The Institute for Sustainable Communities (ISC) has conducted the Democracy Network Program (DemNet) in Macedonia since April 1995 under a cooperative agreement with the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).  This essay reflects on various dimensions of my experience as the ISC Country Director in Macedonia from May 2000 to July 2002.  In particular, I explore:  1) the biases with which I approached my work as a self-styled democracy practitioner; 2) the profound influence of institutional imprimatur on the substance and character of the DemNet intervention; and 3) the interpretive frames used to evaluate political behavior in Macedonia.  The commentary that follows is neither rigorous nor particularly analytical.  On the contrary, it is highly impressionistic and it is meant only to capture the ambiguity inherent in crossing cultural borders with the intention of introducing a new worldview. 
PART ONE:  A PERSONAL CONSTRUCTION

Choosing to become a practitioner of democratic development, in my mind, has everything to do with HOW democracy comes to be meaningful in one’s life, or, put another way, how it exists for people.  I arrived in Macedonia with a highly personal construction of what democracy meant for me and even of what it felt like to live in a democratic society with democratic norms.  For better or for worse, this construction was visceral and emotional, and certainly simplistic.  But it was mine and when I assumed my duties as the incoming Country Director for ISC/Macedonia in May 2000, I recall reveling in the notion that I was now in a position to share the insights, wisdom, and joys of democracy with citizens of Macedonia.  Naïve, yes, but true. 

Democracy had come alive for me through a confluence of professional currents that paralleled its recent ascendance around the world.  The first current emerged in the context of my work in the mid-1990s with a broad coalition of NGOs seeking to establish a permanent international criminal court to try individuals accused of war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide.  To have been a part of this historic effort to enshrine and codify standards of global justice was, in a word, magical.  In the main, it was driven by ordinary people who cared deeply about human rights and who were outraged at the impunity with which despotic leaders went about killing innocent civilians.  And it was spearheaded by a random collection of NGOs, perhaps the quintessential vehicles of citizen aspiration and expression in democratic life.  When the Rome Statute was enacted by the United Nations in 1998 to formally establish the International Criminal Court (ICC) and when the 60th member state ratification was received last year authorizing the ICC to begin operating, the sense of achievement was intoxicating.  I had witnessed democracy in action on a global stage.

The second current emerged while I served as an election supervisor in a Bosnian refugee camp inside Croatia during the 1997 Bosnian municipal elections.  A tottering old man had approached me at the registration desk and, without saying a word, haltingly arranged four crumpled black-and-white photographs in front of me.  They were photographs of his wife and children, all of whom had been killed in the war.  He then labored to tell me through an interpreter that he was voting in the election because peace and democracy were all that he had to look forward to.  I stood there stunned and speechless.  To be sure, it is highly unlikely that this old man had any notion of what democracy actually meant, but there is little doubt that he could recall a time when there was peace, ethnic harmony, and cooperation in his life.  He may not have even fully understood the implications of exercising his right to vote.  But the fact that this traumatized refugee mustered the will to do so, asserted his freedom to express his views, and registered his interest in making a difference was remarkable to me at the time.   

The third and perhaps most germane current is the anthropological reflex that has influenced my thinking as an international development professional.  As an anthropologist, I see culture in everything, and know that culture matters.  In the field of democracy assistance, this reflex has proven both illuminating and frustrating as it simultaneously yields fresh insights into how cultural worldviews shape constructions of democracy, and collides with institutional imperatives driven by other (i.e., foreign policy, budgetary) concerns.  The consequence is that I occasionally find myself in professional situations where I must reconcile the instincts of the inner anthropologist with the demands of being a manager, often to an unsatisfying result.  Yet, I believe that an anthropological angle on democracy – an ethnographic inquiry into power relations, citizenship, informal institutions, and discourse – would enhance our general understanding of how democratic processes unfold around the world.  At the same time, I haven’t yet been in a position to fully examine how culture might inform the debate on approaches to democratic development.  
In sum, the starting point along my learning curve in Macedonia was the personal construction of democracy that I brought with me.  This construction draws on moments of inspiration and possibility generated by democratic ideas, and is nurtured by the democratic idioms I know: its ascendance in the world, its historical pageant, its provision of civility and stability.  

PART TWO:  INSTITUTIONAL FILTERS
My entry into the worlds of ISC and USAID presented me with new filters to complement my own perspectives on democratic development work.  These filters were comprehensive and formative in shaping my understanding of events in Macedonia.
Documents:  Among the many documents I reviewed in advance of assuming my duties, there were essentially three that warranted multiple readings – two from USAID detailing the agency’s strategic direction and program profile in Macedonia, and one from ISC, the proposal outlining the DemNet program.  I regarded them as “foundation” documents, vital to building my understanding of what was to be accomplished during the next two years.  Perhaps more importantly, these three documents painted a composite picture of the democratic context in Macedonia by providing an interpretation of recent political developments, a vocabulary for engaging in informed discussion of the democratic transition underway, and prescriptive referents describing democratic gains that our interventions would produce.  In short, these documents marked a second point along my learning curve; they established a frame through which I could begin to view the situation in Macedonia.

One of the USAID documents, for example, noted that “despite the enactment of a new constitution in 1991 and a subsequent series of laws to implement the Constitution, citizens continue to be distrustful of government.  Frustration and growing apathy among the people, particularly in rural areas, is widespread as they see no solutions to their problems.”  Further along in this document, an assessment of the Macedonian NGO community was offered:  “NGOs will play a key role but are still nascent and need to overcome the people’s cynicism towards associations and working together…[NGOs] have demonstrated progress since independence in 1991 but more work is needed before the people will believe that these entities can be accountable and responsive to their issues.”  In reading these accounts, I recall being inspired to engage a uniformly depressed countryside, foster greater trust between citizens and government, and jump-start an NGO community that simply needed more support.  It was easy and empowering to imagine the leap from facile problem statement to ideal solution.       

The ISC proposal presented another take on the NGO community, pointing out that the “1998 NGO Sustainability Index showed that Macedonia has progressed into Stage II of development at about the level of Albania, Croatia, Kazakhstan, Latvia, and Ukraine, but is somewhat lower than Bulgaria, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Romania, and Russia, and is far behind the leading countries of the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland.”  The proposal continued, noting that “Often, there are several similar organizations in a single community, reflecting the ethnic divisions in Macedonian society.  For example, in one community, there may be Macedonian, Albanian, and Turkic women’s groups all working separately on similar issues.  The vast majority of the NGOs are institutionally weak and few have professional management, relying on volunteers for almost all activities.”  Again, I recall moving immediately into problem-solution mode.  Certainly, Macedonia could place higher on the NGO Sustainability Index.  Capacity-building and consolidation within the NGO community seemed like an entirely reasonable proposition; just a bit of coalition-building would be necessary.  The performance benchmarks had already begun to take shape.

The documents hinted at what an ideal Macedonia would look like as the democratic transition proceeded apace.  USAID suggested that “Assisting…NGOs to become more organized and community focused will help to resolve issues and decrease counterproductive ‘ethnic’ politics and self-serving nationalistic interests.”  Along the same lines, “Community groups which unite in grassroots organizations will be more effective in influencing public policy decisions when they later form advocacy coalitions at a national level.”  And finally, “In order for the public to turn to NGOs as conduits for change, USAID will assist NGOs in establishing successful models of being responsive to their members and community needs as well as make their financial and decision-making processes more transparent.”  The categories and vocabulary of success that I was meant to adopt in helping to chart a democratic future for Macedonia were reinforced as I read.  What was to be accomplished became clearer.

In general, there appeared to be broad consensus within USAID circles on what the democratic “deficiencies” were in Macedonia (an alienated and disengaged civil society, weak institutions of governance) and where assistance should be targeted (NGOs, parliament, local government).    The ‘architecture’ of the anticipated democratic transformation in Macedonia seemed well in hand, and, as USAID noted in one of its documents, “…the U.S. largely has the field [of democracy assistance] to itself.”   
Institutional Imprimaturs:  A third point along the learning curve in Macedonia was essentially a logical extension of the second point, in that by virtue of my position as the USAID “chief-of-party” AND the ISC/Macedonia “country director”, I was fully accountable to these two institutions.  Accordingly, I learned about the Macedonia context through the filters of these two institutions.  Beyond absorbing information contained in the documents noted above, it was incumbent on me to internalize the philosophies and mandates of USAID and ISC in order to operate effectively in both orbits, and implement the DemNet program.  This entailed a considerable investment of time and energy in three priorities: 1) building a seamless working rapport with USAID/Macedonia to establish my credibility and comprehend the mission’s overall strategy for democracy assistance; 2) demonstrating administrative and strategic command of the ISC DemNet program and representing ISC to the government and citizens of Macedonia; and 3) creating symmetry between USAID/Macedonia objectives, ISC program design and delivery, and the aspirations of the partner organizations served by the program.  The scale of these priorities suggested to me that I would be a manger first and an anthropologist a distant second.

Those familiar with USAID would know that its work at the field mission level is guided by a set of Strategic Objectives (SOs) that are reviewed and/or modified at roughly five-year intervals.  The SOs are, put simply, broad goal statements that articulate what a particular mission wishes to accomplish during a 5-10 year period of investments.  In Macedonia, USAID democracy programming was structured by SO 2.1 which called for “Increased Citizen Participation in Political and Economic Decision-Making” and SO 2.3 which called for “More Effective, Responsive, and Accountable Local Government”.  ISC (DemNet), as one of four implementing organizations operating under SO 2.1, was to contribute to the achievement of this SO by recording results in three specific areas:  1) improved financial viability of NGOs; 2) improved and more democratic management of NGOs; and 3) more effective advocacy by NGOs.  In addition, USAID and ISC collaborated in the design of indicators that enabled impact data to be collected periodically.  This, in sum, was the USAID institutional imprimatur that drove this particular track of democratic development work in Macedonia. 
It is worth noting here that the SO structure exerts considerable pressure to produce results.  Since results data is used by USAID missions around the world to justify and authorize continued funding from the U.S. Congress each fiscal year, there is a consistent measure of urgency among implementing organizations such as ISC to prove that their activities are generating impact – in the case of DemNet in Macedonia, building competent NGOs and advancing SO 2.1.  On two counts, this situation created “intellectual dissonance” for me.  First, it called into question the efficacy of the results framework and performance indicators that had been developed primarily because they placed an enormous burden on local grantee NGOs to produce scores of what amounted to “process results” (that is, data confirming implementation of DemNet activities, such as the number of NGO coalitions formed, the number of NGOs performing public education functions, or the number of NGOs diversifying their funding bases; process results stand in contrast to “impact results” which confirm a concrete democracy outcome of the activity, such as an NGO coalition assisting in the passage of legislation or an NGO working in partnership with municipal government to provide public transportation services for the disabled).  The significant reporting demands on grantee NGOs frequently appeared to distract them from their missions and even strain relations with ISC.  Second, the intense pressure to produce process results seemed to me to be at odds with the emergent developmental character of democratic transformation, as I had constructed it.  As noted earlier, democracy in my mind was an orientation, a state of being, a spirit, and a rubric for understanding the world.  It unfolded as a cultural construction of power relations, discourse, and meaning that could not be captured in a set of performance indicators.  On this score, my learning curve as a democracy practitioner was tested by a more mechanical, formulaic conceptualization of democratic development imposed by the institutional imperatives of USAID.

ISC, meanwhile, had been conducting the DemNet program in Macedonia since 1995 and was very much at the center of USAID/Macedonia’s democracy assistance portfolio.  By May 2000, the DemNet program had evolved over two phases of activity that encompassed general/targeted training, technical assistance, and grants to a broad range of NGOs engaged in public policy issues and/or public service provision, AND support for community partnerships between NGOs, business entities, and municipal government aimed at preparing environmental action plans (essentially, long-range blueprints prioritizing environmental issues the community would wish to address).  At this time, ISC was to commence a third two-year phase of DemNet designed to expand the scope of the two tracks of activity noted above.  In keeping with the SO 2.1 mandate set out by USAID, this new phase of DemNet would:  1) create a greater voice for citizens in public policy decision-making through NGOs; 2) improve the advocacy and coalition-building capabilities of NGOs to support public policy based on open, transparent, and participatory decision-making processes; and 3) provide demonstrated models of successful citizen, government, and business collaboration to identify and solve local economic, environmental, and social problems.  Since its inception, DemNet had supported nearly 100 NGOs and had, in many ways, been the pioneer donor in concentrating on the Macedonian NGO sector.  The organization had earned a reputation for thoroughness in its technical assistance to NGO partners, and for setting the performance bar fairly high.  ISC expected its partners to set a precedent for newer emerging NGOs by demonstrating competence, and being accountable and transparent.
As democratic development organizations go, ISC was fairly atypical and it was my understanding that the DemNet cooperative agreement in Macedonia was ISC’s first venture into the democracy and governance arena.  ISC had a strong environmental/community development pedigree and was one of the first foreign organizations to begin partnering with communities in Eastern Europe after the Berlin Wall fell, and addressing serious environmental problems.  It was not surprising, therefore, to learn that ISC’s comparative advantage AND initial inclination in Macedonia was to work in local community contexts on environmental issues.  As the name of the organization suggests, building strong, sustainable communities in which there is capacity, commitment, and cooperation in problem-solving and decision-making was the Institute’s signature focus.  For ISC, strengthening democracy began with an engaged citizenry. This approach contrasted with other democratic development organizations whose principal targets were more conventional and formal institutions such as the national legislature, political parties, the judiciary, and the electoral authority.  In sum, ISC’s institutional imprimatur marked an appealing values-driven, holistic addition to the mix of democracy “agendas” I would need to balance. The learning curve expanded again.
Creating Symmetry:   The challenge of creating symmetry is perhaps best illustrated by highlighting a few examples.  An integral part of my own professional growth was learning how and when to negotiate with USAID on program-related matters.  Negotiation was in fact the principal method by which the balance between the USAID mandate, the ISC mission, and the consensus on the needs of the Macedonian NGO sector was maintained.    
In planning certain elements of the DemNet program, for instance, consultation with USAID on very specific details of the design and implementation was expected in order to ensure that institutional imperatives of USAID were being acknowledged, despite philosophical and/or operational differences that might exist.  A key component of the DemNet design was the Grants Program, a mechanism for offering grant support (without the accompanying training and technical assistance made available to ISC’s NGO partners in the two other, more selective components) to a broader range of Macedonian NGOs involved in addressing community-level issues, strengthening the NGO sector in some way, or promoting democratic institutions and citizen participation on public policy issues.  In the view of ISC, the Grants Program was an excellent way to “democratize the grant-making” or “spread the wealth” so that more grassroots NGOs could be supported.  For USAID, the Grants Program was a flexible source of funds that could be channeled toward contingencies on relatively short notice.  On at least two occasions, ISC was requested by USAID to provide Grants Program funds to NGOs for very specific purposes, to engage them in voter education and voter mobilization activities in advance of municipal elections; and second, to catalyze NGO coordination of peacemaking and inter-ethnic cooperation activities during the violent conflict in Macedonia in 2001.  Under these circumstances, ISC was not in a position to negotiate the use of Grants Program funds.  Certainly, the funds were put to good use but it is not certain that ISC would have opted to direct them in this manner if it had retained full discretion.  The point is that my ability to plan democratic development activities on behalf of ISC AND on the strength of my own ideas (such as they were) was limited, as was my ability to synchronize multiple democracy assistance agendas.
A second instance arose in the aftermath of the Ohrid Peace Accords in August 2001 that essentially ended the violence between the Macedonian Government and the Albanian rebels.  While directing a scaled-back DemNet program remotely from Sofia, Bulgaria where I was evacuated for two months at the height of the conflict, I learned that there had been a USAID/Washington directive to expeditiously promote the peace accord to the public in order to ensure that its terms were well-understood, and as a step to ease lingering tensions in Macedonia.  Shortly thereafter, I was requested by USAID/Macedonia to secure the cooperation of any ISC NGO partners who would be willing to assume this promotional role.  On instinct alone, I was deeply opposed to this request as ISC had expended enormous energy into encouraging its NGO partners to remain focused on their work and avoid being engulfed in the politics and violence of the conflict.  ISC was, in retrospect, very proud that it had remained completely non-partisan, and that its NGO partners were by and large publicly neutral.  Further, there was considerable debate following the signing of the peace agreement that it was flawed and that one side in the conflict had secured favorable terms.  I knew that by enrolling ISC’s NGO partners in selling what was perceived by many to be an unpopular agreement, the credibility of ISC and its NGO partners was put at great risk.  Upon consultation with ISC leadership and the ISC/Macedonia local staff, my instinct was validated and I informed USAID that ISC was not prepared to assist the with public relations initiative on behalf of the peace accord.  To USAID’s great credit, this decision was respected and neither ISC nor its partners participated in this effort. 
At play in both of these examples is the notion that USAID and ISC constructed the world (in this case, Macedonia) through their respective institutional filters.  Conceptualizations of democracy assistance, interpretation of political events, planning/operational decision-making, information collection and dissemination, and policy formulation were driven principally by the core questions of who these two institutions defined themselves to be, to whom they were ultimately accountable, and what roles they carved for themselves.  In addition, these institutional filters profoundly shaped claims by both USAID and ISC to have grasped the local context, and therefore, ideas about what sorts of interventions would be most appropriate for the Macedonian NGO sector at any given moment.  Whether either institution was ever in a position to fully comprehend “what was really going on” in Macedonia is not clear.  As a somewhat naïve and idealistic democracy practitioner, much of this had lost its urgency.  I was most concerned with serving our NGO partners effectively, working cooperatively with USAID, keeping up the morale of a traumatized local staff, and maintaining ISC’s excellent reputation in Macedonia.  Another major shift for the learning curve. 
PART THREE:  ALL POLITICS IS LOCAL

Given the institutional (USAID and ISC), circumstantial (the conflict), and personal (my limitations as a democracy practitioner/analyst) circumstances that together defined the operational environment for the DemNet work, it is no wonder that it was often very difficult to summon my anthropological skills in “making sense” of Macedonia.  In many ways, my understanding of Macedonian public life, writ large, was constrained by the fact that I spent most of my time in Skopje, the center of gravity for politics and public administration in the country.  The “framers” of political discussion as I knew it – the government, the parliament, the political parties, the media, international organizations such as NATO, the EU, and OSCE, the donor circle (including my USAID liaison), and my own network of local/ex-pat colleagues (including ISC’s young, brilliant staff of 14) – were based in Skopje.  This orbit constituted a primary source of information and intelligence while I lived and worked in Macedonia and shaped my views to a significant extent.  
To be fair, I traveled outside of Skopje dozens of times to visit with NGO partners, open projects, observe ISC training events, meet with municipal officials, and speak at town hall meetings.  These interactions were insightful and enjoyable for many reasons – the warm hospitality of the Macedonian countryside, the exaggerated welcome I received in rural communities as sort of a foreign “dignitary”, the genuine excitement of first-time grantee organizations to show-and-tell what they were undertaking, the chance to meet the leaders of partner organizations, the relaxed pace of life outside Skopje, and so on.  Yet, these interactions were limited in depth by other factors such as time constraints, conflict-related restrictions on travel, the frequent ceremonial nature of my visits, and socio-cultural and protocol considerations that perhaps limited conversation.  The unfortunate consequence for me was that I never felt as though I had an accurate cultural “read” on the constructions of power, citizenship, and democratic discourse that prevailed outside of Skopje, and this certainly biased my attempts to make sense of Macedonia.  

Accordingly, I struggled to understand the full range of meanings associated with/assigned to events on the ground, both in Skopje and outside of Skopje.  Without this understanding, I was rarely confident that I could always faithfully reconcile local views with the institutional imperatives of USAID and ISC.  There is no question that I tried gamely to do so, but could never be certain that my attempts were successful. 
Divining the Political Culture

As a democracy practitioner and anthropologist, few things interested me more than divining at least a sense of the political culture in Macedonia, to the extent that this was possible.  Returning for a moment to my personal construction of democracy, two elements have always seemed to me to be fundamental to the existence of a democratic political culture:  1) a common conception of a ‘public good’; and 2) leadership that is responsive to the public interest.  These two ‘barometers’ are, of course, subjectively defined, insufficient, randomly chosen, and virtually immeasurable, yet they have resonated whenever I have considered the notion of democratic political culture.  And further, they seemed flexible enough to accommodate a wide range of cultural construction and meaning.  

In Macedonia, it was very difficult to ascertain a collective consensus on the notion of a public good, as there was great variation in the views of those in the political elite (mostly but not exclusively in Skopje) and ordinary citizens (mostly but not exclusively) in the countryside.  On one hand, in political-elite circles, there seemed to be a singular focus on the flow of and access to public resources (i.e. government revenues) and international donor funds.  Ministries, political parties, professional associations/networks, business interests, and other entities frequently jockeyed for position with a view to tapping government coffers or securing donor funding.  Now this could easily be seen as innocuous except for the fact that two compelling reports drafted between 2000 and 2002 (the first a democracy assessment by USAID, and the second a corruption paper by the International Crisis Group) as well as many Macedonian citizens, drew attention to the existence of vast patronage networks through which public resources (and occasionally, donor funds) were channeled.  Intelligence-gathering and general interaction within the political-elite establishment would virtually always lead one to the conclusion that individuals in this orbit were asking themselves the question “what can I get” in contrast to “what can I give”.  It was not at all evident, therefore, that the political-elite acted in the name of an articulated public good.  This impression came across powerfully in the majority of my interactions.

On the other hand, ordinary citizens in the countryside appeared to have a stronger conception of a public good, although it appeared to be fading as the Macedonian economy stagnated and the conflict gathered momentum.  Many people in the rural parts of Macedonia spoke of the “old days” of the former-Yugoslavia when there was stability, harmony, and economic security AND, most interestingly, when somebody (i.e. the government) took care of them.  In the hearts and minds of these people, the public good revolved principally around family life, job security, communal cooperation, and sharing Yugoslavia’s (relatively) abundant wealth.  Extending the public good meant having prospects for raising a family, participating in community life and being comfortable.  Even with the dismemberment of Yugoslavia, this notion of a public good lives on for citizens of rural Macedonia.  In their minds, the government should be doing everything it can to replicate this state of affairs.  As inconsistent as these views were with my own personal construction of a democratic political culture (not to mention with the institutional imperatives of USAID and, to a lesser extent, ISC), it was hard not to appreciate the very real sense of the public good that was communicated from these quarters.
The complexity of the public good in Macedonia is perhaps best captured in the extraordinary difficulties many donors encountered in facilitating coalitions (particularly among NGOs and other private entities) to advance public policy or public outreach initiatives.  In most national-level instances, it was the proximity a given NGO had to the “agent” controlling financial resources that determined how willing it was to engage in coalition-building activities to advance the public good.  In early 2002, in advance of parliamentary elections, it became nearly impossible for two competing NGO coalitions to forge an alliance that would serve the voters of Macedonia, primarily because of the fractiousness within each coalition (that stemmed from access to funding) and between each coalition (that also stemmed from access to supplemental funding).  Neither coalition seemed to have the public good – i.e., the conduct of the elections – in mind during these negotiations, while both positioned themselves to get as much funding as possible.  In contrast, two NGOs (a consumer protection organization and a juvenile justice advocacy group) were highly successful in pulling together broad-based coalitions of other NGOs, municipal government offices, businesses, and other entities in advancing their respective issue campaigns all the way to parliament.  Their conduct during these campaigns was exemplary in terms of reflecting the public good – i.e. consumer protection and juvenile justice legislation.  At the time, it was not clear to me why the experience of coalition-building in the name of the public good was so uneven.  In retrospect, however, it is very likely that, as outsiders looking in, ISC and other donors did not really know what the local coalition dynamics meant so it was beyond our sphere of influence to dictate events according to our respective democracy agendas.        

In the area of leadership, it was equally difficult to discern much investment in the public interest.  My impression (in light of my biases, noted earlier) was that leadership in Macedonia is constructed in ways that are inimical to a democratic culture that values participation.  Leadership often seemed animated by overt exercise of authority and assertions of power; indeed, leaders in Macedonia – whether from the government, business, or NGO sector – were the fulcrum around which all entities moved or did not move.  Leadership structures in all institutional settings tended to be hierarchical and rigid, and it was typically the case that nothing happened without the approval or knowledge of the leader.  It was extraordinarily important for leaders in Macedonia to ‘control’ events and be publicly recognized as the people who could ‘control’ events.  And finally, leadership positions afforded access to power resources and the massive patronage networks noted above, neither of which were necessarily used to advance the public interest.  Not surprisingly, the models of leadership that were available to an emergent NGO sector tended to work against transparent decision-making, inclusion, respect for differences, and all of the other hallmarks of a democratic political culture.  This complicated efforts by USAID and ISC to cultivate leadership within the NGO community.

For example, political leaders in Macedonia would occasionally criticize NGOs publicly if it was perceived that they were gaining credibility or influence with citizens, even as these same NGOs were acting in the public interest (by advocating on a particular issue or providing municipal service delivery).  Their criticism typically took the form of posing one simple question to the public:  “Who elected them (i.e. NGOs)?”  This pattern was extremely frustrating on a number of levels:  first, it reflected the confounding need for political leaders to control events and be recognized as such; second, it undercut the confidence NGOs were gaining in cutting a more visible public profile; and third, it stoked a degree of fear in emerging NGO leaders of potentially being marginalized by the powers-that-be.  The consequence was that the public interest was not served.  On the contrary, political leaders merely asserted and brandished their authority.  Similarly, it was not unusual for ISC to receive telephone calls from enraged “leaders” of NGOs denied funding from ISC.  These “leaders” would typically threaten to contact a minister friend of theirs who would force ISC to offer a grant to his/her NGO.  It was more the character and tone of these threats that provided a window into a well-entrenched leadership style that did little to foster a democratic political culture and a great deal to inhibit it.

Donors:  Divide and Conquer

The international donor community in Macedonia was an arena where the introduction of multiple development and/or democratization agendas accompanied by a massive inflow of funds often complicated dynamics within the NGO sector.  The concentration of donors reached such a high level during the period from 2000-2002 that behavior among local NGOs seemed to be driven more by pursuit of abundant funds than by their own missions.  And not surprisingly, the number of new NGOs exploded at this time challenging donor capacity to discern serious NGOs from pretenders and schemers claiming to be engaged in democracy work.  As a result, it became increasingly difficult to navigate the sector and comprehend the motivations of both NGOs and donors.  Of course, this state of affairs marked another significant point on my learning curve as new layers of constructed meaning and discourse were added to the mix.

Generally speaking, the segment of the donor community that provided democratic development assistance to Macedonia – which included the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the World Bank, the Open Society Institute, the Organization for Security & Cooperation in Europe, USAID and a few others – was collegial but decidedly provincial.  As new funding programs were launched, it became the norm for each donor to partner with its own “stable” of NGOs which were then zealously guarded and whose loyalty was prized by the donors.  The exhortations of donors for collaboration across the sector nevertheless seemed credible and consistent, and the vision of a coherent integrated NGO community certainly appeared to be a donor priority.  Still, there was an undeniable competitive aura among the democracy assistance donors, a peculiar edge betraying a not-so-secret desire to be working with the most successful, prominent, or influential NGOs.  Suspicion arose when it became known (Macedonia is a very small place, the donor community an even smaller one) that an NGO from one donor “stable” had met with a competing donor.  The reality was that many NGOs were in the position of having choices among donors from whom to secure funding and such meetings were commonplace. 

It was my distinct impression that a communication “bias” existed among donors in their interactions with Macedonian NGOs, and that this may have reflected use by these NGOs of emergent democracy discourses for tactical reasons.  The anointing of local organizations by donors as worthy of funding often proceeded on the basis of how well their representatives could articulate a generic democracy agenda.  To be sure, the efficacy of their program proposals was important but their overall stock rose if they were able to employ the vocabulary/parlance of democratic development (civil society, free and fair elections, democratic transition, citizen participation, policy advocacy, lobbying, etc.).  It was routine for NGOs in this environment to attempt to curry favor with donors by artfully performing the democracy dance, enticing them (particularly if the English was polished) with perfect phraseology and creative-sounding democracy initiatives.  This performance aspect put the donors in a rather odd predicament:  that of being impressed with our own idioms and constructions of democracy, but less inclined to dig deeper for local constructions.  As a group, the democracy assistance donors did not always invite alternative ideas or welcome local ‘takes’ on what democracy meant for Macedonia.  Consequently, most donors elected not to “peel the onion” and were content to proceed on the basis of their institutional imperatives and their democracy agendas.

An intriguing and highly educational illustration of how the donor community may have occasionally missed out on a potentially instructive NGO partnership unfolded in early-2001.  I recall taking a meeting with two representatives of a “community service” NGO based in the resort town of Ohrid, who wished to secure a grant from ISC.  They had been unsuccessful in a previous attempt to obtain funds from ISC and had also been turned down by several other donors.  As they explained what it was their organization was interested in doing (essentially, partnering with nascent neighborhood associations to “broker” relations between ordinary citizens requiring service delivery and municipal structures), it was clear, superficially at least, why they had not been able to capture donor interest.  In short, the organization simply did not have the capacity or experience to undertake this project AND there was no flicker of familiarity with the democracy agendas (and concepts) being promoted generally by the donors.  This NGO could not do the democracy dance.  

I nevertheless enjoyed talking with the two representatives and chose not to dismiss their request, agreeing to meet with them again at some point.  Meanwhile, ISC staff members had noted this meeting and advised me that this NGO should not receive a grant because it was an “old school” organization, run by former communists/socialists.  In their view, such an organization would never be able to extricate itself from its patron-client, crony-ridden pedigree and supporting it would not reflect well on the DemNet project.  I considered this but proceeded anyway to meet with the two representatives again, at their invitation, in Ohrid two months later.  The “meeting” resembled a full-court press by a wealthy lobbyist on a lawmaker, complete with a VIP visit to a religious festival, a tour of several spectacular Orthodox monasteries on Lake Ohrid, a four-course meal at the finest hotel in Ohrid, a meet-and-greet with top municipal officials in Ohrid, and as a parting gift, an extraordinary black-and-white portrait of Tito.  Setting aside the blatant attempts to influence ISC’s grant-making process, I had several fascinating conversations that day about the “old days” of the former-Yugoslavia when there were indeed citizen entities, roughly equivalent to what would now be called neighborhood associations, operating throughout the country.  These groups performed a myriad of functions along the lines of the activities this NGO wished to carry out, serving principally as a conduit for citizens in their dealings with local government.  While the nostalgia for these historical artifacts was palpable and impressive, it was the way they were described as precursors to modern NGOs that caught my attention.  These defunct organizations seemed to represent an indigenous construction of a democratic institution, a local expression of democratic political culture, NOT in donor terms/parlance, but certainly in the view of these two representatives form the “old school” NGO.  It was a rare moment of clarity in my quest to reconcile local meaning with the institutional imperatives and democratic development agendas that prevailed.  

In the end, this organization did not secure funding from ISC for other reasons too complicated to recount.  An important point here is that the donor community could not accommodate this NGO (and perhaps others) partly because it could not reflect back what the donors valued and prioritized.  In retrospect, I have wondered how much could have been learned about local constructions of power, citizenship, and democracy had donors been more accommodating.

PART FOUR:  WHAT REALLY HAPPENED?

In the commentary above, I have tried to chronicle several points along my learning curve as a democratic development practitioner in Macedonia from 2000-2002.  For the most part, I have concentrated on highlighting the formative elements – the biases, the institutional imperatives, and the interpretive frames – that colored the experience of promoting democracy in a very different cultural context/milieu.  While these insights may have hinted at the immensity of this challenge, the question of “what really happened” has not been adequately addressed.  A perspective on this question follows below.

Spin Cycle

At various points during my tenure in Macedonia, I was obligated to report both to USAID and to ISC on what had been accomplished through the DemNet program, what outcomes had been recorded.  For both institutions, it was important to be able to “tell a good story” or two about the impact of their democratic development efforts in Macedonia.  In particular, these stories were highly valuable for public relations purposes because they humanized and personalized the work and demonstrated that it was making a difference in the lives of real people.  So, together with ISC staff, I would pull together brief sketches of ISC partner projects from all across Macedonia that captured the essence of the DemNet program, directed as it was toward “increasing citizen participation in economic and political decision-making”.  

While reviewing some of these sketches for the purposes of preparing this paper, I was struck by how the language clearly reflected the biases, institutional imperatives, and interpretive frames mentioned earlier.  The sketches were (unconsciously) crafted to achieve several things:  1) capture the inspirational dimension of democracy-building that organizations such as ISC project into their programming and approach; 2) show that democratic development works; and 3) interpret local behavior in the most optimistic light.  Indeed, these sketches were in fact our own constructions composed partly of facts and partly of meaning that we invented or divined.  And the language bears this out.  For example, many of the sketches declare that a particular NGO or NGO coalition had “gained credibility” or had “raised the profile” of a particular public policy issue.  Similarly, several assert that an NGO had developed a “stronger capacity” to manage its affairs or that it was “offering leadership” to other groups in the Macedonian NGO community.  One of the most frequently used characterizations in the sketches is that ISC’s NGO partners “raised public awareness” of community responsibility for addressing community problems.  There are many, many other examples of this kind of language in these sketches.

The character of the language used in our sketches suggests to me that “what happened” is very much a cultural construction.  The claims of success and evidence of impact that are described are essentially anecdotal – they are conclusions premised on process results.  At the same time, they are faithful and sincere accounts of what we, as foreign democratic development practitioners with a particular agenda and frame of reference, saw or sensed.  I cannot say with 100% certainty that everyone in the village of Pehcevo believed our partner NGO, the Association of Agricultural Producers, to be credible.  But that is exactly what it felt like and that is what one might fairly easily observe by spending some time in Pehcevo.  I cannot say with 100% certainty that the local environmental action plan developed by our NGO partner in Sveti Nikole succeeded in building healthy new partnerships among NGOs, businesses, and local government.  But that is what many people involved in the project told us.  These are the “truths” that gleaned and reported.  There are, no doubt, many other constructions of these realities that exist in the minds of others, and that were inaccessible to ISC or USAID because they were not sought out or because they did not suit prevailing democratic development agendas.  

Finally, the issue of spinning or framing “what really happened” raises the far more significant point of the inherent difficulties in measuring the impact of democratic development interventions.  The inner anthropologist would suggest that measuring a “moving target” – i.e. the cross-cultural variations in how democracy and democratic institutions are constructed – is difficult at best.  Yet, the inner democratic development practitioner recognizes the need to justify expenditure of taxpayer dollars on democracy assistance by rigorously documenting program impact.  This matter is certainly far beyond the scope of this paper, but, as noted at the outset, it is emblematic of the ambiguities involved in crossing cultural boundaries.

Diamonds in the Rough

Setting aside the epistemological misgivings I may now harbor related to the very proposition of democracy assistance, there were many moments of genuine elation during my time in Macedonia as a democratic development practitioner.  These moments were usually occasions when my personal construction of democracy, described earlier, was somehow validated.  And they were occasions when hard work seemed to pay off for our NGO partners, as they showed signs that they were making a difference in the lives of others.  I never really ‘evaluated’ these moments; I just enjoyed them.  A few examples follow.

· Although several of our NGOs were involved in legislative initiatives at either the local or national levels, it was the work of ISC’s partner, the Council for Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency that made me very proud.  The single-minded dedication of the Council’s leadership to addressing the juvenile delinquency problem in Macedonia was extraordinary.  Over the course of six years, the organization matured into a polished, credible, and effective advocacy force for a growing public constituency on this issue, and became the leading voice for reform of juvenile justice laws.  The Council was highly successful in mobilizing a broad range of actors – research institutes, business interests, municipal structures, the media, representatives of the medical and psychiatric communities, and other NGOs – to become involved in the initiative.  ISC had supported the Council since 1996 when it was a tiny group struggling to survive.  So, when the Council presented draft juvenile justice legislation to the Ministries of Education, Justice, and Internal Affairs at a public ceremony in November 2001, I remembered what it felt like to have worked for a small NGO that had successfully helped advance the International Criminal Court.

· On a visit to the rural community of Probistip to open the new environmental education facility that ISC’s NGO partner in this community had spearheaded with ISC support, I was deeply impressed by how meaningful this NGO’s work appeared to be for the citizens there.  The NGO, an environmental organization, was linked to virtually every aspect of life in the community – the education of its children, the preservation of its natural resources, the municipal planning process, and even the network of small businesses.  It was obvious that this NGO had succeeded in strengthening the social capital of Probistip by involving so many citizens in its work and by shaping a public good in which all were invested.  Probistip reminded me of what can happen when people begin to ask “what can I give” instead of “what can I get”.  It affirmed for me the responsibilities of participating in a democratic life.

· My most enjoyable moments in Macedonia were usually when I was privileged to speak at a town meeting, on the occasion of a project opening/closing or to provide encouragement and support to ISC’s partners.  I enjoyed this primarily because it offered an opportunity to test out various themes related to democracy to see if they resonated in the Macedonian context.  Interestingly, I quickly learned that remarks that touched on the importance of community, of giving back to the community, and the responsibilities of citizenship were always well-received, leading me to wonder whether I had struck a cultural or historical chord.  These speaking engagements were treasured because they allowed me the indulgence of being both an anthropologist and a democracy practitioner in equal measure. 

In sum, whether the institutional imperatives of ISC or USAID called for a version of “what really happened” or whether there was momentary symmetry between what I thought about democracy and what I sensed was “really happening” before me, a construction of one sort or another – was in play.  The biases, institutional imperatives, and interpretive frames that were introduced generated multiple agendas, contested discourses, and diverse meanings.

PART FIVE:  POSTSCRIPT

To this day, I have no firm idea of whether the work I undertook for ISC in Macedonia did much of anything to strengthen or consolidate democracy.  Seemingly, all of the ingredients necessary to carry out an effective democratic development intervention were in place:  a broad Strategic Objective that made sense contextually, a community of NGOs with energy and commitment, sufficient financial resources, and an implementing organization (ISC) with a plan.  To be sure, after two years, I was able to recite a litany of accomplishments and achievements that sounded remarkably like democratic development.  And countless citizens of Macedonia told me that partnering with ISC had changed their lives, changed their perspective on what was possible.  Yet, I still cannot be sure that our work helped increase citizen participation in economic and political decision-making.  It sure seemed like it did.

The final and most compelling point on my learning curve as a practitioner of democratic development curve (at least for now) is that democracy must find its own “voice” wherever it unfolds.  It must be rooted in the constructions and universe of meanings that animate life, and it can only be sustained if people own it.  It is my hope that more time, energy and resources will someday be devoted to more cultural analyses of democracy contexts so that when an intervention is planned, the likelihood of symmetry among diverse constructions is greater.          
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