they will follow in the footsteps of previous new members that
used their bargaining power once inside the EU to ameliorate the unfavorable
terms of their accession and to extract resources from the EU budget. One
striking example is the success of Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Ireland in
upping what they received from the EU’s regional policy by threatening to
veto initiatives such as the Single European Act and the Maastricht Treaty.32
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In 2003 and 2004 Poland already took up arms, joining forces with Spain
in threatening to veto the proposed EU Constitution in order to protect the
number of votes in the European Council that were allocated to both states in
the Treaty of Nice.

Though EU members could assert their greater bargaining power and
secure many concessions from the new members (and though these conces-
sions may have been a political necessity), it does not mean that EU leaders
ultimately did themselves any favors. For less confrontational bargaining to
guide the behavior of the EU’s new members, it would have been preferable
that governments and publics in the new members did not feel that that they
had been treated unfairly. Public opinion has turned lukewarm. Table 8.3
shows that among respondents in our six candidates, opposition to joining the
EU is still small, but a substantial percent in the new members (though
fewer in Bulgaria and very few in Romania) consider EU membership to be
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TABLE 8.3 Support for EU membership in the EU candidate
countries, 2001–3

Country Support for EU membership
“a good thing”
(“neither a good nor a bad thing”)
percentages of those surveyed

2001 2002 2003

Poland 51 52 52
(27) (30) (28)

Hungary 60 67 56
(23) (20) (24)

Czech Republic 46 43 44
(31) (28) (34)

Romania 80 78 81
(11) (8) (10)

Bulgaria 74 68 73
(14) (19) (17)

Slovakia 58 58 58
(28) (30) (31)

Note: The question asks: “Generally speaking, do you think that
[country’s] membership in the European Union would be . . . 1) a good
thing; 2) neither a good nor a bad thing; or 3) a bad thing.”

Sources: Eurobarometer (2001: 56); Eurobarometer (2002a: 62) and
Eurobarometer (2003: 78).



“neither a good nor a bad thing.”33 Table 8.4 shows that while the referenda
on joining the EU passed in every single candidate state acceding in 2004, in
some cases low turnout made the “yes” vote seem a bit hollow. In some new
members, disillusionment with the EU has taken the form of a national obses-
sion with securing more monies from the EU budget. This obsession, in turn,
has deflected attention from other, greater benefits of joining the EU and from
debates in new members about the desired purpose and substance of future
EU policies.

Yet despite the full voting rights that the new members now enjoy in
the European Council, the EU’s old members and the Commission have 
preserved at least three avenues for exercising active leverage even after
accession. First, upon acceding to the EU the new members did not automatic-
ally become a part of the Schengen area where people may circulate freely
without any controls at the national borders. Poland and Germany, for exam-
ple, are therefore still separated by what is called the “Schengen border,”
requiring Polish citizens to go through border checks before entering what is
more or less “the rest” of the EU (the United Kingdom and Ireland are not
members by choice). The “Schengen border” separating the new members
from the old members will only be dismantled on a country by country basis,
once the existing members of the Schengen area vote unanimously that a new
member has sufficiently fortified its external border and developed adequate
policies for combating international crime. For now the new members are
required to adopt all of the Schengen acquis without enjoying the benefits of
free movement.34

238 The Future of an Enlarged EU

TABLE 8.4 Results of referenda on joining the EU, 2003

Country Date Results (percentages)

In favor Against Turnout

Slovakia May 16–17, 2003 92 6 52
Lithuania May 10–11, 2003 91 9 63
Slovenia March 23, 2003 90 10 60
Hungary April 12, 2003 84 16 46
Poland June 7–8, 2003 77 23 59
Czech Republic June 13–14, 2003 77 23 55
Latvia September 20, 2003 67 32 73
Estonia September 14, 2003 67 33 64
Malta March 8, 2003 54 46 91
Cyprus No referendum

Source: EurActive.com



Second, upon acceding to the EU the new members also did not automatically
become a part of the European Monetary Union (EMU). For many new 
members, adopting the euro as soon as possible has become a national prior-
ity (even though many economists counsel the new members against hurrying
to join). Before they may adopt the euro, however, the new members must
convince the existing members of EMU that they satisfy the so-called
“Maastricht criteria” of monetary and economic fitness (even though by 2003
many EMU members including Germany were in violation of these criteria).
For new members, the quest to qualify for Schengen and for EMU could open
them up to pressure from the old members to back down on other issues.

Third, after accession, the Commission retains some power to enforce the
ongoing adoption of the acquis by the new members through special monitor-
ing procedures. For some policy-makers in the new members, convinced of
the positive role of the EU’s active leverage in bringing reforms of the state
and the economy, this continued discipline is reassuring.35 For others, this
continued interference signifies the improper use of the EU’s active leverage,
imposing rules on new members that it never imposed on old members even
after accession.

Against the backdrop of the “endgame” of the negotiations and the entry of
the new members into the EU in May, two scenarios have come to worry
observers, one more in the west and the other more in the east. The first 
scenario, of greater concern in the west, is that enlargement could bring to a
standstill decision making within the EU by bringing in such a diverse, numer-
ous and discontented group of new members. The new members, however, are
unlikely to act as a bloc in any matter other than attempting to improve on the
terms of their accession. And while the new members may play tough, in par-
ticular heightening conflict over the budget, the old members will have some
of leverage over them to help counterbalance their newfound bargaining power.
In most other matters, the new members hold a variety of views (changing with
government turnover just like in the old members). In this vein, Jan Zielonka
and Peter Mair argue that there is little reason to fear the various kinds of diver-
sity that enlargement will bring into the EU. Diversity, on the contrary, teaches
adaptation, bargaining and accommodation, and hence fosters cooperation and
further integration.36 There may be gridlock, but of a kind that predates
enlargement and that stems from pre-existing tensions about empowering EU
institutions, deepening European integration and disbursing the EU budget.

Since the mid-1990s, attempts to reform the EU’s institutions have yielded
difficult negotiations and various institutional contortions. However, there is
no straightforward reckoning of the impact of enlargement on the reform of
the EU’s institutions, or on the relative power of the old members within these
institutions.37 The 2004 enlargement may strengthen the position of small and
medium countries against the large countries—though so far they have not
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had great success. During the Convention on the Future of Europe, small
and medium countries from both old and new members allied to oppose the
slimming down of the Commission and other changes to the Community
method in favor of the larger member states. They were not, however,
successful. Seeking equal treatment, the delegates to the Convention on the
Future of Europe from the new member states demanded—and received—a
representative in the Presidium that was to draft all working documents.
The national parliamentarians from the new member states that took part in
the Convention did not, however, end up forming a distinct group in the
Convention as a whole.38

Indeed, as new members join old members in various issue-based (and
apparently size-based) coalitions within the EU, their impact is diffuse,
shoring up the bargaining position of a particular old member state in some
areas and undermining it in others. Again, because the new members are so
different from one another, they import a great diversity of positions into the
EU. It is important to emphasize, however, that in most cases these positions
are not outside of the spectrum of views that already existed in the EU before
enlargement. This is true even for the highly controversial support of several
new members, especially Poland, for the US war against Iraq; they were in
agreement with the Spanish and the British, not on their own, “importing” a
new foreign policy position into the EU.

The second scenario, this one of greater concern in the east, is that the eight
post-communist states could be condemned to an enduring second-class sta-
tus in the EU. Such a status would include making permanent the exclusion
of East European states from the Schengen border-free area, and from one of
the EU’s four fundamental freedoms, the free movement of labor. It would
also include making permanent the current disparity between funds received
from the CAP and the regional funds on the part of old member and new
member farmers and regions.39

Fear of a second-class status was strongly reinforced by the fact that in the
run-up to enlargement in the autumn of 2003 and the winter of 2004 every
single EU member took up the option to restrict the flow of workers from the
new members. It had been expected that only Germany and Austria would put
in place such restrictions. In the end, only the United Kingdom and Ireland
allowed workers to come freely in 2004, but restricted their access to unem-
ployment and other benefits.40 This was largely a political move for most old
members since it is widely accepted that few workers are likely to move west-
ward. And indeed the restrictions may help the new members by stemming
the brain drain as their most highly talented workers are also the ones most
likely to move. Still, the restrictions have been greatly resented in the new
members and seem particularly senseless since the need of Western Europe’s
aging labor forces for legal immigrant workers (paying into national pension
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schemes) is evident. This need, on the one hand, and the bargaining power of
the new members, on the other, makes it unlikely that these restrictions will
become permanent. But disillusionment and the perception of a second-class
membership on the part of the publics of the new members in the near term
could be dangerous. It could, for example, strengthen the hand of those right-
wing political parties whose Euroskeptic attitudes go hand in hand with more
troublesome chauvinistic and xenophobic views.41

The perception of political elites in the new members is also important, and
for them the fear of a second-class status has been fed by proposals on the part
of the French and also the German government to use “flexibility” or
“enhanced cooperation” to create a hard core of the EU from which the new
members would be excluded.42 Once again, they would be left on the outside.
As we discussed in Chapter 3, small and weak states seek to join the EU partly
to have the same voice in EU matters and the same protection of EU rules as
existing members. East European elites are therefore naturally opposed to any
kind of a two-tier Europe, placing a high premium on preserving existing
levels of equality among all EU members. While in 2003 the French could be
heard planning a new inner club that outsiders might someday supplicate to
join, these plans seemed to fade away in 2004; perhaps the French realized
that all EU members do have an astounding parity of power within the EU’s
institutions, and that many (old and new members) would use this power to
scuttle any plans for a new institutionalized inner circle.

To sum up, in the year that the EU finally enlarged, two concerns domin-
ated: in the west, that gridlock caused by enlargement could bring EU inte-
gration to a standstill; and in the east that the unfavorable terms of accession
of the EU’s new members could lead to a permanent second-class status.
While there are valid grounds for concern on both counts, they have been
overblown. In the new members, however, the perception of a second-class
status may have a regrettable impact on public and elite opinion, foreclosing
debate on how to take advantage of EU membership in myriad areas while
strengthening the hand of xenophobic politicians. In the old members, we can
ask whether the low levels of public support for enlargement that necessitated
such unfavorable terms of accession for the new members were not caused by
a failure on the part of West European governments to explain sufficiently dur-
ing the 1990s the long-term benefits of enlargement to their voters.

The Europeanization of the New Members

Putting these concerns for the future aside, across the board there is no 
question that the EU’s active leverage has all but disappeared—and that for
the group of states that entered on May 1, 2004 it was already drastically
diminished two or three years before accession, once full membership seemed
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like a done deal. This brings the new members into a new area of academic
research: with active leverage fading away, what mechanisms determine the
EU’s ongoing influence on domestic policy-making in the new members?
Scholars of West European politics and the EU define “Europeanization” as
the diffusion of common political rules, norms and practices in Europe. This
is dominated by the adoption of supranational EU norms and rules in current
EU member-states, referred to sometimes as “EU-ization.”43

Our East European states, having finally “returned to Europe,” are now
becoming a part of studies of the Europeanization process.44 The EU’s active
leverage could be thought of as a form of “Europeanization”; both explain
essentially the same outcome. But I find it is better to keep the two research
questions separate since the adoption of common rules among existing EU
members is often the work of very different mechanisms than compliance
among aspiring EU members.45 Overall, studying the new members should
lead to rich insights into whether and why they react differently from one
another and from the old members to the forces of Europeanization and
indeed EU-ization within the EU.

Beyond the impact on domestic rules and institutions, membership in the EU
raises the question of how the new members adapt to the web of relations they
must maintain in order, for example, to administer the EU’s internal market.
Since accession, officials in the new members are interacting with their counter-
parts in the old members without the same dynamics of conditionality and asym-
metric bargaining. Francesca Bignami argues that a great challenge will be
establishing cooperative relations based on trust that are indispensable for a
common market in the Europe of twenty-five to function. She maintains that the
habits of mind formed during accession might compromise the establishment of
mutually beneficial regulatory relations post-accession. National administrators
in the old members, doubting the capacity of new members for compliance, may
withhold certain benefits unfairly, expecting that regardless of the fairness of
their actions, administrators in the new members will continue to cooperate.
Those in the new members may expect exploitative treatment because of their
experiences during the enlargement process and their suspicion of a second-class
status; they may thus retaliate when retaliation is unwarranted. If repeated across
the board, the cooperation required to create the larger common market will not
emerge.46 This only underscores the potential for negative repercussions from the
way that the EU conducted the endgame of the negotiations discussed above.

8.3 Explaining the Past and Future of EU Enlargement

Having examined the condition of the new members in the enlarged EU, let
us take a step back and survey the EU enlargement process as such. What is
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the purpose of EU enlargement for its existing members? Will the EU 
continue to enlarge? If so, where will enlargement end? In the first section
below, I examine alternative explanations for why the EU decided to enlarge
to the eight post-communist candidates (ten candidates in all including Malta
and Cyprus) in May 2004—with Bulgaria and presumably Romania close
behind. In the second section, I ask whether this process will persist to the rest
of the Balkans, to Turkey and possibly beyond.

8.3.1 Why Ten New Members in May 2004?

Regarding the EU, what this book seeks to explain is why, how, and under
what conditions the EU’s passive and active leverage has had an impact on the
course of domestic politics in credible candidate states. To this end, we
explored in detail why East European governments made full EU membership
their foremost foreign policy goal. A separate but related question is why did
the European governments already in the EU choose to embark on such an
ambitious and extensive enlargement. The argument I make here and in
Chapter 5 is a simple one: from the perspective of their economic and geopol-
itical interests, EU governments preferred an enlarging EU in the context of
an undivided Europe (though whether they would not prefer to go back to
the simple, divided Europe is another matter). The relationship between the
candidate states and the EU is defined, as Andrew Moravcsik and I argue, by
asymmetric interdependence: the new members benefit from the EU’s eastern
enlargement much more than the old members. And yet, the old members also
benefit. Straightforward national interest explains not just why the EU’s aspir-
ing members have been willing to go through so much to secure EU 
membership, but also why the EU’s existing members have been willing to let
them in.47

At least two other sets of explanations have emerged for Western motiva-
tions for EU enlargement. The first set was prescriptive: in the early 1990s
observers considered that the EU should enlarge to make amends for the injust-
ices of twentieth-century European history that witnessed Western Europe
abandoning Eastern Europe first to Hitler, then to Stalin. The arguments in
favor of enlargement on moral historical grounds may be weighty—France
and the United Kingdom violated their treaty obligations to Czechoslovakia
in 1938 at Munich in an attempt to appease Hitler; the Allies abandoned the
whole of Eastern Europe to Stalin at the end of the Second World War; the
West did not come to the aid of the revolutionaries in Hungary in 1956 or
in Czechoslovakia in 1968. However, East European dissidents and their
Western supporters were quickly disabused of the idea that these kinds of 
considerations would play an important role in shaping Western policy
after 1989.
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The second set of competing explanations is broadly constructivist,
challenging the idea that West European governments decided to enlarge the
EU because it would suit their material interests.48 K. M. Fierke and Antje
Wiener argue that speech acts during the Cold War constructed a set of norms
about a united, democratic Europe.49 When the end of the Cold War changed
the context, these speech acts changed their meaning and “constructed” the
promise of eastern enlargement, making an interest-based escape from EU (or
NATO) enlargement all but impossible for Western governments. If, however,
the EU’s identity and norms dictated Eastern enlargement as constructivists
posit, why was the offer of membership not on the table in 1989? Indeed, we
explored in detail in Chapter 4 the EU’s tough treatment of the new democ-
racies in the early 1990s including the refusal to recognize them as credible
candidates and to grant them access to the EU market. This was a reflection
of the material interests of EU members and not of the identity or norms of
the institution: after all, the EU’s constitutive norms state that any European
country can apply for membership, with the Treaty of Rome calling for a
“closer union of the peoples of Europe.”50

Ulrich Sedelmeier provides a theoretically and empirically rich approach,
explaining the incremental and not very generous policies of the EU toward the
candidate states as the product of competition between material and construc-
tivist (or ideational) forces. Pointing also to the EU’s collective identity,
Sedelmeier argues that the discursive creation of a specific role of the EU towards
the East European applicants has led to a principled advocacy of their preferences
inside the EU institutions. EU identity toward the East European applicants
includes the notion of a “special responsibility” that constrains the scope for open
opposition on self-interested grounds on the part of EU member states.51

Taking a similar approach, Frank Schimmelfennig argues that Eastern
enlargement was not a rational, efficient institutional arrangement for the EU
(or for NATO).52 First, he argues, the expected transaction, autonomy, and
crowding costs of eastern enlargement were higher than the expected benefits
of admitting the East Central European (ECE) states as full members. Second,
association with the EU through the existing Europe Agreements was a more
efficient institutional form for the EU’s relations with the ECE states. Third,
whereas individual EU member states, particularly Germany, supported
enlargement in order to reduce the risk of instability in states along their east-
ern borders, these EU member states along with the ECE governments did not
possess the bargaining power to impose enlargement on the reluctant major-
ity of member states.

In order to overcome this unfavorable trinity, the ECE governments and
their Western supporters turned to rhetorical action. Basing their claims on the
collective identity and the constitutive liberal values and norms of the
EU, Schimmelfennig argues that they shamed the reticent member states into
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complying with community rules and honoring past commitments. This
explains nicely the time lag between the revolutions of 1989 and the promise of
membership: the opponents of eastern enlargement eventually found them-
selves rhetorically entrapped, but it took time to trap them.53 While the 
reasons that constructivists give for why materialist explanations cannot account
for enlargement are convincing and thought provoking, the “rationalist” counter-
arguments are also compelling. Let us look at the two most important ones.

First, the economic and geopolitical benefits of EU enlargement are con-
siderable—and they come with lower financial costs and fewer economic
adjustments to the old EU members than some initially expected. The new
members add 100 million new consumers in relatively fast-growing
economies to the internal market. One study projects that the EU-15 states
will gain about ten billion euro from enlargement over the long term, well
more than the cost to the EU budget of having the new members.54 In previ-
ous enlargements, existing EU members also chose to share power in the EU
institutions with new states because of expectations of overall growth in the
EU economy, even though each of the previous enlargements also decreased
the per capita wealth of the EU.55 In this enlargement, the new members will
also provide a convenient source of legal and politically acceptable (mostly
white and Christian) immigrants for Western Europe’s dramatically aging
labor forces. Turning to the geopolitical benefits, some declare that the greater
economic weight and geographical reach of an enlarged EU will give it
greater geopolitical clout on the international stage.56 Finally, surveying the
adjustment costs, the new members represent less than 5 percent of the cur-
rent EU GDP; they receive limited financial transfers; and their industrial and
agricultural trade with the EU was liberalized before accession. Consequently,
the economic adjustment costs of the May 2004 enlargement have ultimately
been small.

The benefits of enlargement must also be weighed together with the costs
of foregoing it. Mattli argues that the EU expands when the net cost of exclud-
ing countries is bigger than the cost of accepting them; that is, when negative
externalities originating in these outsider countries threaten to disrupt the
Union’s stability, security, and prosperity. The sources of these externalities
may reside in political upheaval, economic mismanagement, or social
unrest.57 EU enlargement responds to such threats. It brings the geopolitical
stabilization of the European borderlands, reducing political uncertainty,
dampening nationalist conflict, and averting economic desolation.58 This
saves the EU blood and treasure while making illegal immigration more man-
ageable. While Schimmelfennig is right to argue that Germany and other
EU members directly bordering Eastern Europe were on the whole stronger
supporters of enlargement than EU members further west and south, the
EU’s economic interdependence, its common external border, its emerging 
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common foreign policy and its plans for a common immigration policy
all mean that the more distant EU members could not expect to escape the
negative externalities of the EU’s failure to enlarge.

Second, at the heart of Schimmelfennig’s argument is that the material
interests of the EU’s member states dictated that the EU stop short of giving
ECE states full membership, continuing instead to deal with them as associ-
ate members under the terms of the Europe Agreements. Schimmelfennig
does not, however, make a compelling case that this relationship was a stable
equilibrium—or indeed that West European politicians believed that it was.
On the contrary, it was precisely the realization by West European policy-
makers that, whether they liked it or not (and many certainly did not), the 
economic and geopolitical trajectory of the EU’s East European neighbors
would be intimately linked with the EU’s decisions about whether and how to
enlarge that led to the full development of the EU’s active leverage after 
1995. As we saw in Chapter 4, from the earliest moments that EU policy-
makers could use conditionality to structure relations with ECE states, they
worried intensely about turning ECE governments away from the West and
toward Moscow for fear that this would compromise their interests in the
region.

The economic and geopolitical cost and benefit analysis made by EU 
governments was not between enlargement, on the one hand, and a stable,
democratic, and economically pliant band of post-communist associates on its
borders, on the other. This model existed; it was Mitterrand’s European
Confederation. But it was rejected not because anti-enlargement states were
rhetorically entrapped, but because failing to enlarge the EU in an undivided
Europe would mean foregoing the benefits of an enlarged EU, and paying the
anticipated costs of economic instability, conflict, and uncertainty on the EU’s
eastern borders. Absent EU enlargement, for example, it is very likely that
some ECE states would have reneged on the Europe Agreements while 
others would have failed adequately to protect ethnic minority rights. To put
it another way, if you argue that the EU’s pre-accession process has been
pivotal to moderation and reform in East European states (as Schimmelfennig
has in other work), then this is in some respects difficult to reconcile with
the argument that a non-enlarging EU would have brought greater net material
gains to the EU-15.

On a cheerful note, if a majority of EU members did decide that EU
enlargement was in their material interest (while also conforming to the ident-
ity and liberal values of the EU), this is a much more robust and promising
starting point for the success of an enlarged EU than the alternatives: that the
new members were admitted because of feelings of historical guilt, or indeed
that they were admitted because the majority of EU members were trapped by
the EU’s norms. And even if the EU’s liberal norms only reinforced material
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interests in bringing about the decision to enlarge, they were clearly impor-
tant in other ways, for example, in shaping the EU’s pre-accession process and
influencing the content of the EU’s membership requirements.

8.3.2 What Next? Eastern Balkans, Western Balkans . . . Turkey?

Will the EU choose to continue to use its leverage on states that would like to
join it? The EU’s leverage on aspiring member states appears to be the single
best tool for promoting stability, democracy, and economic prosperity on the
European continent.59 Yet, EU members face a considerable dilemma about
how widely to use it. After considering the general debate on the future of
enlargement below, we will examine in greater detail the specific challenge of
making the EU’s active leverage work in the Balkans.

The Future of the EU’s Best Foreign Policy Tool: Enlargement

With the first enlargement all but complete in 2004, the EU is being pulled in
two different ways. On the one hand, the economic and geopolitical benefits
of pacifying and incorporating the periphery continue to be compelling. Here,
the credible future candidates in the Balkans are particularly important. They
are not just Bulgaria and Romania (the Eastern Balkans), but also Albania,
Macedonia, and the post-conflict states of Croatia, Serbia-Montenegro, and
Bosnia-Hercegovina (the Western Balkans). Timothy Garton Ash and others
have argued that the absence of a coherent EU foreign policy toward the for-
mer Yugoslavia proved very costly: the EU could have averted some or all of
the horrific violence and impoverishment of the Western Balkans by putting
in place an ambitious, intrusive, and attractive EU enlargement project right
away in 1990.60 Ten years later, the EU cautiously stepped up to the plate. At
the July 1999 Stability Pact Conference in Sarajevo the EU pledged to use the
prospect of EU membership to bring stability and democracy to these five
additional states, making them what I call “proto-candidates.” The EU’s
inability to deal with the Kosovo crisis without American aid came at a time
when aspirations among key EU members to create an effective Common
Foreign and Security Policy were high. EU leaders began to realize that the
single best foreign policy tool that they possessed was EU enlargement.61 The
benefits of pacifying the periphery thus became intertwined with the goal of
creating an effective EU foreign policy, and this boosted the credibility of the
EU’s membership promise. If the EU could not commit to and succeed at 
stabilizing its immediate backyard, how could it be taken seriously as a global
player?

On the other hand, the prospect of continuing to enlarge has become more con-
tentious as enlargement has moved from the distant future into the daily political
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reality of EU governments with the accession of ten new members in 2004. The
widening-versus-deepening debate continues: how will the EU’s institutions
function with so many new members, and will further integration not be hobbled
or even brought to a standstill by importing such diversity? By the autumn of
2004, Bulgaria, Romania, and possibly even Croatia were slated to join the EU
in 2007 or 2008.

What about the membership prospects of the remaining proto-candidates?
The EU has already made explicit commitments to admit them if they fulfill
the requirements. But I argue below that whether they do qualify for 
membership or not will be strongly influenced by how they are treated by the
EU. Should the EU decide to shelve the possibility of future membership for
some of them, financial and political inattention should do the trick. Yet it is
unlikely that the EU would deliberately make the choice to neglect the
Western Balkans. The potential costs of renewed instability for the EU are
high, as is the potential damage of failing in the region for the credibility of
its foreign policy.

What about the membership prospects of the states beyond the new members
and the officially recognized candidates and proto-candidates? These are to be
ruled out for the foreseeable future.62 In 2003, the EU Commission launched an
initiative called the “Wider Europe” which included rethinking the root of the
problem: the character of the EU’s passive leverage.63 Can the EU’s neighbors
such as Ukraine or Moldova be dissuaded from attempting to join the EU for
all of the reasons presented in Chapter 3 if the costs of being excluded from the
EU decrease? This requires the EU to treat nonmembers significantly better, in
particular by granting better access for goods to its markets, and potentially also
for people to its territory.64 In launching the “Wider Europe” policy, the EU aims
to postpone or exclude the prospect of EU membership for neighboring states,
but also to develop greater traction on national politics and regional stability. So
far, however, as Michael Emerson argues, the various clients of this policy are
undeterred from seeking the prospect of EU membership, nor do they seem
more susceptible to the EU’s “good” influence.65

Ruling out the possibility that a state can join the EU in the foreseeable
future of course sacrifices the potential benefits of using the EU’s active lever-
age to influence domestic politics. In the case of Ukraine, Kataryna Wolczuk
argues that many domestic elites have declared EU membership to be
Ukraine’s foreign policy priority but, just like the illiberal elites in this study,
they hardly try to satisfy the domestic requirements of EU membership
because there are no costs to noncompliance. If the EU chose to use active
leverage backed by a membership promise on Ukraine, a shift to compliance
with EU rules could well follow.66

The outstanding dilemma, however, is that in addition to the Balkan states,
there is another full-blown official candidate for membership: Turkey. Turkey
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raises the possibility of much greater adjustment costs and financial costs than
any of the post-communist candidates because of its size, its relative poverty,
the structure of its economy, and the number of its poor workers that could
migrate westward. Turkey also raises uncomfortable religious and civiliza-
tional questions: will including such a large Muslim country, however secu-
lar, change the basic identity of the EU? Will the divergent condition
and interests of Turkey destroy any possibility of deepening further European
integration? Indeed, will Turkey joining the EU not in fact require unraveling
certain aspects of European integration?

The trouble with Turkey is that the EU is not now deciding whether or not it
should be a candidate for membership. Turkey has been treated as a credible
candidate for membership since the 1980s: its applications to begin negotia-
tions in 1987 and 1997 were turned down, but it remained within the 
pre-accession process. Beginning in October 1998, the European Commission
has published Regular Reports on Turkey’s progress in tandem with reports
on the other candidates. At the Helsinki European Council in December 1999,
the EU made it official: Turkey’s status as a credible future member and the
EU’s (then) thirteenth official candidate was reaffirmed. At the Copenhagen
European Council in December 2002, Turkey was told that formal accession
negotiations would begin “without delay” if it was judged to fulfill the
Copenhagen political criteria in December 2004.67

By all accounts, over the last ten years Turkey’s governments have pushed
through fundamental reforms of the Turkish state and economy in order to
qualify for EU membership while improving their record on human rights. EU
leverage has worked in bolstering democratic standards, ethnic minority rights,
and economic reform, much as it did in the post-communist states. This is
impressive, especially because for Turkey the reward of membership at the end
of the process is much less certain than for other candidates.68 At the close of
2003, however, it appeared that Turkey had not yet satisfied the Copenhagen
criteria in a number of areas, leaving open for the European Council in
December 2004 the possibility of postponing the decision to begin negotiations
yet again.69 We may wonder how much more progress Turkey would have
made if indeed EU membership had been a certain reward for its efforts.

Yet the EU will still have to decide by the close of 2004 whether to keep
Turkey in the queue for membership. While the preferences of EU members
regarding the accession of candidates are shaped by national interests, the
decision whether to admit a candidate that is already in the pre-accession
process is also constrained by the rules that have been developed to govern
the process, in particular the meritocracy rule.70 In the case of Turkey, mem-
ber state preferences seem to auger against membership, whereas the rules
governing the treatment of candidates seem to auger for it (assuming that
Turkey continues to make progress fulfilling the requirements). Yet there is a
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very strong case for EU members using active leverage on Turkey and sup-
porting its eventual membership as a matter of national interest. Indeed, this
is precisely why the EU has let itself go so far with Turkey. As Timothy Garton
Ash observed, “The logic of spreading democracy and respect for human
rights, of addressing the deeper causes of terrorism, of helping Islam to adapt
to the modern world and avoiding a bloody ‘clash’ of civilizations cries out
for us to say ‘yes’ [to Turkey’s membership].”71

In short, will the EU reaffirm its commitment to Turkey’s future member-
ship because of the salutary effects it is likely to have on Turkey’s domestic
politics, and because of the geopolitical benefits of further integrating it into
the West? This would require actually admitting Turkey into the EU once it
comes close to meeting the requirements. Or, will the EU turn Turkey away
completely after stringing it along for some fifteen years? This could create
an anti-Western backlash among Turkey’s elites and public, with substantial
geopolitical costs for the EU. Moreover, it would violate the meritocratic
nature of the pre-accession process, because Turkey would have to be turned
away for political reasons, and not for failing to make progress toward mem-
bership. Indeed, the dilemma with Turkey raises questions about how to treat
other neighbors such as Ukraine: should the EU decide against Turkey, would
it have been better for Turkey’s domestic politics (and for the credibility of
the EU’s pre-accession process) if the EU had never strung Turkey along? Or
would the positive influence of the EU’s leverage on Turkey’s domestic poli-
tics turn out to outweigh the blow to Turkey’s moderate political elites of
being denied membership at the end of the process?

Making the EU’s Active Leverage Work in the Balkans

Less controversial than accepting Turkey is the project of holding out the
prospect of EU membership to several more states in the Western Balkans.
Can EU leverage work in Croatia, Serbia-Montenegro, Macedonia, Bosnia-
Hercegovina, and Albania? (Can it also work someday in an independent
Kosovo or Montenegro?) Most of these states still have a long road to travel
before they qualify for EU membership, and the obstacles are considerable.
Alongside economic backwardness, feeble state institutions, and weak civil
societies, some of these states have to overcome hostile relations between
ethnic minorities and majorities, and cycles of political extremism brought on
by brutal ethnic cleansing and war.

The prospect of EU membership is widely considered to be the cornerstone
of any successful strategy to bring democracy and economic revitalization to
the Balkan region.72 But the Western Balkan states need unprecedented eco-
nomic and political assistance. For the EU, this means exercising active lever-
age in a more proactive and less confrontational way than with the previous
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candidates. As Vladimir Tismaneanu argues, it is important to “deprive the
illiberal forces of their political and symbolic ammunition” such as “the West
despises us” or “the West discriminates against us” which could easily
be encouraged simply by passive attitudes and low levels of assistance from
the West.73

Since the problems are great and membership for many is so distant,
intermediary rewards for governments and societies engaged in reform are an
imperative. They include complete and unilateral access to the EU market for
agricultural goods, very substantial economic aid, and visa-free travel to the
EU for Balkan citizens. These rewards—especially access to the EU for goods
and people—help preserve the domestic political viability of moderate par-
ties. Yet these are the rewards that have been the most difficult for the EU to
deliver on account of the short-term costs that they impose (or are perceived
to impose) on the EU member states.74 Putting the CFSP to the test, the pro-
vision of effective intermediate rewards requires that the EU’s foreign policy
preferences overrule the short-term interests of politicians and producers in
calibrating the EU’s active leverage.75

Political elites in distant and poor states such as Macedonia and Albania may
legitimately doubt that the EU will ever let them in, even if they fulfill the
requirements. Given their economic backwardness and the weakness of their
state administration, it will take years to qualify; given their distance from the
EU and small size, their political and economic success may be of less rele-
vance. This uncertainty may dovetail with low levels of consensus on the part
of domestic political elites on the desirability of certain reforms. Indeed, some
elites may be looking for an excuse not to continue EU-oriented reforms. For
this reason, like in the illiberal pattern states in this study in the early 1990s,
elections may still cause a sea change in efforts to comply with EU rules.

Intermediate rewards help lock in compliance by creating a set of immediate
benefits that can be used as a carrot and stick. For elites that seek reform,
intermediary rewards provide assistance and immediate domestic benefits for
moving forward. For elites that shirk reform, intermediary rewards can be sus-
pended. This imposes immediate sanctions to falling behind on work to
achieve the distant goal of EU membership, and may help move political par-
ties toward a consensus on EU-oriented reforms.

How has the EU fine tuned the way it exercises its leverage to take into
account the much greater challenge of promoting stability and reform in the
Western Balkan states? These states would respond poorly to the treatment
that the Visegrad states received after 1989 in three areas: the delay before
committing to enlargement; miserly access to the EU market; and negligible
financial assistance. Let us look briefly at these three areas—and see that
indeed the EU has treated the Western Balkan states differently in each one,
at least since 1999.

The Future of an Enlarged EU 251



The EU developed the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) in
1999 that gave the Western Balkan states a clear prospect of membership;
their status as credible future members has been reaffirmed many times,
including at the Thessaloniki European Council of June 2003. The
Commission has described the SAP as a strategy designed to help the region
secure political and economic stabilization while also developing a closer
association with the EU on the way to eventual membership.76

As part of the SAP, the EU has also been more generous with market access
and financial assistance since 1999 than it was with East Central European
states after 1989.77 All five countries benefit from exceptional trade measures
adopted for the Western Balkans in 2000, and from 5 billion euro in financial
assistance allocated for the 2000–6 period. The most important reward for
reform on the table so far for these states is signing a Stabilization and
Association Agreement (SAA). Unlike the Europe Agreements, the SAAs
open EU markets almost entirely to imports from the associate members.
They also have tougher political criteria: states must have made visible
progress in fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria and also requirements specific
to the SAP including full cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the creation of real opportunities for
refugees and internally displaced persons to return and a visible commitment
to regional cooperation. In 2001, Croatia and Macedonia signed an SAA,
while negotiations began with Albania in 2003.78 Using the SAAs as an incent-
ive and a reward for reform seems to be working, but additional intermediary
rewards are needed in the form of greater financial assistance and freedom to
travel.

The overall characteristics of the EU’s active leverage during the
1997–2004 period have been effective, however, and should be protected as
the process unfolds in the Western Balkans. In particular, the EU should 
protect the meritocratic nature of the pre-accession process while also 
continuing to enforce the requirements of membership from a position of
strength. These characteristics of the pre-accession process give elites in trou-
bled and poor states hope of equal treatment without giving them expectations
of an easy pass. Indeed, the high geopolitical stakes for succeeding in the
Balkans could change the nature of the EU’s active leverage by decreasing the
credibility of the EU’s conditionality. For example, if the EU was anxious to
begin accession negotiations with Croatia in order to prove that the SAP is
working in post-conflict states, it might be more lenient on compliance, for
example, on Croatia’s treatment of refugees and war criminals, to the detri-
ment of the credibility of the process.

How much traction does the EU’s active leverage already have in the five
Western Balkan states? All I can do here is raise some questions and point to
some parallels with this study. Macedonia, Albania, and Bosnia-Hercegovina
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struggle with low state and economic capacity; indeed, Bosnia-Hercegovina is
hardly a state at all. For Macedonia and Albania, backwardness appears to be
a greater hurdle to qualifying for membership than political will. Serbia-
Montenegro and Croatia share the potential for higher levels of state capacity
and economic development, but they vary substantially in terms of how polit-
ical elites are treating the pre-accession process. Let us look briefly at their
status.

The defeat in national elections in 2000 of Franjo Tudjman’s party in
Croatia and Slobodan Miloševic’s party in Serbia brought to power much
more reform-minded and Western-oriented governments. Prior to these elec-
tions, Western governments had little traction on either state because of the
make-up of Tudjman’s and Milosevic’s domestic power base. The EU and
other international actors did attempt to moderate, unite and support the dem-
ocratic oppositions to both rulers. Indeed, they did so more overtly and dra-
matically, especially in Serbia, than they did in the illiberal pattern states in
this study. Taking office in 2000, the new governments launched important
political and economic reforms, and sought a much closer relationship with
the EU. But both were constrained by conflicting views within the govern-
ment on the course of reform, and by the continued power of nationalist 
parties (and, especially in Serbia, criminal groups) in domestic politics. Both
struggled with EU demands for full compliance with the ICTY, satisfying
them only in part.

Yet the paths of Croatia and Serbia have diverged dramatically since 2000.
Croatia is the clear frontrunner because of the strength of its economy and the
consensus on qualifying for EU membership among its political elite. After
Croatia applied for membership in February 2003, Commission officials
stated that Croatia could begin accession talks as early as 2004 if it improved
its record on war crimes and the treatment of refugees. The Commission’s
Opinion on Croatia’s application, published in April 2004, recommended that
the EU begin negotiations with Croatia. Providing another very clear case of
the EU “amplifying” tremendously the leverage of another international
organization, the Opinion noted very prominently that the ICTY Prosecutor
had declared that “Croatia is now cooperating fully” with the ICTY—and for
negotiations to proceed that this cooperation must continue.79 The European
Council in June 2004 agreed to open accession negotiations with Croatia in
early 2005. Most striking as a parallel to this study, elections in Croatia in
early 2004 returned to power Tudjman’s HDZ party, but this government has
chosen to comply more fully than the previous government with the EU’s
membership requirements, including handing over Croatia’s “war heroes” to
the ICTY. Enlargement Commissioner Günter Verheugen declared that
Croatian membership could send a powerful signal to Serbia and other
Western Balkan countries that the EU would reward reform.80 So far Serbia
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has been far behind Croatia, most vividly in terms of the political will of rul-
ing parties to satisfy EU requirements which has gone hand in hand with per-
sistent economic backwardness and very high levels of corruption in the
economy. If these trends continue, Croatia could be far into the negotiations
before Serbia even signs an SAA with the EU.

8.4 Conclusion

This chapter tackled three distinct questions. First, it explored the debates
among scholars surrounding the impact of the EU’s leverage on the future
quality of the policy-making process in the new members. The process of
joining the EU, especially the imperative of adopting so many foreign-made
rules and the content of some of those rules, may have undermined democratic
politics in several ways. Nevertheless, I argued that the benefits of being in
the EU combined with the benefits of qualifying for membership have out-
weighed the costs of being subject to the drawbacks of the EU’s pre-accession
process. It will take more time and further study, however, before scholars
come to a better understanding of what the benefits and drawbacks for these
new polities really were, making it possible to analyze their longer-term
impact on the quality of democracy.

Next, this chapter explored the condition of the new members once they
joined the EU in May 2004. There is no question that what I called “the
endgame” of the negotiations left the new members with unfavorable initial
terms for their membership. But I argued that these terms are indeed “initial,”
and that there is little reason to fear that the new members will be condemned
to a permanent second-class status in the EU. The EU’s active leverage has all
but disappeared, and as full members they enjoy very substantial bargaining
power that can be deployed to further their interests. However, the perception
of such a second-class status may have repercussions for domestic politics in
the new members, diverting attention from the opportunities of membership
and fostering Euroskepticism and xenophobia. While the new members are
unlikely to cause gridlock or stall integration, the terms of their accession are
likely to elicit hard bargaining at least until the disparities between old and
new members are abolished, and the public mood improves.

Finally, this chapter asked the question: why enlarge? Why did the EU’s
old members put ten post-communist states on the road to membership?
I argued that the EU decided to enlarge because the long-term economic
and geopolitical benefits of including the new members are considerable,
especially in light of the costs of not enlarging, while the short-term adjust-
ment costs for old members can be (and were) minimized. If straightforward
national interests explain the decision to enlarge, what about future 
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enlargements? At what point will the costs of enlarging outweigh the costs
of not enlarging? This is a tricky question not only from the perspective of
deepening European integration and of rousing sensitivities among publics
and interest groups in existing EU member states. It is also a tricky question
from the perspective of the geopolitical stability of the European continent
and the success of the EU’s emerging common foreign policy. After all,
turning a neighboring state down as a credible candidate for EU membership
means relinquishing the influence of the EU’s active leverage on its domestic
politics.
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Conclusion

The European Union (EU) is the most intricate and ambitious project of
regional integration in the world. It had a hand in bringing national and eth-
nic reconciliation, stable democracy and economic revival to parts of Europe
after the end of the Second World War, during the Cold War, and then again
after the end of the Cold War. Since 1989, building liberal democracies
and market economies in East Central European states has been profoundly
influenced by the process of attaining membership in the EU. The tremendous
benefits combined with the substantial requirements of membership have set
the stage for the EU’s leverage on the domestic policy choices of aspiring
member states. At no time in history have sovereign states voluntarily agreed
to meet such vast domestic requirements and then subjected themselves to
such intrusive verification procedures to enter an international organization.
In 2004, eight formerly communist states joined the EU, and as many or more
were credible candidates or future candidates for membership.

I demonstrate in this book that in observing the outcomes of democratization
and economic reform, we see an “EU advantage” favoring liberal democracy
and market-oriented reforms in states that are credible future EU members. The
puzzle is one of causation: does the EU only accept liberal democracies as
members? Or, as I argue, does the condition of being a credible future EU
member (for reasons of geography and geopolitics) create incentives and influ-
ence societies such that eventually elites make policy decisions that put states
on the road to liberal democracy? If twenty years from now, Serbia or
Macedonia look like today’s Hungary or Estonia, the case will be clear. And
of course we may discover that some domestic conditions are even more
intractable than those in Romania; in some credible future members, EU
leverage may not work at all.

In this book, I have made the case for the important independent effect of EU
leverage on domestic political change in six credible future EU members—
under quite different domestic conditions. By no means does EU leverage erase
or even diminish many domestic differences: but it does improve the quality of
political competition, while narrowing the parameters of domestic policy-
making as states comply with EU rules in order to qualify for membership. As
we observed in Chapter 7, we see a significant—though certainly far from
complete—convergence among liberal pattern and “post”-illiberal pattern
states as the latter get closer to qualifying for EU membership. I identified three



mechanisms that encourage compliance—conditionality, credible commitment,
and influence on domestic groups.

Before convergence could occur, however, the illiberal pattern states had
to break the habit of electing illiberal, rent-seeking rulers. At the beginning
of this book, I argued that the most important legacy of communism (and 
pre-communism) is the character of groups of elites present at the moment of
regime change, because these groups determine the initial competitiveness of
the political system. The presence of an opposition guarantees a certain level
of political competition: there are at least two rival, organized political groups.
In liberal pattern states, an opposition to communism strong enough to take
power in 1989 brings about the all important exit of communist elites from
power; it also lays the foundations of liberal democracy and launches
comprehensive economic reform. Ideally, a reforming communist party
meanwhile creates an active, moderate opposition while transforming itself to
get back into the political game.

In illiberal pattern states, however, the opposition is too weak to take
power—and the communist party has fewer incentives or resources to attempt
transformation. In conditions of limited political competition, rent-seeking
elites win and hold power by further suppressing rival groups, promising slow
economic reform, and exploiting ethnic nationalism—all the while extracting
significant rents from slow economic reform. By influencing the institutional
and the informational environment, I argued in Chapter 6 that EU leverage
helped create what the illiberal pattern states were missing at the moment of
transition: a coherent and moderate opposition, and an open and pluralistic
political arena. Under the right conditions, free and fair elections provide
opposition parties and civic groups the opening they need to end illiberal rule.
Working in synergy with such forces, the EU’s active leverage had a hand,
over time, in creating those conditions and making the political systems of the
illiberal states more competitive.

For its part, the EU did not develop active leverage by design—and it is
becoming (again) reluctant to use it. Indeed, the initial credibility of the EU’s
conditionality flowed from such ambivalence: the EU’s tough treatment of the
ECE states in the early 1990s not only hardened their resolve to attain full
membership, but revealed that EU governments might be pleased to disqual-
ify underperforming candidates. The right balance was struck: candidates
were neither too confident (thanks to asymmetric interdependence), nor were
they too disingenuous (thanks to enforcement), nor did they despair that the
system was stacked against them (thanks to meritocracy).

The aspects of the EU’s active leverage that were deliberately designed,
including the way that conditionality has been “delivered” through the 
pre-accession process, have worked remarkably well. No doubt that each
observer or participant would suggest changes: from  my perspective, a
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“better” enlargement would include more assistance to civil society and the
reform of state institutions, stricter enforcement of the Copenhagen criteria,
and more generous terms of accession. Yet it is important to emphasize that
the effectiveness of the EU’s active leverage stems from its passive leverage—
from the benefits of membership (and the costs of exclusion). Change this
equation, and the behavior of aspiring members may change as well: this is
after all what EU members are hoping will be the outcome of the EU’s new
“Wider Europe” policy.

Given the EU’s singular difficulties, however, in offering what really mat-
ters to states on the outside (that are not Switzerland)—access for goods and
access for people—efforts to diffuse the EU’s passive leverage are not likely
to succeed. Moreover, the EU’s episodic ambitions as a geopolitical actor on
the world stage and the very real benefits of continued enlargement will make
it hard for the EU definitively to part ways with some aspiring members,
especially Turkey. All of this suggests that the drama of EU enlargement is
likely to continue. Let us hope that it does: the most important challenge for
EU leaders today is to sustain, adjust, and improve the EU’s active leverage
so that it can work even in the much tougher cases in the Western Balkans.
For better (and not, so far, for worse), the most powerful and successful tool
of EU foreign policy has turned out to be EU enlargement—and this book has
helped us understand why, and how, it works.
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100. Soňa Szomolányi and John Gould (1997b).
101. Ludovit #ernák and Márius Hri3ovsk[, Democratic Union Party, interviews in

Bratislava, 1998.

290 Notes to pages 160–172



Notes to pages 172–187 291

102. Eduard Kukan, Chairman of the Democratic Union Party, interview in
Bratislava, 1998.

103. Surveys showed that the overwhelming majority of voters who voted in 1998 but
had not voted in 1994 cast their vote for the opposition parties. Voter turnout was
84.24% of all eligible voters. See Bútora and Deme5 (1999: 160).

104. For analysis of the HZDS’s rhetoric and the nationalist content of its 1998
election campaign in contrast to the election campaign of the opposition parties,
Fisher (2001: Ch. 7).

105. Zora Bútorová (ed.) (1998).
106. Ivan Miklo5 (1998b).
107. Bútora, Mesepnikov, and Bútorová (1999: 19).
108. These included the EU’s Civil Society Development Foundation (PHARE), the

Open Society Foundation, the Foundation for a Civil Society, the Charles
Stewart Mott Foundation, the German Marshall Fund, the British Know How
Fund, the United States Information Service (USIS) and others. See Bútora and
Deme5 (1999: 163); and the magazine NonProfit.

109. Pavol Deme5, interview in Bratislava, 2000.
110. Petr Javor3ík, Mission of the Slovak Republic to the EU, interview in 

Brussels, 1998.
111. “Spravodajca EP je za roz5írenie bez SR,” SME, September 11, 1997.
112. Zora Bútorová (1999: 201–202).
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Přítomnost at http://www.pritomnost.cz.
35. Pehe (2002). See also Michal Klíma (2000).

http://www.pritomnost.cz
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/hungary/index.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/hungary/index.htm
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/poland/index.htm


Notes to pages 195–204 293

36. For sharing their insights on Czech politics, I am indebted to Dagmar A5erová,
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Kubi�ko, Ratko and Petr Příhoda (2001). “Kam to dopracovaly na5e strany,”
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Wlachovský, Miroslav (1997). “Foreign Policy,” in Martin Bútora and Péter Hun�ík
(eds.), Global Report on Slovakia, Comprehensive Analyses from 1995 and Trends
from 1996. Bratislava: Sándor Márai Foundation, 33–53.

—— and Juraj Marumiak (1998). “Hlavné trendy v zahrani�nej politike,” in Bútora
and Ivantymyn (eds.), Slovensko 1997, Súhrnná správa o stave spoloTnosti,
Bratislava: Institute for Public Affairs, 233–243.

Wolchik, Sharon (1994). “The Politics of Ethnicity in Post-Communist
Czechoslovakia,” East European Politics and Societies 8(1): 153–188.

Wolczuk, Kataryna (2004). “Integration without Eurpeanisation: Ukraine and its
Policy towards the European Union,” European University Institute Working Paper,
San Domenico di Fiesole, RSC No. 2004/15.

World Bank (1991). Global Development Network Growth Database. http://www.world-
bank.org/research/growth/GDNdata.htm.

Bibliography 327

http://www.worldbank.org/research/growth/GDNdata.htm
http://www.worldbank.org/research/growth/GDNdata.htm


World Bank (1996). From Plan to Market: World Development Report. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

—— (2000). The Road to Stability and Prosperity in South Eastern Europe:
A Regional Strategy Paper. Washington, DC: World Bank.

—— (2001). “Corruption in Slovakia. Results of Diagnostic Surveys.” Washington,
DC: World Bank and USAID.

—— (2002). Transition: The First Ten Years. Analysis and Lessons for Eastern
Europe and the Former Soviet Union. Washington, DC: World Bank.

—— (2002). World Development Indicators. http://devdata.worldbank.org/ data-
query and http://earthtrends.wri.org.

Zakaria, Fareed (1997). “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs 76(6):
22–43.

Zhelyazkova, Antonina (1995). “Reaching out to Minorities,” Transition 1(13): 58–60.
Zielinski, Jakub (2002). “Translating Social Cleavages into Party Systems, The

Significance of New Democracies,” World Politics 54(2): 184–211.
Zielonka, Jan (ed.) (2002). Europe Unbound. Enlarging and reshaping the boundaries

of the European Union. London: Routledge.
—— and Peter Mair (2002). “Introduction: Diversity and Adaptation in the Enlarged

European Union,” in Mair and Zielonka (eds.), Enlarged European Union:
Diversity and Adaptation. London: Frank cass, 1–18.

—— and Alex Pravda (eds.) (2001). Democratic Consolidation in Eastern Europe:
International and Transnational Factors. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Press

“52 pays réunis à Paris pour promouvoir la stabilité en Europe de l’Est,” Le Monde,
March 19–20, 1995.

“A May Day Milestone,” The Economist, April 30, 2004.
“Action Agreed Over Frontiers,” Financial Times, December 11–12, 1993.
“Blisko coraz dalej,” Rzeczpospolita, July 12, 1993.
“Brussels Sounds Out Plans for E Europe,” Financial Times, May 10, 1993.
“Budapest Bars EU Cattle in Trade War,” Independent, April 12, 1993.
“Bulgaria, Economic Structure and Forecast,” Economist Intelligence Unit, February 9,

2004 and April 27, 2004 (respectively).
“Central Europe Knocks on the Community Door,” Financial Times, October 28,

1992.
“Commission Paves Way for Wider Europe,” Financial Times, July 28, 1994.
“Community Lifts Ban on Polish Meat Deliveries,” Financial Times, July 16, 1993.
“Copenhagen Conference Speaks of Improving Trade With East,” NCA, April 14,

1993.
“Council of Europe’s soft standards for East European members, RFE/RL, July 8,

1997.
“Croatia Wins Incentive for EU Entry Talks,” Financial Times, October 9, 2003.
“Czech Republic and EU Reach Accord on Association Agreement,” AP, May 3, 1993.

328 Bibliography

http://devdata.worldbank.org/
http://earthtrends.wri.org


“Czechs Delay EU Application,” Financial Times, March 9, 1994.
“Czechs Want Trade Link to EU Now,” International Herald Tribune, March 11, 1994.
“Czy Wspólnota nas chce?” Gazeta Wyborcza, October 29, 1992.
“E Europe Urged to Renew ex-Soviet Ties,” Financial Times, April 15, 1993.
“East Europe Calls EC’s Bluff Over Free Trade,” Financial Times, April 16, 1993.
“East Europe Impatient for Seat at the Top Table,” Financial Times, December 9,

1994.
“EC dumping of Farm Produce Upsets Hungary,” Financial Times, June 22, 1993.
“EC May Keep Out ‘Problem’ Countries,” Independent, June 22, 1993.
“EC Protectionism Threatens East Europe Growth,” Financial Times, April 13, 1992.
“EC to step up links to central Europe,” Financial Times, October 29, 1992.
“EU: New Membership Road Map for Lagging Candidates Romania, Bulgaria,”

RFE/RL, September 12, 2002.
“EU Offers Hope to Eastern Europe’s Farmers,” Financial Times, March 8, 1994.
“EU Policies Main Threat to E Europe Exports,” Financial Times, October 20, 1994, 3.
“EU to Draw Up Plan for Admitting Six Eastern Members,” Financial Times, October

5, 1994.
“EU’s Outstretched Hand to the East Begins to Waver,” Financial Times, November

23, 1994.
“Europe Recovers Its Sense of Direction,” Financial Times, December 12, 1994.
“Európska komisia dá SR odporúTanie, ak si vyriemime svoje politické prolémy,”

SME, September 12, 1997.
“EWH znosi restrykcje,” Rzeczpospolita, July 10–11, 1993.
“Extending the EU Eastwards,” Financial Times, December 7, 1994.
“Former Communist States Feel Stranded by EU Club,” International Herald Tribune,

April 18, 1994.
“Handel rolny z Wspólnota,” Zycie Gospodarcze, October 3, 1993.
“Hans Van den Broek: Slovensko má svoj osud vo vlastných rukách,” SME, June 18,

1998.
“Hopes of Wider Union Turn to Fear of No Union,” Financial Times, December 9, 1994.
“Hungarians and Czechs Set Their Eyes on 2000,” Financial Times, December 12,

1994.
“Hungary and Poland Bang on EU’s Opening Door,” International Herald Tribune,

March 8, 1994.
“Hungary in EU Trade Conflict,” Financial Times, April 10, 1993.
“Hungary Raises Trade Defences,” Financial Times, April 13, 1993.
“In the Waiting Room; Bulgaria, Romania and the EU,” The Economist, November 1,

2003.
“Interest Grows in Stability Pact Plan,” Financial Times, June 22, 1993.
“Kauza Gaulieder,” SME, July 28, 1997.
“Kohl Carries EU Debate on New Members,” Financial Times, December 12, 1994.
“Kohl Invites Eastern States to EU Summit,” Financial Times, December 1, 1994.
“Kohl Makes EU Enlargement Pledge to East Europe,” Financial Times, March 24,

1994.
“Kolej na czerwone porzeczki,” Rzeczpospolita, August 26, 1993.

Bibliography 329



“L’échec des négotiations affaiblit le pacte de stabilité en Europe de M. Balladur,”
Le Monde, March 18, 1995.

“Lekcja przyswojona,” Gazeta Wyborcza, March 12, 1992.
“Les nations défiées par les minorités,” Le Monde, March 21, 1995.
“M. Mitterrand relance l’idée d’une confédération européenne,” Le Monde, October

10, 1993.
“MM. Kohl et Mitterand sont d’accord sur l’idée de confédération européenne,”

Le Monde, January 6, 1990.
“Morsels From a Groaning Table,” Financial Times, June 17, 1993.
“New Phase for EU as Hungary Asks to Join,” Independent, April 2, 1994.
“Ousted King’s Party Leads Bulgarian Vote,” Washington Post, June 18, 2001.
“Paris Talks Aim to Defuse Old Central European Rivalries,” Financial Times, May

26, 1994.
“PM Backs Kohl Over EU links to Eastern Europe,” Financial Times, April 28, 1994.
“Podl’a Hansa van den Broeka EÚ nemala dôvod menit’ názor na SR,” SME,

July 18, 1997.
“Poland and Hungary Step Up Pressure,” Financial Times, March 8, 1994.
“Polska stowarzyszona z Wspolnotami Europejskimi,” Rzeczpospolita, February 1,

1994.
“Polska wstrzymuje import zwierzat i miesa,” Rzeczpospolita, April 10–12, 1993.
“Polskie mieso na pewno nie jest grozne dla Europy,” Zycie Warszawy, April 9, 1994.
“První konkrétní krok,” Lidové Noviny, October 7, 1991.
“Racja reform i interes panstwa praworzadnego,” Polska Zbrójna, June 19–21, 1992.
“Rising Trade Tension With EU Impedes Eastern Europe’s Progress,” The New York

Times, January 25, 1993.
“Road-Map Sought for EU Applicants,” Financial Times, September 21, 1994.
“Romanian Extremist Leader Attacks President Again,” OMRI Daily Digest, January

29, 1996.
“Saryusz-Wolski: choroby sa tylko pretekstem,” Zycie Warszawy, May 26, 1993.
“Sezonowy problem,” Rzeczpospolita, July 20, 1993.
“Slowcoach Slovakia: Has it got the democratic message?” The Economist, November

18, 1995.
“Spravodajca EP je za roz5írenie bez SR,” SME, September 11, 1997.
“Structural Barriers to Eastward Enlargement,” Financial Times, September 13, 1993.
“Thirsty For a Potion,” Financial Times, March 23, 1994. 
“Trójkat nierównoboczny,” Gazeta Wyborcza, October 8, 1991.
“Trouver de nouvelles formes d’association à la Communauté,” Le Monde

Diplomatique, February, 1990.
“Visegrad Group Appeals for EC Membership,” RFE/RL Daily Report, June 8, 1993.
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Moravčík, Jozef 44, 51, 160
Moscow 72, 83, 100, 155, 159, 192
Movement for Romania 167
Mungiu-Pippidi, Alina 214
Muntean, Aurelian 214
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