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Linkage versus Leverage

Rethinking the International Dimension of Regime Change

Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way

Studies of regime change since the cold war have drawn considerable attention to the
“international dimension” of democratization.! Scholars have pointed to diverse
forms of external influence, including diffusion, promotion of western democracy,
multilateral conditionality, and the spread of new communications technologies and
transnational human rights networks.?2 Nevertheless, the relationship between the
post-cold-war international environment and regime outcomes remains poorly
understood. Recent evidence suggests that many of the most widely studied forms of
international influence, including conditionality, U.S. policy, and democracy assis-
tance programs, have not had a consistent democratizing impact. Moreover, interna-
tional effects vary considerably across regions. They are stronger in Central Europe
and Latin America than in Africa, East Asia, and the former Soviet Union.

A new framework for analyzing the international dimension of regime change can
help explain these patterns. The post-cold-war international environment, in this
framework, operates along two dimensions: western leverage, or the degree to which
governments are vulnerable to external democratizing pressure, and linkage to the
West, or the density of ties (economic, political, diplomatic, social, and organization-
al) and cross-border flows (of trade and investment, people, and communication)
between particular countries and the United States, the European Union (EU), and
western-led multilateral institutions.> Leverage in the absence of linkage has rarely
been sufficient to. induce democratization since the end of the cold war. Although
external pressure at times succeeded in forcing elections or blocking authoritarian
regressions, the more diffuse effects of linkage have contributed more consistently to
democratization. Linkage has raised the cost of autocratic abuses by increasing their
international salience and the likelihood of external response, enhancing the power
and prestige of opposition forces, and expanding the number of domestic actors with
a political, economic, or professional stake in adhering to international norms

Cross-national variation in international influence on democratization is rooted in
differences in degree of linkage and leverage. Where linkage is extensive, as in much
of Central Europe and Latin America, international pressure is intense and consis-
tent, at times contributing to democratization even in countries with unfavorable
domestic conditions. Lower levels of linkage create a more permissive international
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environment. Where both linkage and leverage are low, as in much of the Middle
East, former Soviet Union, and East Asia, the degree and effectiveness of external
pressure is limited. As a result, domestic factors predominate in shaping regime out-
comes.Where linkage is low but leverage is high, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa,
international pressure is intermittent and only partially effective. It may weaken
authoritarianism, but it is rarely sufficient to produce democratization.

In competitive authoritarian regimes, democratic institutions exist and are mean-
ingful in that they are viewed as the primary means of gaining power, but fraud, civil
liberties violations, and other abuses skew the political playing field heavily in favor
of incumbents.# Competitive authoritarian regime trajectories have varied consider-
ably since the end of the cold war. In high linkage regions, such as Central Europe
and the Americas, nearly all competitive authoritarian regimes democratized. Where
linkage was less extensive, as in most of Africa, East Asia, and the former Soviet
Union, few of them democratized.

Four countries illustrate how varying levels of linkage and leverage shape regime
outcomes. In Mexico and Slovakia extensive linkage contributed in an important
way to democratization, even though leverage was limited in Mexico. In Russia,
where leverage and linkage are relatively low, the impact of external democratizing
pressure was limited. Hence there were few external checks on authoritarian rule. In
Zambia, where high leverage was combined with low linkage, external pressure
weakened authoritarian rule but was insufficient to induce democratization. In the
absence of a strong domestic push for democracy, the result was unstable competi-
tive authoritarianism. These four cases do not constitute a test of the argument but
rather serve to illustrate the causal mechanisms at work. The objective is to present a
new theoretical framework, generate hypotheses, and make an initial case for their
plausibility. More rigorous testing of these propositions is left to future work.s

The Post-Cold-War International Environment and Democratization: The
Scope and Limits of External Influence

The post-cold-war international environment challenged overt authoritarianism—
and to a lesser extent, encouraged democratization—to an unprecedented degree.
The collapse of the Soviet Union triggered a precipitous decline in military and eco-
nomic assistance for Soviet- and U.S-backed dictatorships in much of the developing
world, weakening many to the point of collapse. The post-cold-war realignment
encouraged the diffusion of formal democratic institutions, as the disappearance of
internationally legitimate regime alternatives, combined with the West’s unparalleled
military and economic power, induced elites throughout the developing world to
adopt western-style institutions.6

The disappearance of the Soviet threat also elevated the status of the promotion of
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democracy on western foreign policy agendas. Western powers stepped up efforts to
promote democracy through diplomatic and occasionally military pressure, and both
governments and multilateral institutions began to condition loans and assistance on
the holding of elections and respect for human rights.” This new political condition-
ality was complemented by efforts to create permanent legal frameworks for the col-
lective defense of democracy, such as the European Union’s rigorous membership
conditionality and the emerging mechanisms of collective sanction in the
Organization of American States.8

Finally, a transnational infrastructure of organizations and networks, including
international organizations, party foundations, election monitoring agencies, and a
burgeoning community of nongovernmental organizations, has emerged since the
end of the cold war, committed to the promotion of human rights and democracy.?
Where these networks were effective, state abuses triggered a “boomerang effect,” in
which abuses were widely reported by international media and human rights groups,
inducing western governments to take punitive action.!0 In some cases, international
criticism set in motion a “spiral effect” in which norm-violating states were induced
to make democratic concessions from which they could not easily extricate them-
selves.!!

Nevertheless, the democratizing effects of the post-cold-war international envi-
ronment should not be overstated. In 2001, a decade after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, a majority of regimes in the world remained nondemocratic.!2 Although these
outcomes are explained largely by the absence of a strong domestic push for democ-
racy, the pull of international democratizing forces was also limited in important
ways. First, outside of the EU and its potential member states, promotion of western
democracy was inconsistent. Political conditionality was applied in a selective man-
ner, targeting poor, aid-dependent countries in which western powers had no compet-
ing strategic or economic interests.!3 Second, again with the exception of the EU,
promotion of democracy was markedly “electoralist,” in that it focused almost exclu-
sively on the holding of multiparty elections while downplaying issues such as civil
liberties.!4 Indeed, western pressure often eased up after elections, even if they did
not result in democratization (for example, in Kenya, Peru, and Zambia during the
1990s). Electoralism was exacerbated by problems of monitoring and enforcement.
Although external pressure may be effective for easily monitored, single processes
such as the holding of elections, it is less effective in sustaining civil liberties and a
level playing field.!> Outside the EU, the international monitoring and enforcement
mechanisms needed to impose the full package of democracy are largely absent.
Even in internationally monitored elections, incumbents routinely get away with
harassing opponents, monopolizing media access, and manipulating electoral
results.16

External pressure has thus proved to be a relatively blunt instrument in promoting
democracy since the end of the cold war. Although blatant authoritarian regressions
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(military coups, cancellation of elections) often triggered strong international
responses, a variety of other abuses, including electoral manipulation and attacks on
the media and opposition, have been routinely ignored. Consequently, electoral non-
democracies or regimes in which elections coexisted with varying degrees of auto-
cratic abuse have proliferated.!”

The democratizing impact of the post-cold-war international environment has
also varied considerably across regions. Democratic ideas and institutions did not
diffuse evenly across the globe, but rather were contingent upon geographic and cul-
tural proximity.!® Thus, democratic diffusion was more extensive in Central Europe
and Latin America than in Africa, East Asia, and the former Soviet Union. The
impact of new information technologies and transnational human rights networks
also varied by region: both the internet and human rights organizations spread more
rapidly and exerted greater influence in Central Europe and Latin America than in
other developing areas.!® Regional variation was also manifest in the promotion of
western democracy. Whereas the U.S. and EU member states actively and consistent-
ly promoted democracy in the Americas and postcommunist Europe during the
1990s, democratization was frequently trumped by economic and security objectives
in the Middle East and East Asia. In Africa, U.S. policy was characterized primarily
by “indifference and neglect.”20

In sum, although external pressure played a major role in undermining authoritar-
ian regimes, its impact on democratization was more limited, and the international
dimension of democratization was “thicker” in some regions (Central Europe, Latin
America) than in others (Africa, the former Soviet Union).

Leverage and Linkage

An alternative framework for analyzing international influences can capture and
explain this variation in external pressure for democratization. The international
environment operates along two dimensions: western leverage and linkage to the
West. Both leverage and linkage raise the cost of autocratic abuses, but they do so in
different ways and with different effects.

Western Leverage Western leverage refers to incumbent governments’ vulnerabil-
ity to external pressure for democratization. Such pressure may be exerted in a vari-
ety of ways, including positive conditionality (for example, EU membership), puni-
tive sanctions (aid withdrawal, trade sanctions), diplomatic persuasion, and military
force. Leverage is rooted primarily in the size and strength of countries’ states and
economies. Governments of weak states with small, aid-dependent economies (as in
much of sub-Saharan Africa) are more vulnerable to external pressure than those in
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larger countries with substantial military and/or economic power (such as China,
India, and Russia).

Western leverage may be limited by two additional factors. The first is the exis-
tence of a regional power that can provide alternative sources of economic, military,
and/or diplomatic support. Regional powers in Asia (China, Japan), the former
Soviet Union (Russia), and sub-Saharan Africa (South Africa, France) at times pro-
vide critical financial, military, or diplomatic support to neighboring autocracies,
thereby mitigating the impact of the western influence.?! In Central Europe and the
Americas, by contrast, no alternative regional power existed during the 1990s to the
EU and the U.S. Second, western leverage may be limited by competing foreign poli-
cy objectives. In countries where western powers have important economic or securi-
ty interests at stake, autocratic governments may ward off external demands for
democracy by casting themselves—and regime stability—as the best means of pro-
tecting those interests. In this context, issues of democracy are more likely to divide
western powers, thereby limiting their capacity to carry out effective punitive
action.22

Leverage raises the cost of authoritarian abuse. During the post-cold-war period,
autocratic governments in weak, aid-dependent, and strategically unimportant states
were most likely to be targets of western democratizing pressure, and among cases in
which noncompliance triggered punitive action by western powers (for example,
Haiti, Kenya), they suffered the most severe consequences.23

Nevertheless, the overall democratizing impact of leverage has been limited.
Western powers employed leverage inconsistently during the post-cold-war period,
allowing many autocrats to escape sanction. Moreover, because mechanisms of inter-
national monitoring and sanction were insufficiently rigorous to impose the full
package of democracy, autocrats routinely got away with minimal reforms, such as
holding elections without ensuring civil liberties or a level playing field, that fall
short of democracy. Indeed, one study of conditionality during the 1990s found that
it made a “significant contribution” to democratization in only two of twenty-nine
cases.24 Even in sub-Saharan Africa, where external vulnerability is highest, scholars
have found no positive relationship between conditionality and democratization.25

Linkage to the West Linkage can be defined as the density of ties and cross-bor-
der flows between a particular country and the U.S., the EU, and western-dominated
multilateral institutions.26 It can be broken down into five dimensions. Economic
linkage includes trade, investment, credit, and bilateral and multilateral aid flows.
Geopolitical linkage includes ties to western governments and participation in west-
ern-led alliances, treaties, and international organizations. Social linkage, or the flow
of people across borders, includes migration, tourism, refugees, and diaspora com-
munities, as well as elite education in the West. Communication linkage, or the flow
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of information, includes cross-border telecommunications, internet connections, and
the degree of western radio and television penetration and coverage. Transnational
civil society linkage includes local ties to western-based nongovernmental organiza-
tions, religious groups, and party organizations.

The most important source of western linkage is geographic proximity. Countries
in regions that are geographically proximate to the U.S. and the EU, such as Latin
America and Central Europe, tend to have closer economic ties, more extensive
intergovernmental contact, and higher cross-border flows of people, organizations,
and information than countries in less proximate areas, such as sub-Saharan Africa
and the former Soviet Union. However, linkage may also be a product of colonial
heritage, military occupation, or long-standing geopolitical alliances, and it may be
enhanced by ethnic and cultural similarities. Linkage is also enhanced by socioeco-
nomic development, which tends to increase cross-border economic activity, com-
munication, and travel.

Linkage generates several sources of antiauthoritarian pressure. First, it heightens
the international salience of autocratic abuse. Heavy penetration of media and non-
governmental organizations, dense flows of people and communication, and wide-
spread elite contacts increase the likelihood that government abuses will become
“news” in western capitals. Extensive media coverage and the activities of transna-
tional advocacy networks have an amplifying effect, capable of transforming a
reported abuse into an international outcry. Consequently, even relatively minor vio-
lations (such as electoral irregularities or harassment of journalists) may generate
substantial attention in the West. Indeed, abuses in Mexico, Romania, and Slovakia
during the 1990s received far greater attention in western media and policymaking
circles than more severe human rights violations in countries with lower linkage like
Belarus, Cambodia, Kenya, and Zambia.

Second, linkage increases the likelihood that western governments will take
action in response to abuses. Greater media coverage and lobbying by nongovern-
mental organizations, exile groups, and their western allies increase the pressure on
western governments to act. For example, intense lobbying by Haitian refugee orga-
nizations, human rights groups, and the Congressional Black Caucus successfully
pushed Clinton’s administration to act against Haiti’s military regime in 1994.27 By
contrast, due to the weakness of western-based Aftrica lobbies, western governments
felt little domestic pressure to take action against human rights abuses in that
region.28 Western governments are also more likely to take action in high linkage
cases because they are more likely to perceive that they have interests at stake. Thus,
the potential social, political, and economic effects of instability (for example,
refugee flows) in the Caribbean Basin (for the U.S.) and Central and Southern
Europe (for EU members) are far greater than those of instability in Sub-Saharan
Africa.
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Third, linkage shifts domestic preferences in a prodemocratic direction by
expanding the number of domestic actors with a stake in their country’s international
standing. Where linkage is extensive, myriad individuals, firms, and organizations
maintain personal, financial, and professional ties to the West. Because isolation
from the western democratic community would put valued markets, investment
flows, grants, job prospects, and reputations at risk, these actors will be wary of gov-
ernment actions that threaten such an outcome. Thus, because economic linkage
increases the number of firms for whom a sudden shift in trade or investment flows
would be costly, business leaders in such a context often develop an interest in
adhering to regional democratic norms.2 Similarly, linkage increases the number of
western-educated elites—many of whom maintain ties to western universities and
international organizations—for whom association with a norm-violating govern-
ment could bring future professional costs. Linkage thus creates an “intermestic”
constituency for adherence to democratic norms. When numerous political, econom-
ic, and technocratic elites perceive they have something to lose from international
isolation, it is difficult to sustain a coalition behind authoritarian rule. For example,
when Alberto Fujimori’s presidential coup threatened to disrupt Peru’s reintegration
into the international financial system, technocrats and business allies convinced
him to abandon plans for dictatorship and call early elections.30

Finally, linkage reshapes the domestic balance of power within authoritarian
regimes. For one, a large-scale presence of international media and nongovernmental
organizations often helps protect vulnerable opposition groups from state repression,
as occurred with the Zapatista movement in Mexico. Opposition ties to western gov-
ernments, parties, and nongovernmental organizations also yield critical sources of
finance and organizational support. In Serbia, for example, U.S. and European assis-
tance in 2000 helped level the playing field against Milosevic’s government by
financing independent media, opposition activists’ salaries, and a massive get-out-
the-vote campaign.3! Linkage may also enhance domestic public support for democ-
ratic forces. Thus, in Croatia, Nicaragua, and Slovakia, where nondemocratic gov-
ernments were perceived to threaten their country’s access to the western democratic
community, opposition parties’ ties to the West and credible promise to improve rela-
tions with western powers proved to be valuable electoral assets. Finally, linkage
may strengthen reformist tendencies within autocratic parties. In Croatia, for exam-
ple, widespread frustration with international isolation helped reformists to wrest
control of the governing Croatian Democratic Union from radical nationalists after
the death of Franjo Tudjman.32

Unlike mechanisms of leverage such as military force, diplomatic pressure, and
conditionality, the effects of linkage tend to be subtle and diffuse. Linkage generates
“soft power,” or the ability to “shape preferences” and “get others to want what you
want.”33 It influences a range of nonstate actors, generating decentralized forms of
pressure that frequently operate below the radar screens of international observers.
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To a significant extent, then, linkage blurs international and domestic politics, trans-
forming international expectations into domestic demands. By heightening domestic
actors’ sensitivity to shifts in a regime’s international image, it creates multiple pres-
sure points that, if ignored, may be far more threatening to incumbents than punitive
measures meted out by foreign powers.

Linkage enhances the effectiveness of leverage. Although it may at times reduce
leverage by placing competing bilateral issues on western foreign policy agendas, it
nevertheless increases the consistency, scope, and force of external pressure.34
Linkage extends the sources of monitoring and pressure beyond governments and
multilateral institutions to include a vast infrastructure of international media,
human rights groups, and other transnational actors. The pressure generated by this
infrastructure tends to be permanent, rather than focused on election cycles, and it
extends beyond “electoralism” to include the protection of human rights, press free-
dom, and other civil liberties. And crucially, linkage increases the likelihood that
punitive action (or threatened action) by western powers will trigger broad domestic
opposition among politicians, technocrats, entrepreneurs, and voters who view inter-
national isolation as costly. Such a dynamic could be observed, for example, after
Guatemalan president Jorge Serrano’s closure of congress in 1993, when the specter
of U.S.-led sanctions triggered such widespread business, military, and technocratic
opposition that Serrano was forced to resign.3s

The relationship between leverage and linkage has important implications for the
“boomerang” and “spiral” effects discussed by scholars of transnational networks
(see Figure 1).36 Where linkage is extensive, boomerang effects are likely to be
stronger and broader in scope. They are stronger because even minor abuses are
more likely to reverberate in western capitals. They are broader in scope because
international reactions impose heavy costs not only on governments, but also on
myriad domestic political and economic actors. Norm-violating governments thus
confront a double boomerang effect, as abuses are likely to trigger hostile reactions
on both the international and domestic fronts.

Leverage, Linkage, and Variation in International Democratizing Pressure
Different levels of leverage and linkage are critical in understanding cross-national
variation in international pressure for democratization. In effect, different combina-
tions of leverage and linkage create distinct external environments. Across these
environments, the relative influence of domestic and international forces over regime
outcomes varies considerably. Where leverage and linkage are high, international
factors may be decisive, contributing to democratization even where domestic condi-
tions are unfavorable. Where leverage and linkage are low, domestic factors are far
more likely to predominate.

Table 1 shows four ideal-typical configurations of linkage and leverage and their
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Figure 1 Linkage and the Boomerang Effect

Low Linkage High Linkage

International
actors

Government

International
actors

Domestic actors
(Business, technocrats,
voters)

Democratic
violations

Democratic
violations

hypothesized effects. Where linkage and leverage are high, as in much of Central
Europe and the Americas, external democratizing pressure will be consistent and
intense. Autocratic abuses are likely to gain international attention and trigger costly
punitive action, which is often magnified by opposition among internationally ori-
ented domestic constituencies. In such a context, autocracies are unlikely to survive.
Because opposition forces usually maintain close ties to the West, and because link-
age-based pressure tends to be permanent rather than elections-centered, the fall of
autocratic governments is likely to result in democratization. Hence it is in a high
linkage/high leverage context that international influences are most pronounced. In
such an environment, democratization is likely even in countries with relatively
unfavorable domestic conditions for democracy (for example, Nicaragua and
Romania).

Where linkage is high but leverage is relatively low, external democratizing pres-
sure will be diffuse, indirect, and slow-moving, but it may nevertheless be substan-
tial.37 Notwithstanding the absence of direct external pressure, governments face
intense scrutiny from international media, transnational human rights networks, and
internationally oriented domestic constituencies. Moreover, due to the predominance
of western-educated technocrats, governments will be particularly sensitive to inter-
national opinion. Hence, even if autocratic governments face little external pressure
to leave power, they have an incentive to avoid large-scale abuses, and to maintain
themselves in power through internationally credible political institutions. When
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Table 1 How Variation in Linkage and Leverage Shapes External Pressure for
Democratization

High Linkage Low Linkage
High Consistent and effective Intermittent and limited
Leverage democratizing pressure democratizing pressure
Low Consistent but diffuse, Weak external democratizing
Leverage indirect democratizing pressure | pressure

serious opposition challenges arise, these governments may be trapped by these
efforts to maintain international credibility. Unwilling to pay the external and
domestic costs of a large-scale crackdown, they are likely to leave power peacefully
in the event of an opposition victory. Again, opposition ties to the West and the per-
manent nature of linkage-based pressure make it likely that turnover will result in
democratization.

Where leverage is high but linkage is low, international democratizing pressure
will be intermittent and only partially effective. In a context of high external vulner-
ability, full-scale authoritarianism will be difficult to sustain. Governments that fail
to meet minimal international standards with respect to elections and human rights
may confront debilitating sanctions or cuts in external assistance. However, many
autocrats will escape sanction, often remaining in power by combining international-
ly acceptable elections with restrictions on civil liberties and an uneven political
playing field. Even when autocrats fall, regimes may not democratize. In the absence
of extensive linkage, international pressure often ceases after an electoral turnover,
which may allow successor governments to violate democratic norms at low external
cost. Hence, although a high leverage/low linkage environment may undermine full-
scale authoritarianism, it is not propitious for democratization. In such an environ-
ment, democratization requires a strong domestic push.

Finally, where both linkage and leverage are low, international democratizing
pressure will be minimal. In such a context, even serious abuses may fail to trigger a
strong international reaction, and even when punitive action is undertaken, it is
unlikely to have a significant impact. Incumbent governments will thus have greater
room to maneuver in building or maintaining authoritarian regimes. In these cases,
regime outcomes will hinge largely on domestic factors. For this reason, both
authoritarian breakdown and democratization will require a stronger domestic
“push” than in the other scenarios discussed above.
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The International Environment and Competitive Authoritarian Regime
Change, 1990-2004

Competitive authoritarian regimes are civilian electoral regimes in which democratic
institutions exist and are viewed as the primary means of gaining power but in which
incumbent abuses, including civil liberties violations, media restrictions, and elec-
toral manipulation, tilt the playing field so heavily that the regime can not be labeled
a democracy.38 At least thirty-five regimes either were or became competitive
authoritarian between 1990 and 1995.3% These regimes diverged considerably over
the following decade. Fourteen of them democratized. Elections were free, and civil
liberties were protected.4? Nine remained stable competitive authoritarian regimes.
Autocratic incumbents or their chosen successors remained in power through 2005.4!
In eleven autocrats fell, but regimes did not democratize. In most cases, they
remained competitive authoritarian.42

These outcomes show a striking regional variation. In the regions generally char-
acterized by the highest levels of linkage, Latin America/Caribbean and Central
Europe, democratization was widespread. Of twelve cases, nine democratized after
1990. (Two others, Albania and Macedonia, were nearly democratic by 2005.)
Equally striking was the failure of authoritarianism in the two regions. In none of the
twelve Latin American and Central European cases did an autocratic government or
chosen successor survive through 2005. The only case of thoroughly failed democra-
tization, Haiti, lies at an extreme in terms of unfavorable structural conditions. Yet
even there autocrats failed to consolidate power.

In Africa, East Asia, and the former Soviet Union, which are characterized by
medium to low levels of linkage, democratization was far less frequent. Of twenty-
three cases, only five democratized during the 1990-2005 period, and one of them,
Taiwan, is characterized by substantial linkage to the United States.43 Seventeen
regimes remained nondemocratic. Nine of them remained stable and authoritarian,
and eight others experienced turnover but did not democratize. Stable competitive
authoritarianism was most likely where both linkage and leverage are relatively low,
as in Malaysia, Russia, Zimbabwe, and post-1994 Belarus.

These patterns are obviously not only a product of international forces. Domestic
factors such as socioeconomic development and strength of civil society are critical
in explaining why democratization was more widespread in Central Europe and
Latin America than in Africa. However, these outcomes can not be explained by
domestic variables alone. In high linkage regions democratization (or near democra-
tization) occurred even where domestic conditions were highly unfavorable
(Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Romania, Albania). In low linkage regions, by
contrast, competitive authoritarianism persisted not only in very poor countries but
also in relatively developed ones (Belarus, Malaysia, Russia).

Four cases illustrate the mechanisms through which linkage and leverage shape
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regime outcomes: Slovakia, with high linkage and leverage; Mexico, with high link-
age and low leverage; Zambia, with low linkage and high leverage; and Russia, with
low linkage and leverage.

Slovakia Slovakia’s strong ties to and dependence on the EU make it a case of high
linkage and high leverage. EU membership conditionality differs from political con-
ditionality elsewhere in the world in three important respects. First, unlike other
western forms of conditionality, the EU demands the full democratic package,
including “respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms and the rule of
law.”44 Second, EU conditionality is accompanied by extensive—and institutional-
ized—monitoring. Detailed annual reviews of compliance with democratic condi-
tionality were reinforced by a dense network of regional and international organiza-
tions, including the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the
Council of Europe, and NATO. Thus, “political monitoring of applicant countries is
really perpetual.”45 Finally, the (real and perceived) benefits of ties to the European
core are sufficiently large to induce far-reaching concessions on the part of prospec-
tive members. Unlike negative political conditionality imposed elsewhere (withdraw-
al of aid if certain conditions are not met), the EU’s positive conditionality has led
integration to be broadly embraced at both the elite and mass levels. As a result,
autocratic abuses tend to produce a double boomerang effect that includes both
international sanction and domestic opposition.

Slovakia’s relationship with the EU and its general proximity to western Europe
have also created extensive linkage. Even during Slovakia’s relative political isola-
tion in the mid 1990s, social, communication, and civil society ties to Europe were
substantial, and Slovaks enjoyed widespread access to European media. In addition,
EU countries provided substantial funding and training to civic groups, and Slovak
politicians were closely connected to western politicians and party networks.46

Slovakia emerged as a case of competitive authoritarianism in 1994 when
Vladimir Meciar’s Movement for Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) regained control of
the government and rapidly sought to eliminate major sources of opposition. Meciar
took firm control of Slovak television, used the secret police to harass and detain
opposition leaders (in one case, kidnapping the son of a rival), ignored several unfa-
vorable constitutional court rulings, and in 1997 refused to carry out a legally consti-
tuted referendum that would have limited his power.47 Efforts to oppose Meciar
faced serious obstacles. The prime minister’s popularity, a relatively healthy econo-
my, and a powerful mass-based governing party placed him in a strong position vis-
a-vis a weak, underfinanced, and divided opposition.48 Hence, in the absence of
extensive linkage to the West, Meciar’s autocratic government might well have con-
solidated power.

The EU intervened heavily in Slovak politics during the 1990s. In addition to
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constant diplomatic pressure, it employed conditionality in 1997 by rejecting
Slovakia’s request to begin accession negotiations due to a failure to meet democrat-
ic criteria. Although EU leverage generally failed to gain Meciar’s compliance to
specific demands, the European presence shifted the balance of power toward the
opposition in at least three ways. First, European party support and EU finance and
training provided the opposition with far greater resources than it could otherwise
have mobilized. In 1998 the EU’s heavy investment in voter turnout and electoral
observation programs played a major role in leveling the playing field.4®

Second, Slovakia’s failure to move towards EU membership, for which the EU
directly (and very publicly) blamed Meciar, created a salient electoral issue that ben-
efited the opposition. Fear of being left out of the EU appears to have tilted some
voters against Meciar (and motivated many erstwhile nonvoters to vote) in the 1998
parliamentary elections, in which Meciar lost power.50

Third, EU ties and pressure isolated Meciar from potential allies. Constant con-
tact with EU and other western actors persuaded many governing officials in
Slovakia to defect to the opposition in the mid 1990s.5! Further, because of Meciar’s
pariah status, opposition leaders who cooperated with him risked international isola-
tion. Thus, although Meciar’s party remained the largest in the country after 1998, all
major parties refused to enter into a coalition with it, and Meciar was consequently
forced from power.

Ties to Europe contributed in an important way to Slovakia’s post-1998 democra-
tization. Because of their weakness and external dependence, anti-Meciar forces,
once in power, had a strong motivation to maintain good relations with the EU.
Mikulas Dzurinda, who replaced Meciar as prime minister, viewed successful nego-
tiations with the EU as critical to his political success. It was thus much easier for
the EU to impose democratic conditionality, and Slovakia has remained solidly
democratic since 1998.

Mexico Mexico is a case of high linkage but relatively low leverage. Although
U.S-Mexican relations have been characterized by complex interdependence, bilater-
al ties were extended and deepened after 1982 by economic integration, culminating
in the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1993.52
NAFTA quadrupled U.S. investment in Mexico and transformed Mexico into the
U.S.s second largest trading partner.53 Immigration, transportation, communication,
and media ties expanded, and political interaction between the two countries “multi-
plied at all levels.”>* Linkage was also seen in the rise of U.S.-educated technocrats
within the Mexican state. Presidents Miguel De la Madrid (1982-88), Carlos Salinas
(1988-94), and Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000) all attended Ivy League universities,
and U.S.-educated technocrats predominated in each administration. These tech-
nocrats maintained close ties to U.S. academic, business, and policy circles and
closely followed global intellectual and ideological trends.5> Finally, extensive
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transnational democracy and human rights networks provided resources, protection,
and access to the U.S. media and Congress, which “strengthened the clout of
Mexican opposition organizations” and helped “magnify domestic demands for
democracy.”56

At the same time, western leverage was relatively low. The size and importance of
the Mexican economy limited its vulnerability to external democratizing pressure.
Although the U.S-Mexican relationship was highly asymmetric, extreme interdepen-
dence limited the U.S.’s “ability to bring the full range of its overall power capabili-
ties to bear against Mexico.”’57 Thus, issues such as trade, drugs, immigration, and
security weakened U.S. incentives to employ political conditionality.

During the 1980s Mexico underwent a transition from hegemonic to competitive
authoritarianism. Although the governing Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
faced increasing competition from the National Action Party (PAN) and Party of the
Democratic Revolution (PRD), due to continued civil liberties violations, abuse of
media and state resources, and fraud the electoral playing field remained skewed.
Civic and opposition forces strengthened considerably during the 1990s, but the vast
power resources of the party-state and ideological divisions within the opposition
limited its capacity to dislodge the PRI from power.

International pressure played a fundamental but indirect role in Mexico’s democ-
ratization. At no time did the U.S. impose political conditionality. Successive U.S.
administrations backed the PRI governments and explicitly excluded democracy
from NAFTA negotiations.58 Nevertheless, NAFTA increased Mexico’s salience in
the U.S. political arena, forcing the PRI to “accept the scrutiny of the U.S. Congress,
public interest groups, and a myriad of committees and commissions.”>® Expanded
international media coverage and the growing presence of transnational human
rights networks increased the potential reverberation of even minor abuses. Having
bet Mexico’s future on integration, the PRI’s technocratic leadership was “greatly
concerned with the international image of Mexico and the damage done...by wide-
spread reports of human rights violations and democratic failings.”60

In this context, the PRI was induced to make a series of liberalizing concessions
that eventually undermined its grip on power. This dynamic was first manifest in the
aftermath of the fraud-ridden 1988 election, which tarnished the Salinas govern-
ment’s international image at a time when it sought to advance integration with the
U.S. As NAFTA negotiations began, the PRI was subjected to intense international
scrutiny, including unprecedented media coverage of electoral scandals and U.S.
congressional hearings on Mexican human rights.6! In response, Salinas launched a
campaign to improve Mexico’s image in the United States that included the creation
of the National Commission on Human Rights, and English-language reports were
sent to U.S. human rights organizations.62 Although the PRI initially responded with
force to the 1994 Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, repression “spurred international
concern and led to an influx of human rights organizations from abroad.”63
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Concerned that repression would “frighten away investors” and “create a backlash
that could destroy NAFTA,” the government abandoned the military option.64

On the electoral front, when a string of local election scandals gained internation-
al attention in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the PRI began, for the first time, to
concede state-level elections.55 Concerned about international credibility in the 1994
presidential election, the PRI undertook “a series of unprecedented measures to limit
fraud,” including the presence of vast numbers of international observers and foreign
funded domestic monitors.%6

By the late 1990s opposition forces had strengthened to the point where they
could win national elections. Preventing such an outcome would have required large-
scale fraud or repression, which, given Mexico’s international position, would have
been extremely costly. In 1996 the PRI “reluctantly and grudgingly” negotiated a set
of reforms that, by creating a level playing field and an independent electoral author-
ity, fully democratized Mexico.6”7 PAN candidate Vicente Fox won the heavily moni-
tored 2000 presidential election, and the PRI left power peacefully.

Zambia Zambia illustrates many of the limitations of conditionality in the absence
of linkage. One of the poorest and most aid-dependent countries in the world,
Zambia is a clear case of high leverage.®8 In the absence of competing foreign policy
issues or support from a regional power, the country’s vulnerability to external
democratizing pressure is extremely high. At the same time, linkages to the West are
weak. Geographically distant from Europe and the U.S., Zambia’s economic ties to
the West are minimal. Penetration by western media and nongovernmental organiza-
tions is low; relatively few Zambian elites have been educated abroad; and only a
tiny elite has regular access to western news and ideas.®® Moreover, the business
community’s dependence on government connections limits the number of intermes-
tic pressure points available to the West.

Zambia received substantial international attention in 1991, when Kenneth
Kaunda became one of the region’s first long-standing autocrats to hold multiparty
elections. The 1991 election attracted a large number of western observers. When
Kaunda lost and ceded power to the Movement for Multi-Party Democracy (MMD),
Zambia was cited as a “model for democratic change.”’® Yet the country did not
democratize. New President Frederick Chiluba quickly cracked down on the media
and the opposition. In 1993 the MMD government declared a state of emergency and
prior to the 1996 presidential election manipulated constitutional rules to bar
Kaunda, Chiluba’s main rival, from running. The 1996 election was marred by fraud,
intimidation of journalists and opposition figures, unfair media access, and harass-
ment of observers.”! In December 1997 the government arrested Kaunda, and,
although he was released early in 1998, he was forced to retire from politics in
exchange for an end to harassment. Chiluba stepped down after completing his sec-
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ond term in 2001, but the MMD used electoral rigging to ensure his successor’s vic-
tory in the 2001 presidential race.”?

External democratizing pressure on Zambian governments was sporadic and of
limited effectiveness. Although international pressure and relatively extensive moni-
toring of the 1991 elections contributed to the collapse of one party rule and to
Chiluba’s victory, subsequent abuses rarely triggered broad international sanction.
Western powers never attempted to isolate or stigmatize Chiluba, as they did Meciar,
even though violations of democratic norms in Zambia were far more serious.
Although international actors reacted strongly to some of the government’s most
egregious abuses, such as Kaunda’s imprisonment, western intervention lacked con-
sistency, focus, and breadth. Thus, although some bilateral donors froze aid after
Kaunda was banned from the 1996 election, the IMF and World Bank continued to
provide much needed support. In 2001 the international community broadly con-
demned the flawed elections but took little punitive action.”> Zambia is thus an
excellent example of the international community’s short attention span in low link-
age cases. In a context of limited and sporadic international pressure, Chiluba was
able to carry out abuses, such as torturing and exiling opposition leaders, that were
virtually absent in Central Europe and Latin America during the 1990s.

It is clear, then, that the boomerang effect in Zambia was both weaker and more
intermittent than in Latin America or Central Europe. While this result was partly
due to Chiluba’s reputation as an economic reformer, it was also a product of weak
linkage. Government abuses rarely reverberated in western capitals, and the paucity
of intermestic actors limited the available pressure points for western powers. 74
Because business and technocratic ties to the West were weak, external pressure was
concentrated on the government rather than on a broad range of interests. Thus,
although punitive measures such as the reduction in bilateral aid in 1996 had serious
financial consequences, it did not trigger significant domestic opposition. 75

Russia Russia is a case of low leverage and low to moderate linkage. Although the
profound economic crisis that followed the collapse of the Soviet Union increased
Russia’s external dependence, forcing it to seek western aid, the country’s vulnerabili-
ty to external democratizing pressure was offset by several factors, including its sheer
size, its possession of key oil and gas reserves, and, most important, its continued mil-
itary and geostrategic significance. During the 1990s the potential revival of the arms
race and the threat of Russia’s spread of nuclear capabilities abroad made western
powers highly dependent on Russian security cooperation.’¢ For most western govern-
ments, then, security far outweighed democracy as a foreign policy priority.”’

Russia’s linkage to the West is also relatively weak, due to a combination of geo-
graphical distance and more than seventy years of closed Soviet rule. Russia remains
weakly integrated into the global economy, with its exports limited primarily to com-
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modities such as gas, oil, and timber. Although Russia trades extensively with the
EU, it has not participated in EU expansion and thus is subject to few of the mecha-
nisms of political integration and democratic promotion that were so influential in
countries like Bulgaria, Romania, and Slovakia. Social and communication linkages
are also less extensive than in Central Europe.’® Russian travel remains restricted in
much of the West, and although there are large Russian communities in the U.S. and
Europe, they are relatively disorganized. Finally, the closed nature of the Soviet
regime resulted in a dearth of technocratic linkage. Because travel to the West and
access to western publications were strictly limited in the Soviet era, most of
Russia’s elite had virtually no exposure to the West until late in their professional
careers. Consequently, during the 1990s western influence on Russian politics
depended on ties to a small handful of prowestern elites, such as economists Anatolii
Chubais and Yegor Gaidar. Combined with Russia’s importance for security, this sit-
uation gave the reformist government of Boris Yeltsin vast leverage, as Yeltsin and
his allies could credibly claim that Russia’s prowestern orientation hinged on their
political survival.

Notwithstanding its relative openness during the 1990s, Russia under Yeltsin is
best characterized as competitive authoritarian. During his first presidential term
Yeltsin closed down parliament through a violent coup. The independent media was
systematically harassed, at times violently, and Yeltsin’s reelection in 1996 was
marred by fraud.” After 1999, when Yeltsin handed power to a handpicked successor,
Vladimir Putin, authoritarianism became increasingly institutionalized. By 2003 Putin
had shut down all independent television stations and arrested, exiled, or bullied into
submission the leading business magnates capable of financing opposition parties. In
2003 Putin’s Unified Russia party obtained more than two-thirds of the seats in the
legislature, which transformed the body into a virtual rubber stamp. Having effective-
ly done away with almost all viable opposition, Putin faced no serious contender in
the 2004 presidential election, and he won with 71 percent of the vote.

Although the roots of authoritarianism in postcommunist Russia are mostly
domestic, this outcome was reinforced by the heavy insulation of Yeltsin’s and
Putin’s governments from external democratizing pressures. The Clinton administra-
tion supported Yeltsin throughout the 1990s, never putting other bilateral issues at
risk by demanding full democratization. Yeltsin used the specter of Communist
resurgence to gain western backing for his 1993 attack on parliament and his flawed
1996 reelection.80 The U.S. also did little in response to large-scale human rights
violations in Chechnya.8! Western powers later acquiesced in Putin’s increasing
authoritarianism, particularly after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on the
U.S. Indeed, U.S. dependence on Russia’s cooperation in Afghanistan and willing-
ness to permit U.S. military bases in the Caucasus and Central Asia further reduced
its leverage over Putin’s government.82 Hence Putin faced very few serious external
obstacles to autocratic rule.
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Conclusion: Linkage and the Study of Regime Change

Although it is widely believed that the international environment had a significant
impact on democratization after 1989, studies have shown that most direct forms of
western intervention, including military force, diplomatic persuasion, conditionality,
and democracy assistance programs, have not consistently produced democratic out-
comes. In explaining this pattern, this analysis has focused less on direct state-to-
state or multilateral promotion of democracy (the use of leverage) than on the eco-
nomic, social, communication, intergovernmental, and transnational civil society
relationships that tie countries to the West (the effects of linkage). Extensive linkage
raises the cost of autocratic behavior by heightening the salience of abuse, increasing
the likelihood of a western response and creating a broad domestic constituency for
international norm-abiding behavior. In this way, linkage blurs the distinctions
between international and domestic pressure for democracy, transforming interna-
tional or regional democratic expectations into powerful domestic demands.

This analysis has important implications for scholarly debates over the relative
importance of domestic versus international factors in explaining democratization.83
It is not a substitute for domestic-oriented explanations. Domestic variables, such as
socioeconomic development, economic performance, and the strength of civil soci-
ety, are critical in explaining regime outcomes.34 This analysis suggests, however,
that the relative weight of domestic and international factors varies across cases and
regions. Where linkage is extensive, intense international pressure at times out-
weighed unfavorable structural conditions during the post-cold-war period (for
example, in Romania and Nicaragua). Where linkage is low, domestic variables were
more likely to predominate.

These findings also complement modernization theory by adding another causal
mechanism linking development and democracy. Economic development creates
linkage, in the form of greater economic integration, cross-border communication,
education, and travel, and more extensive ties to transnational civil society, which
appears, increasingly, to contribute to democratization.

Linkage-centered explanations are more structuralist than the institutional design-
centered approaches that have predominated in recent studies of democratization.
With the partial exception of EU-related integration, linkage to the West is less the
product of specific elite decisions than of geography, economic development, colo-
nialism, and long-standing geostrategic alliances. It is therefore less malleable or
amenable to short-term foreign policy goals than are individual leaders or constitu-
tions. Nevertheless, the multiple, decentralized, “soft,” and often difficult-to-mea-
sure effects of linkage may be the most important international cause of democrati-
zation in the post-cold-war era.
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on earlier drafts of this article.
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