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The Role of Sovereign Cliques in
the Derailing of Democracy

JANINE R WEDEL
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valuating democracy pro-

motion and diplomacy are

important endeavors, but

first we must understand
the ambiguous world in which we
live. Since the early 1980s my field-
work in Eastern Europe and the US
has focused on linkages between
state and private roles in the alloca-
tion of resources and ideologies of
political systems. Studying
social networks in the provi-
sion of assistance and gov-
erning, I have seen the trans-
formation of the roles and
rules of both, a transforma-
tion that has the power to
derail democracy.

After 1989, as the com-
munist regimes were col-
lapsing in Eastern Europe, I
began analyzing the estab-
lished informal social net-
works skilled at circumvent-
ing and accessing the crum-
bling communist state to
attain companies and other
resources at a bargain. The mem-
bers of these networks and groups, 1
noted, were adept at shifting be-
tween state and private roles, and
conflating the interests of both.
They were skilled at relaxing both
market competition and any gov-
ernment accountability. I named
these groups “sovereign cliques”
after their ability to penetrate key
institutions and restructure them to
exclude other potential players and
control agendas. (I used the term
“flex groups” for the same concept
in a Washington Post op-ed, “Flex
Sovereign: A Capital Way to Gain
Clout, Inside and Out,” published
this past December and continued
to consider new descriptive possi-
bilities.)
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Sovereign cliques in Eastern
Europe quickly learned that playing
multiple roles—both in official gov-
ernment and with a consulting
firm or NGO—helped them posi-
tion themselves for wealth and
influence in the emerging system.
Polish sociologists dubbed these
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boundary shifters “institutional no-
mads,” because they were loyal pri-
marily to their fellow nomads and
their common interests, rather
than to the institutions they work-
ed for. These boundary shifters’
flexing of their influence in unrav-
eling communist states obviously
differs from what occurs in stable
societies such as the US. American
laws and regulations, for example,
are intended to prevent an individ-
ual from acting simultaneously as a

oversee them is proportionately
falling. Meanwhile, private contrac-
tors are often subject to more relaxed
rules governing conflicts of interest
than civil servants would be.

Neocon Network

These changes in governing in the
US and in the way in which bound-
ary busters both benefit from and
even influence them can serve as a
persuasive basis for explaining poli-
cy decisions. My current social net-

Some of the most visible members of the Neocon core—perhaps the most
identifiable sovereign clique in the US today—have been (L to R) fromer
Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, former Defense Policy Board
Chairman Richard Perle and former Undersecretary of Defense for Policy
Douglas Feith, all who repeatedly promoted one another for influential posi-
tions and coordinated efforts to pursue shared objectives. Understanding how
such cliques operate is critical to grasping the implications of current trends in
governing and their potential for weakening democracy.

government official and a consult-
ant, business executive or NGO
official. Still, outsourcing and the
restructuring of governance in the
US has opened up the field to
boundary busters here too.

Today, two-thirds of the people
doing work for the US federal gov-
ernment aren’t on the government
payroll. A diverse set of private or-
ganizations—companies, consulting
firms, NGOs, think tanks and public-
private partnerships—do more of the
federal government’s work than civil
servants. Private contractors write
budgets, manage other contractors
and implement policy, sometimes
even making it through their interac-
tions and overlapping roles in gover-
nance. And while contracts are on
the rise given the demand for mili-
tary, nation-building, foreign aid and
homeland-security services under
the current Bush administration, the
number of civil servants available to

work study of a core group of
Neoconservatives in the US high-
lights a sovereign clique of a dozen
or so players connected since the
1970s. This group’s organizing
enabled it to play a pivotal role in
shaping US foreign policy in the
Middle East, including the war in
Iraq. Some of the most visible in
this group have been former Depu-
ty Defense Secretary Paul Wolfo-
witz, former Defense Policy Board
Chairman Richard Perle and former
Undersecretary of Defense for Poli-
cy Douglas Feith, all who repeated-
ly promoted one another for influ-
ential positions and coordinated
efforts to pursue shared objectives.
Arguably this Neocon core is the
most prominent identifiable sover-
eign clique in the US today. Under-
standing how such a group oper-
ates is critical to grasping the impli-
cations of current trends in govern-
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ing and their potential for weaken-
ing democracy.

Part of the effectiveness of the
Neocon core’s efforts, with some of
its members in an administration
that is “in power,” depends on hav-
ing some of its members outside
formal government.

Further, the Neocon core has
been successful in establishing du-
plicative governmental entities or
positioning themselves within es-
tablished ones. This often allows
them to bypass the input of other
bodies. Two units in the Pentagon,
for instance, that dealt with policy
and intelligence after 9/11—the
Counterterrorism Evaluation Group
and the Office of Special Plans—
which were staffed in part
from Neocon core-associated
organizations did just that in
the run-up to the Iraqi war.
Neocon members from vari-
ous foreign policy agencies
in the government have also
formed small circles of influ-
ence that have played a sig-
nificant role in shaping the
administration’s Middle East
efforts.

This Neocon core appealed
early to the current Bush
administration precisely be-
cause they bring coordina-
tion to sometimes convoluted gov-
ernment. Not only did the goals of
this group for the Middle East and
privatization coincide with Bush’s,
but it also had a ready-made ideolo-
gy for advancing them. The biggest
problem with these sovereign
cliques, however, is that they are ulti-
mately unaccountable to the public
and what are rapidly becoming the
old rules. Those who do try to define
or monitor their activities find it dif-
ficult given that the Neocons are deft
at shifting between roles and rules,
taking full advantage of our increas-
ingly ambiguous world. Rather than
curbing such activities derailing
democracy, our government often
extends opportunities to those who
engage in them.

Value of Network Analysis

The role anthropology can best
contribute in understanding these
new sovereign cliques and their role
in governing and policy rests in
part in network analysis—and the
social organizational framework
that it implies. Such analysis is a
useful way to conceptualize the

See Soverign Cliques on page 30
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should not receive a grant because it
was an “old school” organization,
run by former communists and
socialists. In their view, such an
organization would never be able to
extricate itself from its patron-client,
crony-ridden pedigree and support-
ing it would not reflect well on the
Democracy Network program. I con-
sidered 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 reli-
gious festival, a tour of several spec-
tacular 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 por-
trait of Josip Broz Tito, the late dicta-
tor of what was Yugoslavia.

Setting aside the blatant attempts
to influence the grant-making pro-
cess, I had several fascinating conver-
sations 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 activ-
ities 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 mod-
ern NGOs that caught my attention.
These defunct organizations seemed
to represent an indigenous construc-
tion of a democratic institution, a
local expression of democratic politi-
cal culture, not in donor parlance, but
certainly in the view of these two
representatives form the “old school”
NGO. It was a rare moment of clarity
in reconciling local meaning with
prevailing democratic development
agendas.

The important point is that the
donor community could not ac-
commodate this NGO (and perhaps
others) partly because it could not—
at least at this particular moment—
reflect back what the donors valued
and prioritized. This marked a classic
collision between a culturally-inflect-
ed interpretation of a democratic
form and a rigid, externally-rendered
democracy script. In retrospect, I
have wondered how much could
have been learned about local con-
structions of power, citizenship and
democracy had donors been both
more accommodating, and more
skilled at “peeling the onion.”

Portions of this article are adapted from
“Towards Reflective Practice:
Understanding and Negotiating
Democracy in Macedonia,” a chapter in
the forthcoming edited volume of essays
Transacting Transition: The Micro-
politics of Democracy Promotion in
the Former-Yugoslavia (2006).
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mixes of state and private, of macro
and micro, of local or national and
global, of top down versus bottom
up, and of centralized versus decen-
tralized that today configure many
transnational policy processes. An-
thropologists are thus well posi-
tioned to track the interactions
between public policy and private
interests and the mixing of state,
non-governmental and business
networks that is becoming increas-
ingly prevalent around the globe.
The value of a theoretical and
methodological framework that can
both dissect and connect the local
and global and state and private is
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difficult to overstate in a multilayered
and rapidly changing world. Today
many in the world are perplexed by
the ambiguous, shifting and overlap-
ping of roles in policy and democrati-
zation processes. Analysis of relation-
ships among actors, both individual
and collective revealed by network
analysis, enables an ethnographer to
see different levels and arenas of activ-
ity in one frame of study and to
observe in a snapshot how they are
interwoven. I

Janine R Wedel is professor in the School
of Public Policy at George Mason
University and co-convenor of the AAA
Interest Group for the Anthropology of
Public Policy (IGAPP). She is currently
writing a book tentatively titled The End
of Loyalty: How Sovereign Cliques are
Remaking the World.
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Deadline March 1, 2006

Franz Boas Award for Exemplary
Service to Anthropology

... Service to the AAA is com-
monly recognized, as are oul-
standing applications of anthro-
pological knowledge to improv-
ing the human condition.

AAA/McGraw Hill Award for
Excellence in Undergraduate
Teaching of Anthropology

... Recognizes teachers who
have contributed to and encour-
aged the study of anthropology.

Anthropology in Media Award
... Recognizes the successfitl
communication of anthropology
to the general public through the
media.

Robert B Textor and Family
Prize for Excellence in
Anticipatory Anthropology

... Rewards the use of anthropologi-
cal knowledge and practice to allow
the public to make informed choices
to improve societies’ chances for
realizing preferred futures.

AAA AWARDS
CALL FOR NOMINATIONS

For nomination procedures see www.aaanet.org/committees/
awards/awards.htm or contact Kathy Ano at kano@aaanet.org.

Deadline June 1, 2006

Margaret Mead Award

... Awarded to beginning or mid-
career scholars for particular
accomplishments that interpret
anthropology in ways that make
them more meaningful to a
broadly concerned public.

The Solon T Kimball Award for
Public and Applied Antbropology
.. recognizes recent outstanding
achievements that have contributed
to the development of anthropology
as an applied science and bave had
important impacts on public policy.

The David M Schneider Award
in Antbropology

... forian original graduate student
essay work on kinship, cultural theo-
ry, and American culture. The
$1,000 award will be given in
recognition of work that treats one
or more of these topics in a_fresh
and innovative fashion.
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INSTITUTE FOR HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
AND CONTEXTUAL CHANGE

INSTITUTE DIRECTOR/PROFESSOR, TENURED

New York University seeks a renowned and creative scholar both to direct its newly
founded Institute for Human Development and Contextual Change and to join its faculty.
The Institute's mission is to stimulate and support rigorous, groundbreaking,
interdisciplinary research on: basic change processes in human and social life; how these
processes are affected by social, economic, historical, political, cultural and physical
contexts; and how such research may inform educational programs and policies and other
intentional change strategies. Currently, the Institute facilitates new interdisciplinary
research endeavors of over 40 faculty members across several schools and actively
promotes interdisciplinary pre and post-doctoral research training.

Qualifications: outstanding and internationally recognized scholar in one of the core
social, behavioral, developmental or policy sciences; history of intellectual and
organizational leadership in interdisciplinary research, prepared to assume fiscal and
administrative responsibilities of directing a growing research institute at a major
research university. Experience in international collaborations and pre and post-doctoral
interdisciplinary research training will also be considered.

The director must be able to achieve tenure in one or more departments in the Steinhardt
School of Education (Applied Psychology, Teaching and Learning, and Humanities and
the Social Sciences) and/or in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (including, but not limited
to, the Departments of Sociology, Psychology, Economics, Anthropology and Political
Science) and/or the Wagner School of Public Service.

Please direct all inquiries to the Chair of the Search Committee: Lawrence Aber, Ph.D.,
Professor of Applied Psychology and Public Policy, The Steinhardt School of
Education, New York University, 246 Greene Street, Room 417E, New York, NY
10003. You may also call: (212) 998-5410, or e-mail: Lawrence.Aber@nyu.edu. Review
of applications will begin immediately and will continue until the search is completed.

NYU is an Equal Opportunity/Affirmative Action Employer
and actively works to enhance its diversity.




