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Abstract 

Democracy is widely considered to be one of the most fundamental values and 
universally embraced norms of the international community. However, attempts by western 
actors to spread democracy across the globe have produced mixed results. Under what 
conditions is the west able to use its influence to leverage democratic outcomes? Previous 
scholarship has examined levels of connectivity between western governments and target 
states, and emphasized the presence/absence of western will to promote democracy. I build 
upon this literature by employing process tracing to analyze macro, mezzo, and micro factors in 
three cases—Romania, Slovakia, and Egypt. While, EU’s ascension processes played a major 
role in the democratization Romania and Slovakia, the U.S. largely failed in its efforts to 
liberalize Egypt in the wake of the Arab spring. I begin by making a case for the comparability of 
the Eastern European cases to the post-Arab spring environment. I then argue that the disparity 
between Eastern Europe and the middle east can yield more general conclusions about the 
nature of western democratic leverage. Specifically, western democratic leverage depends on 
high levels of asymmetric interdependence between the western state and target states, a 
credible punishment/reward, and compatibility between domestic opposition and western 
governments.  

 
Introduction: 

Democracy is widely considered to be one of the most fundamental values and 

universally embraced norms of the international community. In fact, democracy is so important 

that is a major foreign policy goal of nearly every western nation (McFaul, 2004). However, 

despite the efforts of the international community, attempts to spread democracy across the 

globe have produced mixed results (Schimmelfennig & Scholtz, 2008). Under what conditions is 

the west able to use its influence to leverage democratic outcomes? Previous scholarship has 

examined levels of connectivity between western governments and target states, and 

emphasized the presence/absence of western will to promote democracy (Boduszyński, 2013; 

Levitsky & Way, 2010). However, these approaches are overly simplistic and fail to incorporate 

the multiple levels of analysis that are involved in democratization. Through an analysis of 

macro, mezzo and micro factors, I argue that western conditionality is only effective when 

there are high levels of asymmetric interdependence between the western state and target 
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states, the west is able to present a credible punishment/reward, and compatibility exists 

between domestic opposition and western governments.  

During the Spring of 2011, an unforeseen wave of massive social revolutions initiated 

democratic reforms in some of the most entrenched autocratic regimes in the world. The Arab 

spring represented the largest potential wave of democratic transitions since the fall of the 

Soviet Union allowed Eastern European states to adopt democracy. Both the former Soviet 

states, and the Arab states shared legacies of authoritarianism, ethno-sectarian divisions, and a 

lack of economic development as barriers to democracy (Boduszyński, 2013; Erdogan, 2013). 

Furthermore, they both emerged from revolutions as hybrid regimes—states that have formal 

democratic institutions (such as elections) but do not have meaningful democracy because of 

authoritarian tendencies (such as violent repression of protests). Given these similarities, it is 

difficult to understand why one wave of revolutions produced spectacular democratic results, 

while the other failed almost entirely. I attempt to explain these divergent outcomes by 

proposing a theory of western democratic leverage in which actors and variables from all levels 

of analysis—ie international system, the history of bilateral relationships, to domestic social 

dynamics, etc—are highly interactive. Western governments can pressure illiberal regimes to 

reduce their anti-democratic practices by making important punishments/rewards—economic 

aid, trade agreements, etc—conditional on respect for democracy. In hybrid regimes, this 

pressure can open up the space that domestic opposition actors need to bring about genuine 

reform. However, the process depends on the presence of three conditions: asymmetry, 

credibility, and compatibility. Western governments must be in a highly asymmetrical 

relationship with target states that allows them to impose high costs/rewards depending on the 
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regimes respect for democracy. Furthermore, the punishment or reward must be credible—

illiberal regimes must truly believe that their actions will determine whether or not they receive 

the reward/punishment. Finally, opposition actors must be compatible with western 

governments, so that the west is willing to push for democratization in the first place.  

I begin by reviewing major findings in the international democracy promotion literature, 

and critiquing them for failing to show the interaction of macro, mezzo, and micro factors. I 

then present my own theory of western democratic leverage which analyzes variables ranging 

from domestic political forces to the distribution of power in the international system. I argue 

that asymmetry, credibility, and compatibility are necessary conditions for western democratic 

leverage. I then apply the theory to the cases or Romania, Slovakia, and Egypt, and 

demonstrate that while Romania and Slovakia met all three of my criteria, Egypt met none of 

them. 

Western Democratic Leverage—an interactive theory of macro, mezzo and micro factors.  
 
 Democracy is one of the most widely accepted norms of the international system, and 

democracy promotion is a foreign policy goal of nearly every western nation (McFaul 2005). 

Given the importance of western democracy promotion, previous scholars have attempted to 

create theories about the mechanisms through which western countries actually democratize 

the governments of other states. After the fall of the Soviet Union, a new wave of European 

states became democratic nations (Huntington, 1991). Unfortunately, many of these states 

were democratic in name only, and had political systems dominated by rent-seeking elites that 

had remained from the communist regimes. However, within a decade, these states had 

become functioning, liberal democracies (Vachudová, 2005). Reacting to this spectacular and 
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surprising outcome, the democratization literature began to focus on the role the international 

community plays in creating democracies within illiberal, semi-authoritarian contexts (Burnell, 

2000). Vachudova describes the mechanisms by which the international community can push 

states towards democracy as active and passive leverage. Powerful states—or regional actors 

like the EU—can passively encourage democracy by making social and political liberalization a 

perquisite to joining an attractive international organization like the European Union. States in 

which elites believe they can maintain power, even in a democratic setting, will undergo 

democratic reform so that they can obtain the benefits of membership. However, in states 

where elites fear that political liberalization will prevent them from maintaining power, passive 

leverage is insufficient for democratization. In these illiberal states, external actors can exercise 

active leverage by threatening punishment—ie economic sanctions, exclusion from trade 

negotiations, etc.—unless democratization takes place (Vachudová, 2005). Levitsky and Way 

further explore the role that the international community plays in spreading democracy by 

arguing that Western Democratic leverage (a phrase that they coin) is most effective when the 

west is highly linked to the target state through social, political, and economic connections. 

Threatening to cut these linkages—especially economic ones—can motivate illiberal states to 

democratize. However, social and political linkages, such as ties between U.S. diplomats and 

local NGOs, are also critical for the West’s ability to exert its influence. (Levitsky & Way, 2010). 

Boduszynski applies the notion of western democratic leverage to a comparative study of 

Europe and the Arab world. While the two regions share many similarities, a divergence 

between western hard interests and Arab democracy resulted in a lack of western will to 

enforce its leverage (Boduszyński, 2013).  
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 While previous scholarship on Western Democratic leverage has produced useful ways 

for thinking about the international community’s role in creating democracy, much of the 

existing scholarship fails to examine the wide range of variables that are necessary to 

understand democratization. Any major social change involves factors and forces on the macro, 

mezzo, and micro level. Macro factors include transnational dynamics, and the distribution of 

power within the international system. Mezzo factors refer to the relationships between 

countries, such as levels of economic interdependence. Micro factors include the local 

opposition actors that actually work to oust an illiberal regime.  Much of the existing 

democratization literature suffers from viewing each level of the larger system individually. For 

example, Boduzysnki and Vachudova emphasize mezzo factors—the bilateral relationships 

between nation states—in explaining the mechanisms for democratization and the variables 

that determine when the west will exercise its leverage (Boduszyński, 2013; Vachudová, 2005). 

Levitsky and Way on the other hand, place a higher emphasis on micro factors such as the links 

between U.S. diplomats and local civil society actors(Levitsky & Way, 2010). One scholar has 

already called for theories of revolution that demonstrate how all of these different levels of 

analysis interact, and previous work1 has attempted to incorporate multiple levels of analysis to 

explain the success of peaceful democratic revolutions (Beck, 2014; Ritter, 2015). But what 

about the aftermath of a revolution? Theories of democratic progress that analyze post-

                                                      
1 Ritter presents a theory of democratic revolutions that he calls the “iron cage of liberalism.” 
For Ritter, the discourse of liberalism entangles western governments and illiberal regimes in a 
way that prevents the illiberal regimes from violently repressing massive peaceful revolutions. 
Ritter’s’ analysis highlights the interaction of multiple levels of analysis. The liberal discourse he 
refers to can be thought of as a macro-factor because it is part of the international human 
rights regime. This discourse is constructed by bilateral relationships (mezzo factors), and 
prevents illiberal regimes from crushing peaceful opposition (micro factors).   
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revolution hybrid regimes must also incorporate high degrees of interaction between macro, 

micro and mezzo factors.  

Summary of Different Levels of Analysis  

Level of Analysis (Abstract) Level of Analysis in Context 
of Western Democratic 
Leverage  

Examples of Variables  

Macro  International system Unipolarity vs. bipolarity vs. 
multipolarity.  

Mezzo Bi-lateral relationships Trade relationships, military 
assistance, history of 
conditionality enforcement  

Micro  Domestic opposition  Attitudes towards western 
involvement, level of unity 
within opposition 
movement/party  

 

 Because my theory highlights the effect that external forces have on a domestic 

opposition, it depends on the interaction of multiple levels of analysis. I argue that, although 

local pro-democracy actors are the ultimate agents of change, the west can use the 

threat/promise of punishment/reward to curb the regimes oppression of the opposition, as 

well as give the opposition the political capital necessary to draw support for their movement 

and oust the regime. Like Levitsky and Way, I am specifically interested in understanding 

western democratic leverage in the context of hybrid regimes. A hybrid regime is a state that 

has elements of both authoritarianism and liberal democracy. For example, a hybrid regime 

may have elections, but experience repression and violence designed to defeat political 

opposition. Fully authoritarian regimes are generally not receptive to democratic leverage 

because any political liberalization will pose a serious threat to the regimes ability to maintain 

power. However, hybrid regimes have enough political openness that it is possible for 
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opposition forces to create democracy, if they receive help from powerful external actors 

(Levitsky & Way, 2010). Absent external help, these states would repress domestic democratic 

movements before they gained the momentum necessary to force the regime to liberalize. 

However, under conditions of western democratic leverage, the west can raise the costs for the 

regime to repress domestic opposition. For example, western states can make financial 

support, military aid, or access to export markets conditional on backing off the opposition. 

Democratization happens when the regime makes a cost-benefit calculation, and decides that it 

is more beneficial to run the risk of granting opposition forces breathing room then take on the 

costs of western states enforcing conditionality (Vachudová, 2005). The west can also improve 

democratic prospects by taking steps to strengthen the domestic opposition itself. For example, 

western nations can provide funding and training to local NGOs/activists to help them belter 

organize domestic social movements (Lynch, 2014). Western states can also provide local 

activists with information, such as evidence of regime corruption, that they can use to better 

mobilize domestic support for democratic movements (Vachudová, 2005). Thus western 

democratic leverage is accomplished by using influence to create the openings that these 

domestic activists need, and give them the political capital that they require in order to create 

democracy. While this theory describes the mechanisms by which western democratic leverage 

operates, this form of western democratization is only possible if three conditions are met: 

asymmetrical interdependence between the western state and the target state, a credible 

threat of punishment/reward, and compatible relationship between western governments and 

local activists. Understanding each of these conditions requires analyzing macro, mezzo, and 

micro factors, as well as the way that all of these variables interact  
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 The first condition necessary for democratic leverage to be effective is asymmetrical 

interdependence. Asymmetric interdependence refers to the power dynamic in the relationship 

between the target state and the western state (Vachudová, 2005). The two states have an 

asymmetrically interdependent relationship if the target state not only depends on the western 

state, but also has nothing to offer the western state in return for the support it provides. 

Without negotiating power, there is little a regime can do when threatened with western 

conditionality. As is argued above, illiberal states will only create the openings necessary for 

domestic activists to bring about democracy when western governments raise the costs of 

repression/anti-democratic activity. The higher the degree of asymmetry in the bilateral 

relationship, the higher the costs imposed by the western state on the illiberal regime 

(Vachudová, 2005).  Determining the level of asymmetry between two states involves analyzing 

mezzo level factors. For example, a target state that depends on a western state for aid money, 

access to markets, or military support is highly dependent on that western state. If the western 

state doesn’t have hard interests that depend on the target state—military bases, access to 

economic resources, counter terrorism cooperation, etc.—then the relationship is also highly 

asymmetrical. However, it also involves understanding the interaction between mezzo and 

macro factors. The general power distribution within the international system has implications 

for the level asymmetry that can possibly exist between a western state and a target state. If 

the international system is closer to uni-polarity, with the United States being the only major 

power, then it is less likely that the target state will be able to find another benefactor capable 

of providing the prerequisite resources. Conversely, in a perfectly multi-polar world, a western 

state attempting to exert leverage on an illiberal regime will result in the target state simply 
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turning to another state for support. Of course, the international system never exists in perfect 

uni-polarity or multi-polarity, but rather somewhere in between the two extremes. The closer 

the international system is to uni-polarity, the higher the levels of possible asymmetric 

interdependence.  

 The second condition necessary for western democratic leverage to take place is 

western credibility. Even if western states are in an asymmetrical relationship with target 

states, they will be unable to enforce their leverage if the threats of reward/punishment they 

make are not credible (Wittes & Youngs, 2009).  Western conditionality can help local activists 

achieve democracy through two pathways. On one hand, the west can threaten to punish 

regimes from repressing local opposition forces, resulting in the regime giving the opposition 

more breathing room out of fear of losing critical western support. Alternatively, the west can 

offer a reward to a state if it undergoes significant democratic (Vachudová, 2005). For example, 

it can offer to open up lucrative trade opportunities if the state becomes more liberal or 

democratic. This can be used by opposition forces to win the support of domestic elites and 

populations that would stand to benefit if the hypothetical carrot is delivered by the west. 

However, neither of these pathways are effective if the west lacks credibility. The regime will 

not think that the cost of anti-democratic activities is high enough if it is unlikely that the west 

will actually punish it. Similarly, it will be difficult for opposition activists to use a potential 

reward as political capital if it unlikely that the reward will come to fruition. The history of 

bilateral relationships between the target country and the western country also determine the 

west’s credibility in exercising its conditionality. If a western state has a history of threatening 
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to punish a regime for anti-democratic regime, or promising to reward it for liberalization, but 

follows through inconsistently, then it its credibility is undermined (Ritter, 2015). 

 The third condition necessary for western democratic leverage is compatibility between 

western governments and opposition activists. Since opposition activists are the actual impetus 

of democratization, this compatibility is in some ways the most important condition for 

international efforts to spread democracy. Western government need to believe that 

opposition activists will not pursue policies counter to western interests if they gain power. 

Otherwise, the west will not use conditionality to force the illiberal regime to give the 

opposition the breathing room it needs to create democracy. Likewise, opposition activists 

must be willing to accept western assistance. If western leverage is perceived as a form of 

western imperialism, then opposition activists will be unlikely to use the possibility of western 

rewards/punishment as political capital in order to create democracy.  

Romania, Slovakia and European Integration—a Perfect Storm for Western Democratic 
Leverage 
 

Both Slovakia and Romania emerged from revolutions as hybrid regimes. Their political 

systems were, at first glance democratic. They had parliaments selected by regular elections 

with no formal barriers to participation by opposition parties. However, they both fell into the 

hands of rightwing parties that were dominated by rent-seeking elites. In Slovakia, the HZDS 

party used violent tactics, including kidnapping and collaborating with organized crime to 

intimidate opposing politicians. Without opposition parties in formal oversight roles, members 

of the HZDS used their positions to secure personal profit at a time when the Slovakia was 

converting its public assets to privatized wealth (Williams, 2003). Similarly, the PDSR in Romania 

abused security and intelligence services, and even resorted to violently repressing protesters. 
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This allowed them to change Romanian privatization laws for personal benefit. Romania’s 

constitutional court ruled that that these policies violated private property rights, a decision 

that was completely ignored by the regime (Pridham, 2007). Both the PDSR and the HZDS 

exploited ethno-national tensions, such as using ethnic-Hungarians as scape-goats, in order to 

maintain their power (Kelley, 2010; Vachudová, 2005). Despite their anti-democratic tactics, 

opposition movements were able to oust both the PDSR and HZDS in the 1990's. Both Romania 

and Slovakia had made serious progress towards full democracy beginning in the mid 1990’s 

(Vachudová, 2005). For example, by 1996 the number of parliament members who expressed 

opposition to ethnic minority rights had fallen dramatically (Williams, 2003). By 1999, Freedom 

House ranked both states as “free” (Freedom House 1999). As we will see, this spectacular 

outcome was, in large part, a perfect storm of asymmetric independence, credibility, and 

compatibility which made western democratic leverage effective.  

The European Union was able to effectively exert Western Democratic Leverage on 

Eastern Europe in part because there was a high degree of asymmetry between the EU and 

target states like Romania and Slovakia. The sheer economic size of the European Union 

dwarfed both Romania and Slovakia. In terms of GDP, the European Union was more then 

seven times larger then all of the countries in East Central Europe2 combined (Vachudová, 

2005). In the wake of communism and revolution, both Romania and Slovakia were on the brink 

of economic ruin, and were highly dependent on EU aid, as well as the ability to export 

products to EU markets. However, the EU began to shift aid, foreign direct investment and 

                                                      
2 In 1992, East Central European Countries (ECE) were defined by the world bank as Bulgaria, 
Romania, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia.  
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trade away from non-EU states and towards member states (Kamiński, 2001). Contemporary 

scholars predicted that this was part of a larger trend in which the EU would attempt to 

become economically self sufficient, starving off states like Romania and Slovakia from critical 

access to EU markets (R. Baldwin, 1993). In this highly asymmetrical relationship Eastern 

European states desperately wanted to join the European Union. Joining the EU would allow 

them a seat at the table as trade deals and policy were negotiated, ensuring that they would 

continue to be included in regional economic growth (Vachudová, 2005). One study valued the 

increase in trade that  would result from EU membership between 23 and 50 billion Euros for 

non-member states (R. E. Baldwin, Francois, & Portes, 1997). In contrast to the desperation of 

Eastern European states like Romania and Slovakia to join the EU, EU member attitudes 

towards enlargement were mixed at best. After the fall of the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe was 

of little strategic importance to the western world. Furthermore, there was concern from some 

members that cheap exports from Eastern Europe would hurt domestic industry, and that 

allowing them to enter the EU would only increase the exposure of their own economies to 

harm (Vachudová, 2005).  

The asymmetries in economic power were even more meaningful because of the 

relatively unipolar nature of the international system following the fall of the Soviet Union. 

During the late 1990’s the HZDS government grew tired of the influence that the European 

Union was exerting on Slovakia. Prime minister Meciar labeled the process of obtaining EU 

membership a western conspiracy and attempted to realign Slovakia with Moscow (Vachudová, 

2005).  However, the move failed miserably because was Russia too busy dealing with its own 

domestic concerns to provide the financial support that Slovakia needed. Although Romania did 
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not explicitly try to look to other foreign sources of support to reduce its dependence on the 

EU, it would have faced the same result. Unlike today, China had not yet risen to the point of 

power that would allow it stretch its influence across the globe, and non-western sources of 

support simply did not exist. The massive economic asymmetries between the EU and Eastern 

European States, as well as the lack of other potential benefactors in the international system 

meant that the EU had a huge amount of leverage over Slovakia and Romania.    

The EU was able to transform Romania’s and Slovakia’s need to join the EU into 

democratic change by making respect for democracy a condition of membership. There was an 

understanding among the member states that semi-authoritarian regimes would not be 

allowed to join the EU. Initially, this norm was referred to as a “good neighborliness 

requirement” (Smith, 2003). However, it was quickly codified as part of the EU’s Copenhagen 

criteria. The Copenhagen Criteria were a series of political and economic standards that 

prospective member states had to meet in order to join the EU. Many of these standards had to 

do with economic reform that would allow for a clean integration between the prospective 

states financial institutions and the larger EU economy. However, the Copenhagen Criteria also 

had requirements that dealt with democracy and human rights (Ethier, 2003). For example, 

they stipulated that, “stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human 

rights, and respect for and protection of minorities” was necessary before membership could 

be granted (quoted in Vachudová, 2005 p. 121). 

Of course, neither the asymmetrical relationship between the European Union and 

Eastern Europe, nor the Copenhagen Criteria would have had meaningful implications for 

democratization if EU’s conditions on membership lacked credibility. The structure of EU 
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ascension itself lent itself to the ability of the EU to convincingly threaten withholding 

membership from states like Romania and Slovakia. Kahler’s bargaining model demonstrates 

that international organizations are able to use conditionality more effectively when 

membership is only granted after the required reforms are made. This is because states 

understand that international organizations do not wish to risk their legitimacy by allowing 

problematic states to join (Kahler, 1995). The integrated nature of the European Union means 

that importing states that do not respect the rule of law or have authoritarian tendencies would 

threaten EU governance as a whole (Ethier, 2003). Therefore, the prospect of rejecting Romania 

or Slovakia’s membership application on the basis of failure to meet the Copenhagen Criteria 

was very credible because doing otherwise would have been averse to EU interests. In addition 

to the general paradigm of offering EU membership as a carrot for democratic process, the 

multi-step ascension process gave the EU several opportunities to demonstrate its commitment 

to democratization. For example, the EU delayed Romania’s ascension progress on the basis of 

its treatment of Ethnic Hungarians, as well as concerns over its violent repression of protesters 

(Vachudová, 2005). Although Slovakia’s process was not formally delayed for this reason, EU 

diplomats also used the carrot of EU membership to encourage Slovakia to resolve an ongoing 

territorial dispute with Hungary. The ultimate agreement between the two countries included 

formal protections for ethnic minorities (Vachudová, 2005). While states like Slovakia and 

Romania already knew that the EU would not grant them membership until they underwent 

serious reforms, the ability to delay states in between steps in the process allowed the EU to 

bolster its credibility and enhance its democratic leverage.  



WESTERN DEMOCRATIC LEVERAGE 
 

16 

In addition to threatening to punish the regime, the EU was also able to exert its 

leverage by empowering local actors to use the carrot of membership as political capital to 

increase domestic opposition to the regimes. The EU’s democratic credibility can be understood 

in two ways. As is argued above, governments in Slovakia and Romania understood that EU 

would punish them by withholding membership if they did not undergo reforms. This type of 

credibility was useful in limiting the regimes anti-democratic activity, such as ending the 

persecution of ethnic minorities. However, it was not sufficient for full democratization. Both 

the governments in Romania and Slovkia pretended that they were undergoing liberal reforms 

to please the EU, while continuing to practice other non-democratic activities in order to 

preserve their power. Therefore, democratization also required empowering domestic actors to 

remove the current regime(Vachudová, 2005). The EU provided these actors with essential 

political capital by giving a credible offer of reward for liberalization. As the EU commissioner 

for external affairs put it in 1998, “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” (quoted in 

Vachudová, 2005, p. 114).  One expert’s interviews with Slovakian opposition activists revealed 

that the sense that the ascension process was legitimate and that Slovakia really could join the 

EU so long as it made the necessary reforms was crucial in motivating opposition to the 

government (Vachudová, 2005). By 1998, a survey conducted in Slovakia revealed that three 

fourths of voters wanted to join the EU, but only one third thought the country was currently 

headed in that direction. Furthermore, a majority of Slovakia’s citizens blamed Slovakia’s 

continued exclusion on the current regime (Vachudová, 2005). One opposition campaign 

capitalized on this sentiment, stating that: 
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“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 fulfilling 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” (quoted in Vachudová, 2005, p. 174) 
 

In Romania, the perception that the EU would actually grant membership after reforms was 

also a significant motivating factor for industrial workers and labor unions to turn away from 

the PDSR party. Even more important then popular mobilization however, was elite defection. 

During the 1990’s, Romania’s political elite stood to gain heavily from the economic benefits 

that EU ascension would bring. Romania’s Democratic Convention of Romania (CDR) party, 

which replaced the PDSR, was often composed of members of the PDSR who realized that the 

anti-democratic practices were preventing their otherwise impending financial wind fall 

(Pridham, 2007).  

 The EU’s democratic leverage was also made possible by the compatibility between the 

local opposition in Slovakia and Romania and the governments of the European Union. It seems 

unlikely that the European Union would have engaged in aggressive democratization if it feared 

the opposition that would take power once the target states’ political systems became more 

democratic. However, it was equally crucial that local pro-democracy actors in Romania and 

Slovakia were willing to work with the European Union (Sadurski, 2004). Obviously, local actors 

would not have used the possibility of EU membership as political capital to oust the illiberal 

regime if they were opposed to joining the European Union. For both Romania and Slovakia, 

opposition activists were not only willing to cooperate with the EU, but were actually united by 

a common desire to achieve EU membership.  
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Immediately following Slovakia’s transition from communism, the political center and 

left were fragmented and weak. However, in the years leading up the the 1998 elections that 

ultimately ousted the HZDS, these divided parties were brought together by an umbrella 

activist organization called “Third Sector” (Williams, 2003; Vachudová, 2005). Third Sector was 

an umbrella civic organization that united political actors from across the ideological spectrum 

in protesting government repression. The core leadership of Third sector was largely composed 

of EU sponsored NGO’s and institutes. They also organized a round table discussion between 

leadership of Slovakian civil society as well as its five largest opposition parties. These parties 

agreed to unite behind the common cause of EU ascension and worked with Third sector to 

organize the “Civic OK Campaign 98’” (Vachudová, 2005). The campaign grew into a massive 

social movement that was critical in replacing the anti-democratic HZDS party with genuine 

reformers (Vachudová, 2005; Williams, 2003).  

The prospect of EU membership also united opposition actors in Romania. Like Slovakia, 

Romania’s civil society had a very weak presence immediately following the transition from 

communism. While the Democratic Convention of Romania party (CDR) had been somewhat 

successful at opposing the PDSR, it was fragmented by significant internal differences (Pridham, 

2007). However, the carrot of EU membership helped the CDR unite with other opposition 

parties, such as the Democratic Union of Romania (UDMR), Petre Roman’s Democratic party, 

and the Social Democratic Union (Vachudová, 2005). In concert with EU representatives who 

supplied them with information, this coalition used private TV stations to disseminate 

knowledge about the corruption of the ruling PDSR government. These campaign ads made the 

Romanian population realize that Romania was not on a path to EU membership. This was 
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critical for convincing Romanian industrial workers to abandon the PDSR party, leading to 

genuine reformers taking power (Vachudová, 2005).  

Egypt and the Absence of Western Democratic Leverage:  
 
 While examining the role that EU conditionality played in democratization in Slovakia 

and Romania is useful in understanding how democratic leverage operates, a truly 

comprehensive theory will explain democratization outcomes in a wide variety of cases. Thus, I 

also test my theory of western democratic leverage in the context post-Arab spring Egypt. Like 

Slovakia and Romania, Egypt emerged from its revolution as a fragile hybrid regime. Although it 

had elections that were relatively free and fair, the ruling Muslim Brotherhood immediately 

found itself in a power struggle with the military (Brown, 2013). The military engaged in serious 

anti-democratic activity, including exacerbating conditions of economic scarcity in order to 

create a mandate to remove civilian government (Hubbard & Kirkpatrick, 2013). In 2014, the 

military officially took power from the Muslim brotherhood, ending Egypt’s experiment with 

democracy. (Indyk, Lieberthal, & O’hanlon, 2013). One observer has argued that democracy 

failed in Egypt because the Muslim Brotherhood was too busy trying to repel the military to 

govern (Negus 2015). In Romania, and Slovakia, the west was able to use its leverage to give 

pro-democracy activists the room and resources they needed to oust illiberal governments. 

Why was the western world unable to use its influence again to give the Muslim brotherhood 

enough protection from the military so that it had a chance to govern?  As we will see, a lack of 

asymmetric interdependence, credibility and compatibility resulted in the absence of western 

democratic leverage. 
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 The bi-lateral American-Egyptian relationship involves the mutual interests of both 

states, undermining the wests ability to impose high costs on Egypt in order to defend 

democracy. Those who criticized the lack of a U.S. response in the aftermath of the Egyptian 

revolution could point to the large percentage of American dollars that make the Egyptian 

militaries budget (Sharp, 2012). However, even if America had made this aid conditional on the 

militaries respect for the democratic process, it is very unlikely that the west would have been 

able to use the aid money as leverage. While Romania and Slovakia found themselves in an 

extremely asymmetrical relationship with European Union because of the relatively unipolar 

nature of the international system, Egypt had other potential benefactors to chose from. A 

week after Egypt’s military coup, Saudi Arabia announced a twelve-billion-dollar aid package to 

help the military regain complete control over Egypt. A month later, the Saudis promised to 

match, dollar for dollar, any aid cut by the west as a response to the coup (Boduszyński, 2013). 

Without the ability to threaten a meaningful punishment for anti-democratic activity, western 

democratic leverage was significantly reduced.  

In addition to macro variables in the international system, the west was also unable to 

achieve asymmetry because many western interests depend on Egyptian cooperation. It is 

undeniable that the Egyptian military depends on the U.S. for financial support, as well as 

access to weapons and technology. However, U.S. hard interests are equally dependent on 

Egypt. For example, Egypt ensures that the U.S. continues to have access to the Suez Canal. 

Because the Suez canal is the link between the rest of the world, and much of the middle east’s 

oil, its protection is critical for American and global economic stability (Indyk et al., 2013). Egypt 

is also an indispensable intermediary between the west and other Arab governments in 
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maintaining the relative peace between Israel and the rest of the middle-east (Indyk et al., 

2013). It is unlikely that a democratically elected Egyptian government would have been willing 

to play the role of middle-east peace keeper, especially given the hardline rhetoric espoused by 

the Muslim brotherhood during there brief time in power. As former U.S. ambassador to Egypt, 

Edward Walker put it, the Camp David Accords would not have been possible if they “depended 

on Egyptian public opinion” (Quoted in Durac, 2009, p. 82). Therefore, the creation and 

enforcement of democratic conditionality was unlikely because punishing the Egyptian military 

for anti-democratic activity would have incurred an equally high cost for the west itself.  

Western democratic leverage was also weakened because of general lack of credibility 

on the subject of middle-eastern democracy promotion and conditionality enforcement. Of all 

of the support that the USAID provides to Arab countries, only about 10% is earmarked for 

human rights or political reform (Huber, 2013). In 2012, Obama only requested 700 million 

dollars in non-military aid to all Arab countries combined. The European Spring Program, part of 

the EU’s policy response to the Arab spring was only 56 million dollars (Boduszyński, 2013). 

These numbers are part of larger problem—a general western hesitation to promote 

democracy. The European Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) was created as a companion to 

the European ascension process that both Slovakia and Romania participated in. While EU 

membership was not on the table, the program sought to use conditionality to improve 

democratic prospects in countries along the EU’s southern border--including Egypt (Yacoubian, 

2008). In exchange for financial aid and economic development packages, countries had to sign 

association agreements that included clauses stipulating that the EU resources would be 

conditional on respect for human rights and democracy. However, despite numerous human 
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rights abuses on the part of states like Tunisia and Egypt, these association agreements were 

never enforced3 (Ritter, 2015; Yacoubian, 2008). The entire EMP processes had a larger 

emphasis on economic reform then political liberalization, and was eventually replaced with 

the Union for the Mediterranean (UfP), which completely dropped political reform from the 

agenda (Huber, 2013). The west’s historic apathy towards Arab democracy undermined its 

ability to credibly threaten to punish the Egyptian military. The military realized that the west 

was extremely unlikely to halt its aid money when it had looked the other way in response to so 

many other egregious human rights violations and anti-democratic activities. 

The west had an especially low level of credibility with Egypt because of its waffling 

stance on Egyptian democratization following the Egyptian elections in 2006. In the years 

following 9/11, the bush administrations belief that liberal Arab democracies would produce 

fewer terrorists led it to briefly ratchet up the pressure on authoritarian regimes like the 

Mubarak government (Durac, 2009). President Bush stated: 

Sixty years of Western nations excusing and accommodating the lack of freedom  
 in the Middle East did nothing to make us safe—because in the long run, stability  
 cannot be purchased at the expense of liberty. As long as the Middle East remains  
 a place where freedom does not flourish, it will remain a place of stagnation,  
 resentment, and violence ready for export. And with the spread of weapons that  
 can bring catastrophic harm to our country and to our friends, it would be reckless to accept 
the status quo” (Quoted in “Record of Achievement - Promoting Peace and Democracy - and 
Acts of Mercy,” n.d.) 
 
The rhetoric of the Bush Administration made it clear that it would no longer tolerate the 

authoritarianism of the Mubarak regime. As a result, Egypt undertook several significant steps 

towards democracy (Ritter 2015). The country developed a commission to address human 
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rights abuses which acknowledged that torture had been perpetrated by the state, and 

recommended that such brutal practices be put to an end (Ritter, 2015). In 2006, Egypt hosted 

the first round of its parliamentary elections with relatively little interference from the state. 

However, Islamist candidates did remarkably well, leading to a brutal government crackdown in 

the second round of voting. In addition to general fraud and voter intimidation, 1,300 Muslim 

brotherhood members were detained, and eight people were killed (Durac, 2009). Despite, the 

previous soaring rhetoric of the Bush administration, the western world failed to strongly 

condemn Egypt’s anti-democratic activities. American Ambassador to Egypt Francis Ricciardone 

even praised the Mubarek regime for its “historic legislative and constitutional agenda for 

political reform,” and referred to election by saying, “this is progress” (quoted inDurac, 2009, p. 

83). In the following year, America failed to punish Egypt for its authoritarian crackdown, and 

maintained its historically high levels of economic and military aid (Durac, 2009). Similarly, the 

EU announced a 558 million dollar aid package and stated that it was supporting “Egypt’s own 

political reform agenda”(quoted in Durac, 2009 p. 82). It continued in 2007 by signing a new 

European Neighborhood Policy action plan with Mubarek. (Wittes & Youngs, 2009). Effective 

democratic leverage would have required the Egyptian military to fear the costs of 

conditionality to the point that they halted their anti-democratic activities. However, the 

history of U.S.-Egyptian relations made it clear that U.S. would not take steps to meaningfully 

punish the military.  

 However, even if the Egyptian military believed that the west would enforce 

conditionality, democratic leverage was still diminished by the incompatibility between 

Egyptian opposition actors and the American government. For Romania and Slovakia, western 
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democratic leverage played the crucial role of uniting opposition forces. The opposition to the 

military following the 2011 Egyptian revolution was deeply divided along ideological lines. On 

one hand, the civilian government was dominated by the Muslim brotherhood, and on the 

other, the activists that had initiated the revolution against Mubarak were secular liberals 

(Brown, 2013). However, there was no way that west could play a role in uniting these factions. 

The west was unable to actively support the Muslim brotherhood because of fears of Islamic 

extremism (Negus 2015). Furthermore, the Brotherhood had a deep distrust of the west , in 

part because of the West’s history of backing away from democracy following Islamist victories 

(Brown, 2013; Durac, 2009; Wittes & Youngs, 2009). The secular liberals distrusted the U.S. 

because of a perception that the west was responsible for the Muslim brotherhoods initial 

electoral victory (Boduszyński, 2013). Because the domestic opposition was incompatible with 

the west, it was impossible for external western actors to unify the opposition. The divisions in 

the opposition were ultimately the downfall of democracy in Egypt when the military was able 

to motivate mass protests against the Morsi government, and use them as a mandate to seize 

power (Negus 2015). Thus, the incompatibility between Western governments and domestic 

opposition significantly limited western democratic leverage.  

In addition to being incompatible with existing opposition forces, western interference, 

even in defense of democracy, would have been incompatible with the general Egyptian 

population. In Romania and Slovakia, domestic actors were able to use the prospect of EU 

membership as political capital to motivate widespread opposition to the regime. Conversely, in 

Egypt working with the west would have delegitimized both Islamist and Liberal camps. The 

Iraq war, coupled with general U.S. interference in the middle-east has led to a strong 
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resentment of any type of U.S. meddling in Arab politics (Gelvin, 2012). The general Egyptian 

population overwhelmingly despised the notion of U.S. assistance, even in the depths of the 

post-revolution economic recession (Boduszyński, 2013). Slovakia’s third sector movement, 

which was critical to democratization, had no problem accepting money and expertise from the 

EU. On the other hand, Egyptian activists had already experienced difficulties associated with 

accepting western support. For example, Abdel Halim Qandeel, a leader of an earlier liberal 

movement in Egypt, had declared opposition to America, despite the similarity between his 

beliefs and western ideology (Durac, 2009). Without the ability to make a meaningful impact on 

Egyptian Domestic politics, the west had no way to help either liberals or the Muslim 

brotherhood resist the anti-democratic activities of the military. Therefore, an incompatibility 

between the Egyptian domestic population and the west prevented the west from bolstering 

the political capital of opposition actors, making democratic leverage virtually impossible. 

Conclusions—towards a more interactive theory of western democratic leverage?   

I have argued that the western democratic leverage operates by giving opposition forces 

the space and resources necessary to oust illiberal regimes, and requires high levels of 

asymmetric interdependence, credibility and compatibility. The EU was in a highly asymmetric 

relationship with both Romania and Slovakia, meaning that it was able to meaningfully 

reward/punish the illiberal regimes in order to promote liberal democracy. Conversely, control 

over key American interests, as well as access to money from the gulf states, meant that there 

was little the west could do in response to the Egyptian militaries anti-democratic activities. 

Furthermore, the Egyptian military was relatively certain that the west would not actually 

enforce its conditionality, given its historically lukewarm attitude towards Arab and Egyptian 
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democratization. This stands in sharp contrast with the credibility of the European Union in 

dealing with Eastern European states. The EU’s own interests in preventing the ascension of 

semi-authoritarian, as well as a history of delaying ascension on the basis of human-rights 

violations, allowed it credibly threaten governments in Romania and Slovakia. Finally, the 

Eastern European cases benefited immensely from the compatibility between western 

governments and opposition activists. The carrot of EU membership not only unified 

oppositions in Romania and Slovakia, but also gave activists the political capital necessary to 

oust the HZDS and PDSR. Conversely, the lack of trust between the west and Egyptian 

opposition actors prevented the west from giving either the liberals or the Muslim Brotherhood 

any resources that could be used to stave off the military.  

In addition to presenting a theory of western democratic leverage, I have attempted to 

construct a meta-framework for conducting political science in a way that highlights the 

interactive nature of macro, mezzo, and micro level variables. My theory takes a step in the 

right direction by showing how larger factors like the nature of the international system, 

influence the bi-lateral relationships between western and target states, and in turn influence 

western states’ ability to empower domestic opposition forces. However, my theory is still 

biased towards structural explanations of democratic leverage. I have analyzed domestic actors 

as groups, such as liberal and Islamists blocks, or individual political parties. However, future 

research should delve even deeper into micro-level factors.  How can we understand the way 

that individuals participate in pro-democracy movements, in the context of bi-lateral state 

relations and larger features of the international system?  The ultimate goal is to analyze 

western democratic leverage in a way that highlights the interaction of every level of the 
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system, ranging from individuals, to transnational dynamics, and everything in between, to 

produce a truly comprehensive theory.  
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