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Epilogue 

Even though the findings offer little solace to those with the hope that party assistance 
could be the panacea for (post-conflict) countries undergoing democratization, not all is 
bleak. This type of aid does have a role to play within the overall democracy promotion 
as well as within general political party development. In this section, I will outline some 
of the developments and innovations in party assistance that have taken place since the 
conclusion of the field research, offer some ideas for further research, and reflect on the 
need to (re)conceptualize and (re)contextualize democracy, and how we study it.  

 One of the biggest innovations in political party assistance that emerged just as I 
was wrapping up the data collection process was NDI’s Regional Political Party 
Initiative. It departs from the standard toolbox as it operates on integrative or inclusive 
principles, bringing together parties of similar ideological background from throughout 
the Western Balkans. Keeping in mind the recent history of the region, meetings of 
political elite – as well as youth and women sections of political parties – from all of the 
countries of former Yugoslavia can therefore be seen as also aiding reconciliation 
processes. Another thing that sets NDI’s Regional Political Party Initiative program apart 
from standard party aid is the cooperation with European party aid organizations. The 
NDI, as an American organization, regularly invites German and Dutch party institutes to 
offer trainers, experts and logistical assistance where possible in Regional Initiative 
seminars, conferences and trainings. By doing so, they not only expose the parties from 
the region to a variety of approaches and training styles, but also lead by example of 
positive partnership. Furthermore, the Regional Initiative conferences and meetings are 
almost exclusively content-based, and pay particular attention to (inclusive) policy 
development processes. By aiding parties of similar ideological background in 
developing their policies, but also in sharing experiences on similar issues, the Regional 
Initiative activities deal with the substance of politics in the Western Balkans region. 

 Even though the methodological chapter discussed constraints on evaluating the 
effects of party aid, the problematic element of assessment needs to be briefly mentioned 
here again. Multiple qualitative and quantitative methodologies have been used to 
determine the impact of party aid on political party development: however one thing that 
escapes evaluation and defies rigorous scientific method is precisely the ‘human factor’. 
In other words, what was visible in the participant observation and at actual conferences, 
trainings and seminars – is the growth of solidarity, familiarization, networking and 
friendship that was emerging among the people present at those trainings. It is hard, if not 
impossible, to quantify either the friendship between two people, or what implications it 
might hold for later cooperation and exchange of ideas between those individuals. 
Especially with small parties, e.g. liberal parties throughout the Western Balkans, the 
solidarity with their fellow liberals from neighboring countries seemed to provide 
comfort and to reenergize these political party members for what they perceived to be an 
uphill battle with their (conservative/nationalist) political opponents and the (illiberal) 
electorate back home. Party assistance, as a form of political and civic education, 
contributes to building networks and human capital in political parties – even though, for 
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us researchers, it is hard to trace this exact process. It is mission-impossible detective 
work, determining how a particular training led to a specific idea in a participant’s mind, 
who later on applied this idea into a concrete policy or activity within a party, and which 
over time generated a given change in that party’s internal functioning or programmatic 
content. Echoing one of the interviewees, who compared the American and European 
approaches to international politics and intervention attributing focus on results to the 
former and focus on the process to the latter, perhaps this lens also offers a more 
wholesome evaluation of the effects of party aid. Focusing blindly on concrete results and 
insisting on quantified and objectively verifiable indicators will give a skewed picture of 
party aid and fail to provide insight into individual stories and narratives of how the 
individual party members perceived the effect of that assistance on their parties, and on 
their lives overall. The process of aid provision matters as much as the results.   

 Another argument against consigning party aid to democracy promotion practices’ 
history is its potential for transmission of practices in the international domain. There is a 
rise in literature discussing the crisis of political parties, their demise and a general 
decline of trust in politics, and the implications of these perceived developments on the 
future of democracy.* Party assistance has the potential to spur innovation inside political 
parties, mostly among those on the receiving end of the deal, but also for those on the 
provision or donor side – assuming they are open to the advice and wish to reform or 
evolve. The internationalization of politics and the close interaction of national elites at 
the EU level has created multiple agendas which political parties attempt to shape either 
directly at the national level, or indirectly through lobbying, networks and partnership in 
European party families. This cooperation and knowledge and practices exchange 
between parties in established democracies and parties in new (post-conflict) democracies 
could, if conducted and mediated consciously and intentionally, yield to self-reflection 
and reform measures that could transform parties. However, this potential remains only a 
hope until party assistance organizations take on the role of generators or at least 
facilitators of change and reform within their parties. In the status quo, party assistance 
organizations in the US, German, UK and Dutch contexts are all relatively marginalized 
institutions, somewhat removed from the mainstream politics and assigned into ‘special’ 
international departments, embodying the strange hybrid of politically affiliated 
establishments that function in many ways as non-profits that operate in the civil society 
sector. Until their role is recognized as having value for the parties themselves, as a 
source of learning, reform and important international networks – this potential will 
remain just that, and nothing more.  

 In terms of the standard lament and negativity that surrounds the discourse on 
political parties throughout Europe and not only in new democracies such as BiH and 
Kosovo, this dissertation calls for us to revisit the notion that parties are inevitable within 

                                                             
* For example: Colin Hay, Why We Hate Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007); Colin Crouch, Post-democracy 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004); Peter Baofu, Beyond Democracy to Post-Democracy: Conceiving a Better Model 

of Governance to Supersede Democracy (Edwin Mellen Press, 2004); Pippa Norris, Democratic Deficit: Critical 

Citizens Revisited (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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the democratic context. This notion has been so deeply embedded into the modern 
discourse as well as into our conceptualization of democratic politics that we find 
ourselves in a truly uncomfortable ‘with or without you’ dilemma when it comes to 
parties. They are distrusted, frowned upon and do not inspire positive change or 
confidence, yet there is this pervasive sense that they are the best we have, i.e. that 
democracies cannot function without them. This assumption has not been brought under 
scrutiny, and, if anything, it best illustrates the depth of the poverty of imagination that 
cripples our ability to conceive of a different system and advocate for the reforms of the 
current one based on a new set of assumptions. These new assumptions ought to be 
generated in line with the modern, current world we live in, which regularly exemplifies 
the limits of neo-liberalism. The economic crisis, growing disillusionment of the citizens 
with their political elites and the inertia of political parties and their functioning is a 
desperate call for a reform of parties as channels of democratic governance. With 
democracy in crisis, it is high time to question everything, including what we perceive as 
its foundational tenets, namely parties. Currently, party aid organizations promote, as 
Carothers put it, ‘the mythic model’, which is highly theoretical (e.g. parties with high 
internal democracy) and rarely, if ever, exists in practice. We should move away from 
promoting theory or party structures as they exist in the Western, established democracies 
– because in the West, too, parties are failing to generate high vote of confidence in the 
eyes of their electorate. Party aid organizations should therefore play an active role in this 
process of questioning, generating new assumptions and reforming parties in developing 
democracies to serve their citizens. Who knows, perhaps in this process of 
experimentation and ideas exchange a new hybrid of parties/civil society organizations 
will emerge, or independent candidates supported by grassroots movements, etc. The goal 
would be the strengthened, rejuvenated and healthier-functioning democracies with high 
citizen participation, and to achieve it we must follow Einstein’s logic: “We can’t solve 
problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.” (In 
addition, strangely also fitting, “Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and 
expecting different results.”) 

 Finally, a bit of reflection on democracy, its promotion, and on studying these 
processes. The two case studies under analyses have demonstrated that, despite the high 
level of international actor intervention, post-conflict statebuilding is an extremely 
complex and long-term endeavor. Bearing in mind the financial constraints (all the more 
emphasized in the times of global economic crisis), as well as the current ongoing 
international involvement in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and the ‘Arab Spring’ uprisings, it 
seems prudent to conclude that the international (democratic) community has reached its 
limits of imposing, generating or assisting democratic change outside of its borders. 
Moreover, the rise of right-wing parties to power and their strong presence in national 
parliaments throughout the European Union countries, warns of a new trend: that of a 
consistent shift to the right in the political and ideological spectrums. EU-skeptic, anti-
immigrant, anti-Roma, anti-Muslim, anti-Semitic, anti-system sentiments and rhetoric 
embodied by these parties hold the warning that democratic system of governance can, at 
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times of great uncertainty, give birth to highly undemocratic politics and rule. The current 
elites seem to hold the belief that the democratic system will somehow correct these 
views, and that these radical right and extremist parties’ membership will dissipate over 
time. However, this dissertation’s final editing was done in Budapest, where I had a 
front-row seat to the erosion of Hungary’s democracy. A democratically elected party 
that gained an unimaginable two-thirds majority in the Parliament as a result of 
profoundly divided and scorned opposition parties has, in scope of one year, dealt a 
devastating blow to the country’s democracy. In 2011 alone, through its parliamentary 
majority, the FIDESZ party has managed to gerrymander electoral districts, weaken the 
independence of the courts, severely limit the freedom of the media and in general 
undermine much, if not all the democratic reforms that were put into place during 
Hungary’s post-communist transition and that were meant to ensure the country’s 
democratic consolidation and eventual accession to the European Union. The same 
Union, alongside the United States, voiced weak protests against this corrosion of 
democratic checks and balances in this period. These events in Hungary point to several 
disturbing lessons. For Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo, it seems that the European 
Union’s carrot of accession has not been strong enough to lure the countries (and the 
Western Balkans region on the whole) into a quicker pace of reforms. Hungary’s case 
shows, however, that after the accession the EU has little power to control further 
(un)democratic consolidation in its member states. This means that reforms, and general 
politics in a given country, rest largely on its political elites. As analyzed in this 
dissertation, this gives little hope to the people living in BiH and Kosovo. The second 
lesson to take from Hungary is that democracy promotion, no matter in how favorable a 
context it takes place (the fall of communism, reform-willing elites, the lure of EU 
accession) – comes with no guarantees of return on investment. Democratization, as well 
as democracy, is a two-way process, and Hungary – which was considered to have 
‘graduated’ from foreign democracy aid programs having reached a satisfactory 
democratic governance standard – shows why we should not take anything for granted. 
The lesson here is that democracy promotion should actively take place within 
‘established’ democracies as well. The hubris of dictating standards to other, 
‘developing’ countries while suffering a corrosion of those same standards in your own is 
hypocritical in the least. It carries long-term consequences for the democracy promotion 
effort, as it risks not being taken seriously, or fueling a backlash from the side of its 
intended recipients, and thus further delaying and damaging the overall democratization 
process.         

Maja Nenadović, Budapest, Hungary (January, 2012) 




