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The series aims at making research results, anthologies, conference read-
ers, study books and selected qualification theses accessible to the general 
public. It comprises of scientific and interdisciplinary works on inter- and 
transculturality; the European Union from an interior and a global perspec-
tive; and problems of social welfare and social law in Europe. Each of these 
are fields of research and teaching in the Social- and Cultural Studies Fac-
ulty at Fulda University of Applied Sciences and its Centre for Intercultural 
and European Studies. We also invite contributions from outside the faculty 
that share and enrich our research. 
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Editorial 

Die Buchreihe versteht sich als Publikationsforum des Centrums für inter-
kulturelle und europäische Studien (CINTEUS) der Hochschule Fulda. Ziel 
der CINTEUS-Reihe ist es, Forschungsergebnisse, Anthologien, Kongress-
reader, Studienbücher und ausgewählte Qualifikationsarbeiten einer inte-
ressierten Öffentlichkeit zugänglich zu machen. Die Reihe umfasst fachwis-
senschaftliche und interdisziplinäre Arbeiten aus den Bereichen Inter- und 
Transkulturalität, Europäische Union aus Binnen- und globaler Perspektive 
sowie wohlfahrtsstaatliche und sozialrechtliche Probleme Europas. All dies 
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Centrum für interkulturelle und Europastudien gelehrt und erforscht werden. 
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solche Studien, die nicht ‘im Hause’ entstanden sind, aber CINTEUS-
Schwerpunkte berühren und bereichern.  
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Foreword 

Over the last decade, the role of the European Union as an external democ-
racy promoter has attracted an increased scholarly attention. The major 
part of the literature has so far centred on democratization effects of the EU 
enlargement processes and the EU’s political engagement in the European 
neighbourhood. Fewer authors have looked at the EU’s democracy and 
human rights promotion in regions beyond its immediate sphere of influ-
ence. Vera Axyonova’s study of the European Union’s democratization poli-
cy for Central Asia is a rare example of a systematic and very detailed in-
vestigation of the EU’s attempts to advance its normative agenda in this 
post-soviet region. 

This book, based on Axyonova’s PhD dissertation, presents the results of a 
thorough years-long research. Being aware of external and domestic con-
straints for the EU’s democratization policy in Central Asia, the author fo-
cuses on scrutinizing micro-level effects of the EU engagement and ex-
plaining conditions and reasons for varying outcomes of the EU efforts. To 
this end, she provides an in-depth analysis of specific EU democratization 
instruments in two Central Asian countries featuring different degrees of au-
tocratization. Axyonova particularly traces the application of EU sanctions 
against Uzbekistan, examines the EU’s bilateral human rights dialogues 
with Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, and analyses the implementation of Euro-
pean civil society support programmes in the two countries.  

The author uncovers crucial information through her recurrent field research 
and multiple expert interviews conducted in Europe and Central Asia. A 
reader is puzzled by peculiar facts about the role of Germany in the process 
of sanctions enforcement, low expectations of EU officials concerning the 
human rights dialogues, and negotiations about financial support between 
the European Commission and the Uzbek government. These insights, dili-
gent investigation, and well-structured argumentation linking the study of 
EU democratization instruments and their effects to the research of the 
substance of external democracy promotion constitute the main added val-
ue of Axyonova’s study.  

Prof. Dr. Hans-Wolfgang Platzer 
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1. Introduction 

Over the last decades, the European Union (EU) established itself as an ac-
tor in external democracy and human rights promotion. Historically, the 
EU’s democratization policy1 mainly focused on states in its immediate 
neighbourhood, especially those with the prospects of integration into the 
Union. The commitment to democracy has become an indispensable part of 
EU accession criteria. It also guides the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP) towards adjoining states without EU membership perspective. With 
the Maastricht Treaty, the Union declared consolidation of democracy, the 
rule of law, good governance and respect for human rights to its foreign pol-
icy objective, also vis-à-vis more distant regions (cf. European Union 1992: 
Art. J.1/2 and Art. G.130u).  

To pursue this objective, the EU developed a set of tools, ranging from as-
sistance programmes (such as the European Instrument for Democracy 
and Human Rights) and dialogue platforms (e.g. human rights dialogues 
and international civil society forums) to political conditionality tools that in-
volve linking of certain incentives (such as development aid and closer eco-
nomic and political cooperation) or sanctions (limiting of previously offered 
benefits) to compliance with human rights and democratic standards by tar-
get states (cf. European Council, Political and Security Committee 2006: 4; 
European Commission 2007e: 9). While the EU intends to use these tools 
to promote democratic political practices worldwide (cf. European Commis-
sion 2001a; Council of the European Union 2009a; Council of the European 
Union 2012), it is expected to have significantly better prospects for democ-
racy promotion in states that are striving for accession, have established 
close political and economic ties to the Union, and are already in the pro-
cess of political liberalization (cf. Pravda 2001; Schimmelfennig and Scholtz 
2008; Schimmelfennig 2009a; Freyburg and Richter 2009; Youngs 2010). In 
this regard, serious doubts remain concerning the effectiveness of using EU 
tools to foster democratization in authoritarian states that do not have EU 
membership perspective and are not part of closer political and economic 
cooperation through the ENP. 

                                                 
1  Here, ‘democracy promotion’ and ‘democratization policy’ are used interchangeably 

for the sake of better readability. The working definitions of these terms are further 
elaborated in chapter 2. The study uses Oxford English Dictionary spelling. 
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This research deliberately focuses on EU engagement with such states, as 
they pose a challenging test for the promotion of democracy and human 
rights by the European Union. The study particularly scrutinizes possibilities 
and constraints for EU democratization policy in post-soviet Central Asia, a 
region comprising Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan. These states are commonly viewed by scholars as a difficult 
environment for external democracy promotion (e.g. Warkotsch 2006b; 
Bossuyt and Kubicek 2011; Boonstra 2012), which is confounded by grow-
ing authoritarian tendencies across all Central Asian countries between the 
mid-1990s and 2010 (cf. Freedom House n/a). In these countries the Euro-
pean Union cannot apply its strongest instrument to foster democratization 
in offering the potential for membership, nor does it extend closer coopera-
tion links under the European Neighbourhood Policy. The EU is thus con-
fronted with extremely unfavourable domestic and external conditions for 
democracy promotion in Central Asia. 

Nevertheless, the European Union pursues a democratization agenda in 
the region. It has included a ‘democracy and human rights clause’ into the 
bilateral Partnership and Cooperation Agreements signed with each of the 
Central Asian states (e.g. European Communities, their Member States and 
Republic of Uzbekistan 1999: Art. 2). Moreover, the Union’s political strate-
gy for the region—‘The EU and Central Asia: Strategy for a New Partner-
ship’—adopted in 2007 states that the promotion of human rights, good 
governance, the rule of law and democratization is one of the EU’s key pri-
orities in the region (Council of the European Union 2007c).  

In this context, the question arises whether EU democracy promotion efforts 
have been at least partly successful so far and, if so, to what extent. While 
trying to answer this question, the present study does not intend to evaluate 
success of EU democracy promotion at the polity level. In view of the unfa-
vourable domestic and external conditions, the EU can hardly be expected 
to quickly liberalize Central Asian regimes (cf. Warkotsch 2009). Instead, 
this study looks at the effects of EU democratization policy at a micro-level, 
tracing concrete norms and changes that could (or could not) be success-
fully endorsed through the application of EU instruments in Central Asia. 
The evaluation of successes and failures poses another question that 
needs to be answered, namely what factors make EU democracy promotion 
more (or less) successful in a challenging for democratization environment, 
i.e. what accounts for the variation in the outcomes of EU democracy pro-
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motion efforts. This is the second question that guides the present re-
search.  

With these questions in mind, the current work stands at the intersection of 
three major clusters of scholarship—EU studies, Central Asian studies and 
democratization research. Over the last decade, the latter cluster of litera-
ture has been increasingly engaging with the European Union as an exter-
nal promoter of democratic norms and human rights standards (Schim-
melfennig et al. 2002; Fierro 2003; Kubicek 2003; Börzel and Risse 2004; 
Vachudova 2005; Jünemann and Knodt 2007; Freyburg et. al. 2009, to 
name just a few). Yet, scholars have largely focussed on EU democracy 
promotion in the accession candidates or the immediate EU neighbourhood 
(e.g. Schimmelfennig 2005; Vachudova 2005; Kelley 2006; Wichmann 
2007; Freyburg et al. 2009; Freyburg and Richter 2009;).  

The EU political engagement in Central Asia, including democracy and hu-
man rights promotion, has attracted attention of scholars only recently. The 
research has largely focused on the supply side of external democratiza-
tion, including the motives behind EU actions, EU strategies and instru-
ments applied.  

Thus, Urdze (2010) elaborates a new approach towards analysing EU de-
mocratization policy and instruments based on a content analysis of EU 
documents. She further investigates the EU’s interests that determine the 
choice of specific tools applied in the example of the Central Asian states. 
The conclusions drawn by Urdze suggest that EU policy is often guided by 
European economic interests and security related motives of Member 
States.  

Similar conclusions (although based on different methodological approach-
es) are made separately by Crawford (2008) and Cooley (2008). Comparing 
the EU’s stated democratization objectives with the practice of EU engage-
ments on the ground, Crawford reveals a gap between the lofty European 
rhetoric and the actual policy implementations in Central Asia. He explains 
this gap through the trade-offs between the EU’s value-driven agenda and 
the realist aims to maintain security, energy supplies and political stability 
(Crawford 2008: 186-188). Cooley (2008), who investigates the EU and 
U.S. military cooperation with the Central Asian states and the European 
energy related interests, also sees them in contradiction with the transatlan-
tic normative commitments. Both authors thus provide interest-based ex-
planations for the limited scope of the EU democratization efforts. 
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Bossuyt and Kubicek (2011) go beyond the above research agenda by fo-
cussing on the substance of EU democratization policies in Central Asia. 
The authors argue that the variance in the substance of what is promoted in 
different Central Asian states is explained not only by EU self-interest but 
also by intentional adaptations to the respective target states. Where target 
states are more politically open and are expected to resonate better with 
normative substance, the EU is more active, and in states more closed it is 
narrower in its policies. In explaining the limits of EU engagement, Bossuyt 
and Kubicek thus account for the domestic context in the Central Asian 
countries.  

Hoffmann (2010) examines obstacles and prospects for good governance 
promotion in Central Asia with a specific focus on recent developments fol-
lowing the 2007 ‘EU and Central Asia: Strategy for a New Partnership’. 
Among the main obstacles, she identifies the EU’s prioritization of interest-
based policy objectives over the advancement of European values and the 
nature of political regimes in Central Asia. Hoffmann thus takes account of 
both external and domestic factors that limit the EU’s prospects for suc-
cessful good governance promotion in the region.  

Finally, in his numerous studies on the subject, Warkotsch (2006b; 2007; 
2008b; 2009; 2011) also concentrates on the prospects for and impedi-
ments to the EU democracy and human rights promotion in Central Asia. 
He reviews various democratization tools available to the Union and dis-
cusses their aptness for the region. Drawing on the rationalist-constructivist 
theoretical debate on which mechanisms lie behind external democratiza-
tion efforts, Warkotsch distinguishes between tools that try to manipulate a 
target government’s ‘strategic calculation’ of costs and benefits of norm 
compliance, guided by the logic of consequence, and ‘normative suasion’ 
tools relying on the power of normative argument, guided by the logic of 
appropriateness (Warkotsch 2008b and 2009). In view of local realities and 
inconsistencies in EU policies, the author concludes similarly to Hoffmann 
that the European Union has only limited prospects for successful democ-
racy and human rights promotion in Central Asia. At the same time, War-
kotsch does not exclude the possibility of minor improvements in the long 
run, so long as the EU is able to adapt its policy to the situation in each 
country and time-period (Warkotsch 2008b).  

The scholarship of EU political engagement in Central Asia has thus mainly 
focussed on the EU’s motives behind the narrow scope of activities and in-
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sufficient efforts affected by the prevalence of realist interests over norma-
tive commitments and domestic constraints in the target countries. While 
the authors generally maintain that the EU has done little to foster a transi-
tion to democracy in the Central Asian states, there has been no systematic 
evaluation of the effectiveness or impact of EU engagement in the region. 
This study seeks to fill this gap by assessing successes and failures of EU 
democratization policy for Central Asia with the focus on micro-level chang-
es that could or could not be achieved as the result of the application of EU 
democratization instruments. It is thus assumed here that the EU is severe-
ly constrained in exerting a direct liberalizing influence on political regimes 
in Central Asia but nonetheless may have succeeded in endorsing certain 
norms and changes that could be associated with the broader democratiza-
tion process.  

In explaining the outcomes of EU efforts, this study takes account of the 
previous findings concerning the unfavourable domestic and external condi-
tions for democratization in Central Asia. At the same time, the analysis 
goes one step further. Drawing on a proposition by Warkotsch that the EU 
might have better prospects for promoting ‘certain human rights dimen-
sions’ rather than ‘democracy in the narrower sense’ (Warkotsch 2008b: 
69),2 this study suggests that the substance of what is promoted matters for 
the success of EU efforts in difficult environments. This assumption togeth-
er with the differentiation between ‘politically sensitive’ and ‘politically neu-
tral’ reforms proposed by Golovko (2010) provides a foundation for the key 
hypothesis to be tested in the current study. Namely, that in an environment 
challenging for democratization the EU is more likely to be successful, if its 
instruments promote less politically sensitive norms and changes (see dis-
cussion in chapter 3).  

Using the works of the above scholars as a point of departure, the research 
also draws on broader secondary and primary sources. After specifying the 
EU’s conceptualization of democracy promotion based on scrutiny of EU 
documents, chapter 2 reviews various theoretical approaches in explaining 
external factors of democratization (e.g. Whitehead 2001; Schimmelfennig 
and Sedelmeier 2005; Levitsky and Way 2010), in order to identify an ap-
propriate theoretical framework for the current analysis. An approach com-
bining rationalist and constructivist insights from the studies of international 
                                                 
2  While Warkotsch (2008b and 2009) suggested this as a policy recommendation, he 

has never formulated a testable hypothesis concerning possible effects of the sub-
stance on the outcomes of the EU democratization efforts. 
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socialization (cf. Kelley 2004; Checkel 2005; Warkotsch 2009) is assumed 
to be most appropriate for the purposes of this research. The chapter then 
examines the tools available to the European Union for democracy promo-
tion and the existing typologies used to characterize these tools proposed 
by other scholars (e.g. Carothers 1999; Diamond 1999; Youngs 2001; 
Börzel and Risse 2004; Jünemann and Knodt 2007; Burnell 2008; Reiber 
2009). The existing approaches differentiate various categories of tools, but 
most commonly these are based on contents (e.g. democratic assistance 
vs. political conditionality) or character (e.g. positive vs. negative tools).  

This work offers a different approach towards categorizing the available EU 
instruments based on their underlying logic of functioning (mechanisms be-
hind) and the (micro-level) changes that the tools are expected to trigger. 
Three main groups of EU instruments are identified: (1) conditionality-based 
(drawing on strategic calculation of costs and benefits, i.e. functioning 
through incentives and sanctions that are expected to trigger the targets’ 
compliance with externally promoted norms), (2) dialogue-based (relying on 
normative suasion by the logic of appropriateness that would lead to the in-
ternalization of promoted values by the targets in the long run), and (3) 
democratic empowerment (assistance programmes aiming at increasing 
democratic capacities of the targets). In comparison to the other typologies, 
this approach allows a clearer empirical differentiation between various 
types of tools and can be used for the evaluation of successes and failures 
of these tools at the micro-level. 

Chapter 3 provides the analytical framework for the current study. It first re-
views existing methodologies for evaluating effectiveness and impacts de-
riving from theoretically oriented and empirically grounded research (cf. Un-
derdal 1992; European Commission 1999; Helm and Sprinz 2000; Hege-
mann, Heller and Kahl 2013). Taking account of the strengths and limits of 
these approaches, the chapter develops a research strategy that allows a 
systematic evaluation of EU democracy promotion efforts in such regions 
as Central Asia. The approach suggests assessing successes and failures 
of the EU with reference to the above instrument typology, based on the 
achievement of micro-level changes that its democratization tools are ex-
pected to trigger. Finally, the chapter incorporates literature engaging the 
factors that potentially affect the outcomes of external democratization (e.g. 
Smith 1997; Kubicek 2003; Schimmelfennig 2003; Checkel 2005; Reiber 
2009; Warkotsch 2009), and elaborates a list of favourable factors (or 
scope conditions) for successful democracy and human rights promotion. 
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The chapter arrives at the overall assumptions and the key hypothesis guid-
ing this study.  

The subsequent empirical part comprising chapters 4 to 6 presents three 
case studies of the EU’s usage of democratization instruments in Central 
Asia that are exemplary for the three aforementioned types of tools: sanc-
tions imposed on Uzbekistan between 2005 and 2009, bilateral Human 
Rights Dialogues established by the 2007 ‘Strategy for a New Partnership’, 
and the EU’s civil society support programmes—the European Instrument 
for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) and the Institution Building and 
Partnership Programme (IBPP). The chapters trace and evaluate the appli-
cation of these tools and discuss possible explanations of the outcomes of 
the EU engagement in accordance with the assumptions stated in chapter 
3. The study employs process-tracing combined with elements of the con-
gruence method (George and Bennett 2005), spanning the years 1991-
2010 (i.e. starting with the independence of the states concerned) with a 
particular focus on the 2000s when the relevant EU democratization tools 
were introduced.  

While all five Central Asian republics share crucial similarities in terms of 
their soviet legacies, socio-cultural idiosyncrasies and political traditions of 
authoritarian rule (Eschment 2000: 2; Warkotsch 2006a: 7-8), their transi-
tion processes after the break-up of the Soviet Union differed to a certain 
extent. This resulted in varying degrees of political liberalization (or au-
tocratization). Thus, observers conventionally divide the region into a more 
democracy oriented ‘semi-authoritarian north-eastern tier’, including Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and ‘an authoritarian or even dictatori-
al governed south-western tier’, consisting of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan 
(Warkotsch 2008b: 62; cf. Zhovtis 2008: 26). In the course of the 1990s, 
particularly Kyrgyzstan was regarded as a Central Asian ‘island of democ-
racy’ (Gumppenberg and Steinbach 2004: 156), as the only state in the re-
gion, where free elections, functional opposition, relatively independent 
press, and active state-independent civil society organizations existed. Alt-
hough later political developments demonstrated that the initial democratic 
course of the country was not stable (International Crisis Group 2001), after 
an uprising in April 2010 and a subsequent referendum in June 2010 Kyr-
gyzstan has become the first republic in the region with a parliamentary 
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system of government.3 On the opposite side of the regime spectrum 
among the Central Asian states are Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, with to-
talitarian features in the former and strong consolidated authoritarian rule in 
the latter (cf. Zhovtis 2008: 26; Warkotsch 2009: 249-250). The differences 
in the countries’ political development and functioning suggest that the out-
comes of EU democratization efforts in the two tiers should also differ to a 
certain extent. 

The current analysis focuses on two countries—Kyrgyzstan and Uzbeki-
stan—representing the two groups of states in the region. Testing the hy-
pothesis on the entire range of the Central Asian states is economized be-
cause the selected country-cases maximize variation on the possible out-
comes of EU democratization efforts—with Kyrgyzstan being a state where 
European engagement is most likely to be successful and Uzbekistan en-
tertaining the opposite expectations.  

While among Central Asian republics Kyrgyzstan clearly presents the most-
likely case for success, the choice of Uzbekistan over Turkmenistan for fail-
ure is less obvious. Turkmenistan is commonly regarded as one of the most 
authoritarian and closed regimes in the world (Freedom House n/a) and 
hence would seemingly provide a ‘more suitable’ least-likely case for the 
present study. However, EU engagement with this country has been mini-
mal, mainly because the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) 
with Turkmenistan still needs to be ratified by the European Parliament and 
thus has not yet entered into force. Hence, the EU could not use some of its 
democratization tools in the country (e.g. conditionality linked to the ‘democ-
racy clause’ in the PCA, certain forms of political dialogue, and civil society 
support programmes) that are generally available for other parts of Central 
Asia. An analysis of the Turkmenistan case could thus provide only very 
limited insights with regard to the research questions of this study. In addi-
tion, Uzbekistan is preferred here because it has been the only Central 
Asian state to experience EU democratization and human rights related 
sanctions, which makes it crucial for an investigation of successes and fail-
ures of EU conditionality. The empirical chapters (4 to 6) thus evaluate and 

                                                 
3  One could argue that contemporary Kyrgyzstan presents a case of a hybrid regime 

with some features of electoral democracy, while other Central Asian states could be 
regarded as authoritarian with varying degrees of power concentration. On different 
approaches towards defining hybrid regimes see e.g. Bogaards (2009) and Diamond 
(2002). 
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explain the outcomes of EU democratization policy in Central Asia with the 
examples of Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.  

Finally, the conclusion of the study summarizes the evaluation results, high-
lighting few successes of the EU, and emphasizes the relevance of the 
substance of the promoted norms and changes for the outcomes of EU ef-
forts. It further discusses implications of the key findings for external de-
mocracy and human rights promotion in the broader region. 

This work complements existing scholarship of EU political engagement in 
Central Asia and advances the democratization research agenda by linking 
the study of substance to the study of instruments and their effects. It thus 
responds to the reflections by Frank Schimmelfennig (2011) on the aca-
demic merits of examining the substance of EU democratization policy. 




