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INTRODUCTION: "THE TRANSITION" AS A PROJECT





The "transition" towards market economy and democratic polity in Eastern Europe and the ex-Soviet Union is not just something which is happening east of the Elbe. Transition is also a strategy being implemented by  international  development agencies, Western financial institutions, foreign aid programs  and humanitarian or other non-government organizations (NGOs). The East-West divide formerly based on "cold war", has now been replaced by the West's concerted effort to  "modernize" the East and to "integrate" the former communist states into European economic, political and security frameworks. Spearheading this effort are a gamut of Western aide programs aimed at helping the Central and East European States achieve "privatization", "agricultural reform", "higher education restructuring", "democratic institutions", "legal reform", and "a developed civil society" These objectives may be articulated in a variety of ways: as "strategies", "indicative programs", or "plans". At the basic level, however, they exist as concrete activities called "projects."  The transition in Eastern Europe is a world of projects. 





This paper focuses on how one such project, to develop "civil society", is exported into a single country, Albania. It describes how a Danish-funded civil society foundation attempts to assisting Albanian non-government organizations. In short, it is the story of how "civil society" takes on a social life.  





I myself am a member of this world. As an anthropologist who has done field research in Eastern Europe since the mid-1970s, mostly in Romania, I was soon drawn into the transition industry as a consultant to various Danish aid agencies and companies. As the only Romanian specialist in Denmark, I participated in several Danish projects in Romania in the areas of environment, social impact assessment and civil society/NGO issues. In 1994 I was asked to carry out an assessment of civil society and NGOs in Albania. Through 1995, I have functioned as coordinator for a Danish "civil society" project in Albania.





The project itself is uncomplicated: on the basis of the 1994 assessment and feasibility study, the Danish government has established a foundation to help Albanian NGOs. I have participated in helping to set up the foundation in Albania, hire staff, recruit board members, and provide technical assistance during the fund's first two years of operation. The foundation's main activity is to fund Albanian NGO activities, organize training and build up an NGO information center for Albanian NGOs and foreign donors. I visit Albania about once every 5-6 weeks. As such, the ethnography presented here reflects the tension between intense participation and dispassionate observation and reflection. 





The purpose of this front-line report is two-fold. First, I will show that "civil society" is good to think with. As a concept, it functions as a window toward understanding the transition, and especially its global character.  Second, I will emphasis that the transition is not simply the flow of resources, but also the export of models, i.e., of representations. Hence, we can use the "civil society" development in Albania to show what happens when representations--accompanied by millions of dollars and the apparatus of projectization--take on a social life in specific social contexts. What happens when discourses like "civil society" become projects? In the world of projects, concepts concept such as "civil society" are defined institutionally, and one definition becomes dominant. In this light, we should perhaps view the transition not as a fundamental, irrevocable social change along Western lines, nor as the controlled transfer of Western experience to the east. Rather, we should view the transition as a social space in which various resources--material, organizational, human, symbolic--are "projectified": they are manipulated and reconstituted by a variety of actors in an organizational setting of global character. The transfer of civil society from Denmark to Albania will serve to show how this reconstitution takes place. 





I begin this report by offering a more detailed view of the transition as project. In particular, I will describe the various resources involved in the transition, the actors in the civil society field and how they attempt to appropriate these resources. Some of these are symbolic, or even magical. The second half of the paper focuses on how civil society is brought into Albania in its Danish project variant and how Albanians deal with the resources and discursive forms. Finally, I draw some conclusions about the nature of concepts when they become projects, and ultimately, about an anthropology of the transition.














RESOURCES AND MAGIC IN THE WORLD OF PROJECTS





The resources in the world of projects are institutional, financial, human and symbolic. What happens during "the transition" is a flow of resources between East and West. The flow is two-way. It involves institutions of the European Union member states setting up offices in East European capitals, loans from the World Bank and grants from the Soros Foundation. The transition produces conferences on small business enterprise, human rights education and NGO capacity building. It attempts to impart skills such as project management, capacity building and fund raising. And it produces an army of symbolic specialists: the consultants, organizations, support staff and evaluators who ensure that the concepts of the transition are communicated precisely and projects implemented correctly. 





The traffic in specialists and the pervasiveness of training ensure that the world of projects has its own field of discourse.  A contract is called "terms of reference". Having a foreign consultant is "technical assistance". The staff of an office become a "project management unit". Teaching people to teach others is "training of trainers". Getting a free computer is called "infrastructural development". Lasting beyond a grant period is "sustainability".  The goals of an organization are a "mission statement", and so on with terms such as "accountability," "empowerment" and "transparence". (Curiously, I have found no East European cognates for "grantsmanship"). The ubiquity of English and of what we might call "project-speak" (with its accompanying abbreviations such as TOR, TA, PMU, TOT, etc.) enable communication to take place among the transnational actors on the transition scene: a Danish "Save the Children" PMU leader, the European Union Commission representative, an agent for a German consulting company, a fund raiser from the American National Democratic Institute, a Gypsy human rights activist, and an Albanian bureau chief in the Office of Foreign Aide Coordination. Any Albanian who wants to make a career in this world must acquire competence in both English and in "project-speak."   





It would be attempting to regard the transition as simply the transfer of funds, technology, organizations and discursive forms from West to East. It would be easy to see East Europeans as passive recipients of Western resources and discourse. Part of the Western understanding of the transition of the transition is to emphasis a this transfer: whenever a new highway opens, a new telephone or satellite cable is hooked up, a new border crossing is modernized or a new McDonalds opens, it is an occasion to celebrate this more rapid flow of people, the more efficient traffic in  information or the entry of Western life-style and consumption habits into virgin territory. 








This flow is not entirely positive, however, as European concerns about uncontrolled migration, cross-border crime, agricultural dumping, or Russian Mafia would attest. Nor is the flow unidirectional. While West Europeans travel East as consultants, East Europeans come West for study tours and training. Western specialists arrive as trainers and coordinators, while East Europeans participate  as "target groups", as program officers, project managers, "staff", as interpreters, or as participants in training of trainers courses. East Europeans now even travel to other East European countries as consultants paid by Western organizations. East Europeans are pursuing Western resources: jobs, trips, education, but the flow of resources, especially symbolic resources, is two-way. It involves manipulating and reworking resources in one's own context. This means that East Europeans attempt to match the project resources of the transition with their own private strategies.


  


Behind the rationality of projects and seeming unidirectional transfer of resources, and along with the discourse of "institutional development" and "capacity building" which typifies the transition, there also lies a considerable amount of "magic" or mystical thinking. Concepts such as "human rights" or "civil society" originate in a superlocal space (European Community in Brussels, European Parliament in Strasbourg, World Bank in Washington, the UNDP in New York, ILO in Geneva). These concepts become "programs" via Western institutions, foreign governments, international aide organizations and Western consultants. The actors who control these concepts invariably insist on speaking a language--English--and employ  a jargon--"project-speak"-- which East Europeans see as a key to their own private strategies. (An indication of the magic incantations being a Swedish diplomat's refused to speak his native language with a Danish colleague, insisting that conversations about development could only take place in English). The world of projects not only contains its shamans and its magic incantations; the whole apparatus of fund-raising, the often unfathomable application forms, and even currency used have their own mystique about them. Consider the fact that all funds for projects in Eastern Europe are expressed in United States dollars, European Currency Units (ECU) or millions of ECU (MECU), and almost never in any West European or East European currency. 





The material and institutional flows which take place in the transition industry revolve around a variety of key  concepts, such as "privatization," "democracy", "institutional development", and "transition" itself. The concept of "civil society" operates in its own discursive space. The symbolic struggle to utilize "civil society" can be mapped out  according to the interests of the various actors, the contexts in which they operate and the resources they have at their disposal. The interests and contexts between East and West certainly vary. There are quite large differences between what a Western aide organization,  an EU diplomat, a private company, and an East European ministry each bring to the transition. Added to this are the interests and resources of individual East Europeans pursuing combinations of social goals and private strategies. 





Behind any discussion of "different resources" also lies the context that these resources are often incomparable  or unequal. This inequality is clear in the lack of money or infrastructure. After all, it is the East which requests aide and the West which sets conditions on awarding it, and West who ensures that much of it eventually ends up back in Western hands. (One need only to see the two giant hotels constructed in Tirana--well over $100 per night--whose construction, financed by World Bank tourist development credits, has lined the pockets of an Italian and Austrian firm, respectively).





The East-West inequality of resources also applies to access to more specific skills: knowledge of English, manipulation of the latest computer programs, office management, etc. Most important, the inequality lies in the sphere of access to information and manipulation of symbolic resources: information about money, or information about which concepts will dominate the discourse. It is here that the magic of the transition appears. The ability to master the symbolic resources of the transition, to gain access to knowledge and to manipulate it determine whether an enterprising young individual in Eastern Europe becomes a party politician, an NGO leader, an employee of a Western agency or firm, a local entrepreneur, or a mafiosi. All these trajectories are part of the transition relation between East and West. Each of them has their separate flow.








TRANSITION AS TRANSFER OF MODELS





In the Western view, the transition is a transition TO something. This view assumes that what exists in Eastern Europe must be converted or transformed into what we have in the West. In planning the transfer of Western knowledge, structure, organization and behaviors from West to East. Western agencies  make assessments of the situation. They formulate proposals, apply for money from their own governments or international organs (sometimes with an East European partner) and execute projects. The parallel with development work is obvious here. 





Transition being the transfer of foreign models, it is often the assumption that it is the foreign experience or reality which is being transferred. Here is perhaps the most exotic aspect of what Danes call "system export": the assumption that Western models reflect Western realities. The idea is that things in the West somehow work roughly according to the way they are depicted on project documents, tables, charts, plans and management diagrams.  





One need not be an anthropologist to understand that things are not what they seem. Most actors in the transition industry are well aware of the difference between ideal and reality. Like social scientists, they understand that what makes things "work" are both the formal structures and the informal organization and private incentives. Such knowledge about the nature of social realities of Western systems are generally overlooked, if not totally lacking, in the schemes for "system export" to Eastern Europe. Failures at system export are explained in terms of "legacies" from the past, "socialist mentality" or "resistance" by those being affected. 





One reason for the failure of certain "system-export" schemes is that the systems or units are exported without their Western context. The advanced office technology which comes to some Albanian project offices is based on technical English manuals, nearby service and parts, reliable electric power and high quality telephone/fax lines, all a far cry from the daily life of any Albanian project office. To take a more relevant example, the well-functioning NGOs and interest organizations of Danish civil society, exist in an environment of effective public administration, an open press, and a political system which knows how to react to public pressure. In addition, Danish NGOs are in close contact with their funding sources; many are subsidized by state funds. Danish NGOs are thus well embedded in society. With their functions so circumscribed., they do what they do well. In Eastern Europe, where states are weak, financing nearly nonexistent, where social problems acute and where confidence in social organizations low, where kin, network and ethnic group resolve problems which associations resolve in the West, the entire context of civil society differs. In this situation, the export of Scandinavian interest organizations is bound to be problematic. Similar analyses could be made for a host of other East European transition projects, from structural adjustment to social service and public administration ethics.





Instead, what is exported from the West is often the form--the equipment, the office, the hardware, the jargon--of these systems; we might call it the artifacts of such systems. It is a case of what the Romanians call "form without foundation."





One might expect knowledgeable East Europeans, those working with the Western specialists and agencies to provide the necessary corrective ("input") to the imposition of Western models. However, the fragmentary nature of system-export, and fragmentary knowledge about Western institutions by most East Europeans tends to work against this corrective. Western systems have either been idolized or demonized. Expectations were very high in 1990 and disillusionment with what appear to be broken promises is rife. Moreover, East Europeans have a material incentive not to criticize those who pay salaries much higher than local job markets. 





Even were some East Europeans willing to undertake a thorough, disinterested demystification of Western systems, it would involve an intimate understanding and long term residence inside the very Western institutions which generate models for these systems.  Such residence is a far cry from what really happens when East Europeans visit Western institutions: either they see a model system, or they are inserted into a well-prepared course sequence  which they must learn uncritically. Associated with such courses is the visit to a variety of sites in which East Europeans certainly pick up some skills and meet personnel, but where an additional effect is seeing the symbolic paraphernalia of Western institutions: the well-equipped offices, ergonomic working conditions, relaxed style and high salaries of their Western counterparts (the Danish Democracy Foundation, derisively criticized as a travel bureau for elite East Europeans, provides just such services). A visit by an official from the Albanian social service sector to Danish hospitals, for example, resulted in a good impression of the Danish health care delivery system. He was never told, however, that during the week he was here all the nurses had been on strike, that three hospitals were being closed, and that private health care facilities were doing a booming business because of long waiting times for operations. 


The transfer of Western models to Eastern Europe is not simply an imposition by the West, it is also facilitated by structures and interests within Eastern Europe which accept the forms and attempt to mold them to their own interests. 


In doing so, the various actors must deal with different agents of the transition, both foreign and local. 








FOREIGN AND LOCAL ACTORS 





The foreign agents of the transition formulate, finance and implement projects. The UNDP, IMF, the European Union, the World Bank, and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development are the most important international organs on the East European scene. The most important is undoubtedly the EU PHARE/TACIS program, located in Brussels, which finances billions of dollars in economic restructuring, infrastructure, humanitarian assistance, social safety net programs and NGO programs to the Central and East European countries (PHARE) and to the countries of the former Soviet Union (TACIS). The international agencies frequently collaborate with national foreign aide programs like those of USAID, the British East European Partnership or the Danish International Development Agency. 





International or national aide programs may be executed by charitable or humanitarian agencies like Save the Children, Feed the Children, Charity Know How, Oxfam, Red Cross or in Albania, Islamic organizations such as Red Crescent or Mercy International. Along with church and charitable organizations are a host of more specialized foreign NGOs which administer aide programs with other money; the programs are generally in health, social services, education, and job training.





There are also foreign foundations, notably the Soros Foundation, which has branches in every East European country and concentrates on education and social sciences. It is Soros that pays for conferences and facilitates the coveted travel to the West for so many young East Europeans. As the largest private foundation in Eastern Europe, and with a clear Western liberal agenda, its founder a well known Hungarian financier living in England, Soros is well known as an object of admiration, rumor and denigration to East Europeans. Along with other far-off, wealthy, inscrutable institutions such as the World Bank and the PHARE program, Soros personnel can be accused of unethical behavior, of being a "mafia" a "clan" or even "neo-communists". The critique often comes from nationalist groups or others who not been able to capitalize on the connections to the official West. This critique of the transition retains the magic, in that all change comes from mysterious outside forces; now it is simply black magic.





Finally, there are the host of private consulting companies and individual consultants on various government contracts and contractors who are paid by Western agencies to deliver goods, services and know-how to Eastern beneficiaries. 





The operations of Western agencies and companies in Eastern Europe is a visible part of the East-West relationship. Western aide is part of the diplomatic agenda in Eastern Europe and the presence of Westerners is prominent, especially in smaller towns such as Tirana or relatively poor ones like Bucharest. Their international character and changing, cosmopolitan staff, together with obvious financial differences, all contribute to the magic of the transition. UNDP, EU, and World Bank people, whisking in and out, the highly paid Soros Foundation staff, are truly not of this world. 





At the local level of the transition there are other actors: government ministries, East European NGOs, political parties and politicians who can make requests or pose demands on Westerners coming with programs, local branches of foreign embassies or aide organizations, and the local business community. As individuals, of course, all have their own private agendas. Some of these may be idealistic: the goals for civil society may be of the Vaclav Havel variety.  Others may be using civil society development as a political instrument, as when nationalist organizations organize NGOs whose goals are irredentist, what we might call "uncivil society". 





Still other local actors use civil society as sustenance. This applies to East Europeans who circulate in the transition conference industry, those who interpret their societies to the West, and those whose income derives from making themselves irreplaceable to Western agencies and firms: the interpreters, intermediaries, assistants, PMU leaders, etc. Some of these individuals may have genuinely social projects which they pursue under the umbrella of Western aide agencies. Others may have solely private agendas which exploit the current fad for civil society, NGOs, human rights or environmental improvement. These individuals obtain the good jobs, free trips, free equipment, or other privileges which their counterparts enjoyed under communism. They guard these privileges and are the objects of jealousy, derision and intrigues of others. Many pursue individual career skills such as languages, computer, office administration, which they will parlay into more rewarding careers, often emigrating abroad. My own opinion is that East Europeans have proven themselves to be both more dedicated to their public projects, and more ruthless in exploiting their private agendas than Westerners might imagine. 





Lest it be thought that private agendas are found solely among the East Europeans, one need only spend a few hours in the lobby of Tirana's larger hotels, overhear the chatter in the luxury restaurants, or sit in the business class compartment on the Friday Swissair flight out of Tirana to understand how  Western specialists, aide functionaries and private firms manipulate their specific knowledge and business acumen so as to ensure that East Europe's transition remains in the framework of Western rhetoric, and bank accounts. The transition is also a business. And along with the waste, inefficiency and mystification is a good deal of sheer profit. The profit involves the import and export of concepts, flows of information and organizational structures. While East Europeans may not be able to control or manipulate all these resources, being at one end of the flow, they are certainly learning. 





It is in this context that civil society programs develop in Eastern Europe, and in Albania. 











CIVIL SOCIETY PROGRAMS





The original emphasis of European and Western development programs in Eastern Europe was on economic reconstruction, infrastructure development, agriculture and social safety net programs. Gradually, however, and under pressure from the European Parliament in Strasbourg, Brussels realized that  democratization also required the role of "civil society" in this process. The "democracy programs" focused on making the parliaments more effective, civic/political education, human rights, helping the free media and aiding non-government organizations. 





The main focus of civil society development has been to increase the number of NGOs. "Democracy" took on a quantitative connotation. Few NGOs meant less democracy, more NGOs meant more democracy. The goal in Poland, for example, was to increase the number of NGOs from 3,000 in 1988--far above any other East European country--to 20,000 by 1992. This goal was largely accomplished. (Denmark, with 5 million people, has 25,000 NGOS). This quantitative fascination is not lost on East Europeans of the entrepreneurial variety, who see certain benefits in forming their own splinter groups and then convincing donors that they are the legitimate beneficiary. Many of these groups are derisively known as "shadow NGOs", "phantom NGOs" or "quangos" (quasi-NGOs); when they are government-affiliated, they are called "GOs". 





NGO development also entails qualitative changes, of course: there must be "institutional development", "capacity building"  and "sustainability" so that NGOs could become more effective, open, autonomous and more "transparent". (the transparency/opacity metaphor is pervasive in the NGO business, one wonders why it is not heard among other organizations--transparency in General Motors or at one's university). 





In PHARE and NGO jargon generally, there is continual discussion of NGO "eligibility". In one sense, "civil society" comes to include all that is not state, market or family. In a more practical--funding oriented--sense, civil society becomes equated with free associations, and especially those which seek to influence public policy or improve social services. Generally, a bonafide NGO has to be autonomous, voluntary, legally registered and non-profit. NGOs are often distinguished from political parties which seek state power, and trade unions, whose members are often not voluntary or are tied to specific parties. Church-related organizations are also excluded because of their religious mission, and nationalist organizations because they may not respect human rights provisions or seek to solve problems by violence instead of the dialogue which is supposed to typify democracy. Finally, there is sometimes a distinction between "narrow" associations whose interests extend only to their members and "public service" NGOs who have social projects. The first group might include associations of hunters or lawyers; the second are the traditional "grass-roots" organizations often known in the West as "new social movements." 





The problem with such definitions is that they often do not apply to Eastern Europe: Poland's "Solidarity" was certainly more than simply a trade union. And it often occurs that a trade union or fisherman's association may carry out a socially valuable activity such as workplace safety or nature preservation, in which they could obtain support. In Denmark, some NGOs are 100% state supported but nevertheless considered "independent." In Eastern Europe it is difficult to justify such distinctions. 





The question of bonafide NGOs pervades much of the funding allocations throughout Eastern Europe, and is particularly acute as concerns cultural-nationalist organizations, many of whom have irredentist objectives or are tied informally to political parties. What is of importance here is the way that the associational form is now preferred in a variety of projects, not all of them laudable. Most Eastern European countries, for example, now have associations of former secret police functionaries seeking pensioners' rights. Just like the original East European dissident parties began as informal groups of intellectuals, today's networks, cliques and factions are incorporating themselves as NGOs.





One of the main instruments for supporting East European civil society was to finance projects between Eastern and Western NGOs in which Eastern NGOs would develop along Western lines, "imitating Western NGOs" as one EU document stated. The smaller, "microprojects" program makes funds available to East European organizations alone. Finally, there were the Civil Society Foundations. The latter, established in several countries, were formed to award grants, conduct training and provide information to the NGO sector in the country. Albania, the country with the most need for civil society, had never asked for, and hence, never obtained, a civil society program, focusing instead on much needed humanitarian aid. 





Enter Denmark whose  foreign aide policy often seeks to fill gaps left by other agencies or organizations. The Danish minister of development had  decided in 1994 that Albania would receive a total of nine million dollars in aid, of which 1.2 million would be earmarked for civil society development. In reality, the PHARE civil society foundation model would be implemented, this time with Danish aid money. Of no small importance was the fact that PHARE-financed model had been instituted in other countries by a Danish team which had won the contract on a competitive bidding. Having met the head of the team while in Romania (same conference, same restaurant, same plane) I was asked to undertake the assessment of Albanian civil society as a basis for the Danish aide program. I was given four weeks to find out what kind of NGOs there were, the government attitude, public attitudes, and the needs, desires, skills and resources of Albanian NGOs.











DANISH DEMOCRACY COMES TO ALBANIA








Albania, the poorest, most repressive and most isolated of the Eastern bloc countries, made world headlines in 1991 with the pulling down of Enver Hoxha's statue, the bread riots in provincial towns, and the thousands of young Albanians fleeing in ships to Italy. Since the crisis, the country has endured the pangs of transition: factories have closed completely, land has been privatized, and new classes of rich and poor  have arisen. Today Albania's economy and its people are dependent largely on foreign aid: this ranges from the credits given by the European Union and World Bank, to the remittances sent back by the approximately 400,000 Albanians working abroad (many illegally). Tirana, the smallest of European capitals, is full of cafes and kiosks, and now has its own squatter settlements of migrants from the poorer northern regions. While conflicts range in Parliament and accusations of corruption affect all the parties, the transition industry makes its inroads. 





Aside from foreign aide and remittances, Albanians' unofficial incomes is generated by  trade, much of which involves the smuggling of stolen cars or gasoline going eastward (to embargoed Serbia) and by the payments of refugees going westward to Italy. Salaries in the public sector run 100-200 dollars a month; those in the private and foreign sectors are 3-5 times higher. Pensioners and other marginal groups are hard hit as the state is unable to provide welfare payments at reasonable levels, nor meet the social demands for housing, social services, or employment. Unemployment is high, social services are lacking, and the corresponding social differentiation marked. As one Albanian medical student expressed it: "there are two kinds of people in this country: the ones who drive Mercedes and the ones who sell bananas."  





It was in this world of transitional Albania that I arrived to assess the situation of civil society.





My only  NGO contact was the Albanian NGO Forum, the office now located in the former mausoleum of Albanian party boss Enver Hoxha. The NGO Forum, the coordinating organization for several Albanian NGOs, turned out to be a single staff member with a small office, but no telephone. The office and the coordinator's salary were being paid for by grants from a Dutch development agency (SNV), Catholic Relief Services, and by an Islamic foundation known as Mercy International. 





Talking with the coordinator, I learned that Albanian NGO life was intimately tied to the Western aide organizations in Tirana. These included not only the established international agencies, embassies and major humanitarian organizations, but also church missions such as the European Baptist Federation and several Islamic aide organizations. Most of the Islamic organizations build hospitals, mosques, and provide cash payments to (Muslim) families. Islamic NGOs are part of the NGO scene in  Albania, although their notion of civil society has little in common with the cosmopolitan, secular and grass-roots thinking of Albanian youth, women's and environmental organizations.





The Albanian NGO Forum, it turned out, had about 50 organizations as members (by mid-1995 this had grown to 85). About half of them were foreign NGOs operating in Albania, such as Oxfam, Save the Children, the USAID funded National Democratic Institute, or the Soros Foundation and several Islamic aide organizations. Albanian organizations included various environmental protection groups, youth groups, organizations of pensioners, orphan-aid, women, disabled veterans, and other social associations. Every Tuesday the NGO Forum would hold a weekly meeting in a small conference room at the UNDP complex. The meetings were led by the Forum's chairman, a Palestinian doctor working on a Kuwaiti financed hospital project. They would be conducted in English with Albanian translation. The English-language meeting was only the outward sign of the foreign influence on Albanian NGOs. 


In fact, the NGO Forum had first been established by foreign aide organizations to coordinate humanitarian aide. Most of the original Albanian NGOs were offshoots of the foreign NGOs or wholly financed by them. And until the end of 1994, the chairpersons of the forum would remain foreigners





At the forum's weekly meetings, attended by 30-40 persons, guests or new members would be presented,  relevant events and coordination discussed, and future plans debated, including plans for the Forum. The Palestinian doctor was excellent at keeping the discussants from each others throats: this often occurred when new, break-away groupings would return to present themselves as new NGOs and were challenged as illegitimate or unregistered. Among Albanian veterans organizations, for example, one group's members had fought in World War II with the partisans, while another had fought both in that war and continued to fight against the communists. 





The foreign NGO representatives attended the meetings out of loyalty or moral obligation;  Their view  was that the Forum's meetings were symptomatic of the sad state of Albanian civil society and of Albanian mentality: too much chaos, lack of creative thinking, dependence on foreign models and advice, and poor organizational and meeting discipline. Many of the most capable Albanian NGO activists would not attend the meetings either, seeing them as a waste of time. 





On being presented at the weekly meeting, I quickly became popular: I announced that the Danish government was considering a program to aid Albanian NGOs and that I was here to assess the situation. I had the magic from abroad that was needed. I was both the connection, and the source. And I was here. The participants expressed their skepticism about foreigners who had "come and made many promises" and were then never heard from again.





The next few weeks were spent interviewing various Albanian NGO activists, leaders, government officials, diplomats and foreign specialists. I also visited the towns of  Durres and Shkodre to talk to local government officials and to search out NGOs in these towns. Finally, in August I arranged together with the Forum for a one day seminar where we explained the Danish view of NGOs and heard representatives of 60 Albanian NGOs talk about their goals, visions, and problems. I ended by writing a long report, including a list of about 250 NGOs.





It is a curious kind of fieldwork when one spends day after day, night after night, with socially engaged people. One meets an extraordinary amount of social energy. You want to help out personally, with a name or phone number or money, but you cannot please everybody. Ordinary people who never heard the word "civil society" or are unfamiliar with projects or NGOs reveal themselves to have a tremendous amount of ingenuity, able to organize meetings without money, telephones, fax machines or mail. However, these same people can also be vicious against each other; support and comradeship go together with suspicions of betrayal and opportunism. The competition for the resources offered by the West only exacerbates this tension.








ALBANIAN NGOS AS ORGANIZATIONS





While Albanian villages certainly have a tradition of family and voluntary aide, Albania's autonomous social organizations, what we might call "civil society", effectively began with the emergency aide given the country during the economic chaos of 1991. The brutal nature of the Hoxha regime prevented any  political organizations in the Charter 77 style, and the official atheism prevented even religious organizations from emerging. The emergency aide effort, accompanied by riots in the provinces and the flight of thousands of Albanians by ship to Italy, was conducted by the Italian government, European NGOs such as OXFAM, Feed the Children and Mediciennes sans Frontiers, and by foreign charities. These foreign groups established Albanian affiliates and worked with Albanian volunteers, often groups of women or students. It was these affiliates and volunteers who came to form the nucleus of the first Albanian NGOs. Foreign aide and civil society were inextricably linked.  





Despite their recent origin and very small number, Albanian NGOs had many ostensible similarities with civil society in other East and West European countries: there were environmental, youth, women's, human rights groups, virtually all of them affiliated or wholly financed by Western donors or partners. More isolated and organizationally less developed were various social service NGOs, for veterans, pensioners, the handicapped, etc. NGOs in the  only recently decollectivized rural sector were sorely lacking, as were economic or commercial organizations. Large grass roots organizations such as farmers cooperatives, chambers of commerce or trade unions were either nonexistent or so stigmatized from the former regime as to be ineffective. Several were being reorganized and wholly financed by foreign aide programs. Finally, virtually all of Albania's NGOs were in the capital of Tirana, and their proximity to foreign donors gave them a clear advantage over NGOs and informal groups trying to establish themselves in the provincial towns.





Most Albanian NGOs consisted of a core group of activists who  operated simultaneously as board, staff and effective membership. All NGOs pursued contacts abroad and needed money for basic operating costs, trips, publicity campaigns, computers and telephone lines. While one often heard complaints of inefficiency among the NGOs by foreign aide workers or Albanian members, their ability to find solutions under arduous conditions was certainly laudable. During the summer, with just 3 weeks notice, the coordinator of the Albanian NGO Forum was able to organize a one day seminar, including invitees from outside Tirana, largely by word of mouth: he had no phone, fax machines were rare, and the mail system was useless.





Albanian NGOs were represented by the familiar configuration of environment, youth and women's groups. The minority group organizations were less organized. The country's large Greek minority was under severe pressure, such that the Omonia organization was increasingly politicized and had little links with the NGO community. Gypsy and the Vlach/Arouman organizations were basically dormant. There existed a host of Albanian cultural nationalist organizations with names like "Albania-Fatherland of all Albanians". Many sought some kind of cultural contact or political unity with the thousands of Albanians living abroad, especially in Kosovo. 





To be sure, some NGOs were either false or simply fronts for individual operators. Others were tied to political forces. Some Albanian irredentist organizations were clearly of this type. The Association of Ex-politically Persecuted (composed of former political prisoners and family members) has sought to run candidates for office, and the (Greek) Omonia organization affiliated with the Party of Human Rights. The tendency for NGOs and parties to overlap has occurred elsewhere: Poland's Solidarity and the Romanian Civic Alliance (AC) and its party (PAC) are prominent examples.





In Albania, as in other East European countries, there was a problem of the genealogy or more specifically, the inheritance of former "front" organizations of  women, youth, culture, minority, or academic groups.  When the government allowed former members of these groups to continue them, they were accused of operating without a mandate, or being mouthpieces for government policy and of illegitimately taking over offices, equipment and quasi-government status. In the NGO world this is the problem of whether or not certain NGOs are truly independent or government sponsored. Some governments in Eastern Europe, in order to cash in on Western aide, have established their own organizations, so-called "GOs" for environment, youth, women, minority councils, and international affairs think tanks. They use their organizational resources (which may be as little as a fax line) and government channels to "capture" the resources of foreign donors. In Albania, which has a Youth and an Environment department in its  government, there arise conflicts as to who has access to foreign donors, attendance at foreign conferences, etc.





Civil society in Albania was largely a local Tirana scene. NGO branches in the provinces were little more than contact persons with a telephone. Provincial NGO leaders tended to see foreign aide as being channeled to Tirana, and not without reason. Foreign aide officials, with the exception of high profile NGOs such as Oxfam, found trips to the provinces to be too time consuming or overtaxing to their resources. 





The most pervasive difference among NGOs, however, was a gap between those groups led by young, Anglophone, well-traveled intellectuals and those NGOs whose members were less articulate and more isolated. The first group, including youth, environment, women's and human rights groups, often had wide-ranging public-service projects; they knew the language of projects, were young and English speaking, and had often been to seminars abroad. The second group, often older, Albanian-speaking and unfamiliar with the world of projects, tended to focus on increased social services, entitlements, or payments for their constituents. They included groups for aiding orphans, hemophiliacs, veterans, handicapped, disabled workers, pensioners, and the political prisoners group. These "entitlement" NGOs were often concerned with having their members declared a specific status, "handicapped", "disabled veteran", "parent of mentally retarded child", so that they would then receive special payments or allocations from the state. Being declared a "former political prisoner" or "family member of formerly persecuted person"  qualified a person to jump the queue for housing and to obtain preferential loans from Western financed credit associations. The struggle for these entitlements was often the only goal of the organization: as if to turn the socialist hierarchy upside down into a new hierarchy of entitlements. 





Relations between the two categories of NGOs were often that of opposing camps: the young, activist oriented NGO members would accuse the second of being provincial, of failing to understand the NGO sector, out for their own material interests, of using NGOs as a social club, and of trying to dispel their own culpability for their silence during the communist regime. Several older academics, for example, told of being shunted aside when they went in to offer their services to the activist oriented environmental groups. For their part, the young people would complain that the older ones would not listen to them. 


 





With their lack of resources and uncertain institutional framework, only a small portion of the 300 or so NGOs existing are truly active. And virtually all these are dependent on foreign funding. In terms of numbers and self-sustaining organization, Albanian civil society, despite its voluntary energy, remains in its nascent stage and is dependent on Western support.








NGOs AND THE GOVERNMENT IN ALBANIA





NGOs are often called the "third sector", after government and business. The nature of relations between the sectors is decisive for whether NGOs will be marginalized, whether they consolidate into corporate interest groups, or whether they are they evolve into profit-making businesses or political parties. In the early days of 1991, the new Albanian government regarded the European aide organizations and their Albanian assistants as a welcome supplement. NGOs meant free labor distributing emergency aide. The government associated NGOs with charity, although some officials became skeptical when some Albanian NGO leaders were arrested in highly publicized cases of corruption of emergency relief. 





Government officials  were especially unprepared, therefore, when the Albanian NGOs began to expand into other sectors, including environmental protection, women's rights, autonomous youth organizations, human rights, minority rights, rehabilitation of torture victims. They found it difficult to deal with their requests for legislative reform, financial and infrastructure support. 





The Albanian government was not hostile to NGOs. Unlike Romania, for example, where the ruling neo-communist group around president Ion Iliescu have often viewed NGOs as a cover of the political opposition, Albanian officials were either skeptical or ignorant of NGO influence. Government officials in Albania knew about NGOs as voluntary organizations which help the government implement plans. They were much less familiar with NGOs as lobby organizations, pressure groups, or partners with the government in determining social needs and forming policy. Concepts such as "civil society" or "NGO" (used in Albanian as well)  were simply slogans. The  Albanian "independent organizations" was equated with being uncontrollable and unreliable, and for groups such as the Greek "Omonia", the organization of ex-political prisoners, or Helsinki Group, embarrassing or even subversive. The Albanian government official in charge of NGOs was well intentioned, but did not to have much influence. Other government personnel considered the NGOs either inefficient or even criminal. Many were clearly upset that Western aide to Albania should go through NGOs instead of the government. Scandinavian organizations particularly felt that their funds were better spent supporting dedicated social organizations instead of bureaucratic or potentially corrupt government organs. 





The result was a profound ignorance on the part of Albanian officials and the public on what NGOs were, and their potential contribution to Albanian society. As late as 1994 Albanian NGO activists found themselves having to explain to high Albanian government officials what an "NGO" was and what the term meant. Officials became more interested, however, as Western aide programs began to channel more funds to NGO organizations; the tensions generated from this situation stemmed from the fact that aid to Albanian NGOs was still to be approved by the Albanian prime minister's office.





Suspicion and skepticism was not simply a property of the Albanian government.  Albanian NGO leaders and members were equally skeptical of declarations of government commitment. Government officials were often viewed as uninterested and had largely refused to supply NGOs with offices, equipment or information.  Nevertheless, NGOs tended to look  to the government for carrying out tasks which Western NGOs often undertook themselves: making a list of NGOs for example, or organizing a conference.  Several Albanian NGOs tended to suffer from what Katherine Verdery has called the "phantom limb" phenomenon: a reflexive dependency on a state apparatus which, for better or for worse, no more exists. 





Along with the NGOs' appeal for government support, there was also an exaggerated fear among Albanian NGO activists of government plans and conspiracies; that "they" were still acting as if they ran things as in Enver Hoxha's time. An undelivered letter or disconnected phone was evidence enough of a government conspiracy against NGOs. When I  invited a government official to a meeting of NGO activists, it was assumed that the official would dictate the terms. When we discussed that a government representative sit on the board of the NGO foundation which the Danish government set up in Albania, NGO activists assumed that  the board would become an instrument of the government. When I suggested that the other Albanians on the board might work to influence the official, as a kind of informal lobby, I was dismissed as simply being naive.








ALBANIAN ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT NGOS





The daily operations and relations between Albanian NGOs were according to many observers--Albanian and foreign--characterized by inefficiency, suspicion and tension.  It is difficult to present all-encompassing explanations for these problems, but certain factors related to the context of NGOs in Albania are certainly relevant. Here I will cite five of them. 





First, many Albanians express the view, common in much of Eastern Europe, that private agendas lie behind all public or altruistic activities; there is an assumption of untoward motives by those whom one does not know personally. Since most NGOs are small, it is generally their leaders who are the most active. If the leader is invited abroad, for example, it is invariably interpreted as a personal project. 





Second, the idea exists that personal criteria are both decisive and pervasive in distribution of resources. Virtually all competitive awards for jobs, money or travel are seen as going to friends or connections over possibly more qualified recipients. Any neutral test is seen as discriminatory for the criteria are judged, the deadlines set, and the inevitable dispensations made by persons. Albanians talk of this system in terms of "clan." At the same time, there is a lack of confidence in any system of selection which does not depend on personal knowledge: "I know him" can outweigh any kind of formal shortcoming.





Third,  Albanian NGOs are characterized by a view of Western agencies and representatives as resources to be used.  Westerners are assumed to have their own hidden agenda, are out for material gain, or are simply naive. While it is not my impressions that Albanians are inherently manipulative, nor that of other Western aide workers, "playing along with the Western representative" is an assumption that many Albanians have about each other. They often insist on this aspect when they Western NGO donors "how things really work", or about "the Albanian mentality."





Fourth, the suspicion of collaboration seems also to be based upon  a division of the world into friends and enemies, such that opposition on a single point makes one opponent on all points. The  essence of cooperation in a Western sense, what we might call "allies" or "tactical collaboration" is sorely lacking.





Fifth, there exists  a tendency to equate centralization with efficiency and decentralization as anarchy, confusion, or inefficiency. The possibility of independent, autonomous groups to collaborate via ad hoc networks is seen as problematic.





Some of the fundamental conceptions of the possibilities and even fundamental definitions of what a non-government organization was came forth when we held an all day seminar in Tirana with representatives of some  60 Albanian NGOs. I was asked the difference between NGOs and profit making organizations (NGOs ought to generate income, companies generate profit). I was asked who in the Danish government was responsible for NGOs, for surely there must be someone (no one); if members of the Danish parliament can also be members of NGOs (of course), whether NGOs have to be approved by the government as opposed to simply being registered (no). One questioner asked how we prevent "the owners of Mercedes" in Albania from obtaining Danish aid money destined for bonafide Albanian NGOs. My response to this was through a free and open competition and public accountability.








NGOS AND FOREIGNERS' MAGIC





It goes without saying that Tirana-based foreign officials, donor representatives, experts and the consultants who come to Albania gravitate to those NGOs in the more cosmopolitan first group. This is not simply because the first group of young NGO activists tend to be young, anglophone, cosmopolitans. It is just as much because these individuals can translate or understand the language of projects and are familiar with the structure of aid. To use the "magic" metaphor, they are already "under the spell" (as are so many consultants themselves). Moreover, there are few foreigners who do not feel good about being surrounded by younger, energetic, intellectual, socially engaged, English speakers who are willing and able to utilize the available resources given them, be it a new computer or a trip to a human rights seminar. 





A foreigner who deals with the second group of older, more provincial NGOs, the foreign expert has to proceed slower. Older Albanians may only speak Italian, thus necessitating an interpreter for the anglophone or francophone consultant. They may have stories of repression to relate (I have met individuals who broke down in tears) or they may be obsequious to the foreign representative and embarrassed to admit ignorance about the terminology of foreign aid. Others may often have to justify their prior existence, feel the need to give moral lessons to the foreigner, or explain Albanian history. The feelings of being bypassed by the younger activists in the environmental, youth and women's groups, whom they feel monopolize the foreign donors, makes the dilemma of this second group much more difficult. Not knowing the "culture" of projects, many of these older NGO members would approach the foreigner about getting money, rather than explain their ideas for projects or the goals of their organization.





Among the foreigners, there was constant talk of "shadow" or "false" NGOs, or suspicion that a given NGO was really a government front. The proliferation of "peace", "human rights", "ecology" and political education (pro-Europe) NGOs which competed with established organizations for scarce resources tended to complicate the situation. 





As an agent of Western civil society, one of my tasks was to separate the legitimate from the shadow NGOs. Sometimes this task was uncomplicated, as when an NGO with a nominally large membership (often without dues or budget)  had not carried out any activities except seeking money. In other examples, when I visited some NGOs, I found that their leaders were more interested in telling of traveling and of future plans, and their offices were curiously silent when compared to the chaos of most activist organizations. 





In situations where competing foreign donors would arrive looking for partners, the more capable Albanians could play off one against the other: youth NGOs, for example, could cultivate relations with the European Youth Federation plus individual youth groups. I leave it to the reader's imagination what happens when the American funded National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institutes both try to  establish democracy programs in countries such as Albania, or when the British version of the Peace Corps, called East European Partnership, starts to operate together with its U.S. counterpart in a small country whose capital is the size of a smaller European provincial town. The USAID Democracy Network Program and the Catholic Relief Services support program for NGOs are direct competitors and a collaborator with the Danish-funded Albanian Civil Society Foundation 





Western experts or aide delegations were in Albania to implement "projects", and it is here that their mutual expectations often came into conflict. Aide officials, experts and agencies came to Albania with concrete programs and tight schedules. Albanians met them with a myriad of requests for funds: not only for NGO projects, but for scholarships to the West, purchase of computers, obtaining office and running costs,  questions about how to obtain medical equipment or facilitate a link with a foreign environment group. The Western agent would often have to refer people elsewhere, or promise  to find out more and then not getting back to the next visit. Within the space of a few days, I myself was asked for information by groups dealing with ecotourism, AIDS awareness, orphan information, a geologists group, a fish farming group and finally, by the Society for Gay Albania to try and make connections with parallel agencies abroad.





It is no accident that the nature of Western contacts with Albania often contributed to unreasonable expectations. New personnel would suddenly appear and then fly out. Consultants would come in for a week, a few days or even hours; others would remain part of the scene for several  months and then never be heard from again. The unexplained appearance and disappearance of foreigners--and the costs involved--was one example of how Western magic operated on the Albanian scene.





An even more problematic forum for the presentation of Western transition magic were one-day conferences or workshops in which Western specialists would arrive, give a standard presentation which they had done in other countries of the transition, answer a few questions and then leave again, often for the next East European capital on the list. Albania being generally low priority on virtually everyone's list, and with inadequate coordination by Tirana-based foreign agencies and local Albanians, such forums were particular frustrating for Albanians. The experts and the locals knew so little about each other, or had such unreasonable expectations (the foreigners too little, the Albanians too much) that "seminar" has now become a word of derision and even comic routine on Albanian TV. As one Albanian NGO activist whispered to me during yet another NGO seminar, where we were hearing platitudes uttered by a Council of Europe NGO specialist, "with the money for his airplane ticket I could have financed my entire organization for a year."








BUILDING CIVIL SOCIETY





Following Danish government approval of my preliminary study of Albanian NGOs, a team from Denmark returned to Albania in January 1995 to construct the organizational framework for civil society in Albania. The Danish scheme to help NGOs would take the form of a  Civil Society Foundation. Forming such a foundation would require approval by the  Albanian government, as this was part of the official  Danish aide program. Our concrete tasks included finding members for a board (preferably from the NGO community and with untarnished reputations), establishing the legal and financial basis for the foundation, hiring an executive secretary and staff, and renting offices and purchasing equipment. Once the foundation was operational, there would be a press conference, solicitation of applications by NGOs for projects, the awarding of grants to Albanian NGOs, the opening of an NGO information center and holding of training courses. The primary goal of the foundation, in line with the EU-PHARE foundation in other countries, would be to help Albanian NGOs become more effective and more autonomous of foreign support, and by building NGO capacity help Albanian civil society have a greater impact on government policy and on the public. The foundation structure was intended to enable the Albanian NGOs to obtain hands-on experience in administering funds instead of just searching and begging for them.





Our team in January began the way most foreign aide projects do: talking with other foreigners. We made the rounds of the various donor organizations in Tirana. The UNDP chief and his staff proved extremely receptive; the USAID office, which was setting up a parallel NGO assistance program, insisted that "we must coordinate." As for the European Community Office, the major donor in Albania via the PHARE program, the key officials simply had no time for us. In this latter case, we had to reach the Tirana office via our contacts in Brussels itself. 





Tirana being a small town and government officials being receptive to the Danish program, the formalities were rapidly resolved. Our press conference received wide coverage, and our board members--all of whom had some connections with NGOs, began to take on their first task as we received our applications.





Following the publicity given to the fund, in which I appeared on television and in the press together with several board members, I became a minor celebrity in Tirana. Many Albanians  simply assumed that I was solely responsible for dispensing the funds and that the remaining eight Albanian board members  were simply window dressing. I was approached on the street, telephoned and visited at the office and at my apartment by well meaning Albanians who needed money for various projects, many only remotely with NGOs, or simply jobs. Ex-diplomats handed me resumes; a former sports hero offered me his apartment for use as an office; new graduates of the English faculty came looking for translation work; students wanted to come to Denmark; all were  intent on making a connection with me.  Albanian society was still a network society, and with their privileged access to scarce resources, foreigners, are still a key resource. My insistence that our fund could not finance such projects, or that I myself did not make the decision, seemed to have little impact. To many of these individuals it only meant that they were not persistent or close enough. Later on, I discovered that statements I had made that the fund would certainly like to give money for good projects and that these persons should apply, had been interpreted as a promise of funding.





During the application period, numerous well-meaning Albanians proceeded to warn me about unscrupulous individuals: "they heard about the money, and then they make a project." Others would point out the private agendas of various NGO leaders: "he just wants a trip abroad," "If they get a copy machine they will use it to make money." "They are just using you," etc. 





Eventually, however, a group of 57 applications were received, and our board sat down to evaluate them. Each project was thoroughly discussed as to the NGO's eligibility, the project's feasibility, and budget. Tirana being a small place, and our board members and secretariat being well connected, it was usual that one or more of us (including myself) had some knowledge of the NGO or of the individual project leader applying. Yet even among board members, this personal knowledge led to an emphasis on the project leader's personality as opposed to the project proposal as it appeared on paper. "I don't know him" was a sign that something was wrong, or "He is a serious person, I know him," was a sign that something was right. The problem of making decisions based on application criteria encountered the concrete, person-based knowledge about individuals in a network-oriented society.





In resolving these conflicts, the board ended up by awarding funds to 40 NGO projects, and these certainly reflected the variety and range of civil society initiatives in Albania. These included a woman's counseling center, a training program for a farmer's association, a workshop for village women to learn about their inheritance rights, and a variety of environmental awareness and health education campaigns on activities ranging from problems of solid waste in Tirana to anti-smoking, drugs, and AIDS. Greek and Rom (Gypsy) organizations received grants to register their respective populations by drawing ethnic maps. Grants were also awarded for the holding of conferences for groups of pensioners, hemophiliacs, and seminars/programs on author's rights, musicians, youth culture, etc. Virtually all the applications in this first round came from Tirana. None of them asked for any training, even though our budget had funds for training in various aspects of NGO activity. The NGOs apparently thought that they had the skills and knowledge.





Finally, the Foundation received an application from The Mission to Resolve Blood Feuds, who were seeking to buy a used car with which they would visit families who were involved in clan disputes. The organization, with branches in most Albanian cities, was led by a Catholic priest in Shkodre and was concerned with alleviating all kinds of family conflicts. The Albanian press has reported that thousands of people are afraid to leave their homes because of various kinds of vendettas. The association had resolved 168 such feuds, often using an elaborate ceremony in which documents were signed, songs sung, and oaths chanted. This organization expressed an interest in links with similar Western groups. One can only wonder, what would happen if this group entered the world of "conflict resolution" consultants and training seminars. 





The board rejected various ethnic cross-border projects whose value to Albanian civil society seemed questionable, plus several projects with either vague content or unrealistic budgets, including many NGOs who had applied to set up an office but without any concrete activity. In the world of projects, there is normally no room for running costs. In reality, projects are proposed in order to cover these everyday necessities. This means that the project application process only stimulates a degree of misrepresentation. Aid agencies are aware of this, and they attempt to sharpen their control. The vicious circle of distrust between Western donors (or Albanian agents) and Albanian NGOs thus continues unabated.








At present, the foundation is drawing up detailed contracts with the various NGO recipients. The contracts are supposed to be pedagogical devices as well, specifying the rights and obligations of the foundation and the NGO in fulfilling the project, reporting project, and especially financial accounting. Those organizations who did not receive funds have already begun to accuse certain board members, including myself, of favoritism and broken promise. The Board has been accused of ignoring certain groups or discriminating against certain NGO sectors. 





With the second round of applications approaching, the world of projects is becoming part of NGO realities in Albania. For some organizations the application form itself is the most difficult hurdle for becoming a legitimately recognized part of civil society. The NGO applying for funds has to designate its "target group", a phrase almost untranslatable in Albanian. It has to provide a "mission statement". Making detailed budgets, and providing indices for "evaluation" and "sustainability" has also proved problematic. The foundation's staff is doing what it can to help organizations in making their applications.





As money is allocated and grand contracts signed for this first round of projects, and as a new round of supplicants enters, I am already being instructed by other Albanians that I should just wait and see:  "By the end of the project, the leader will have his own Mercedes". Others warn me that "many Albanian NGOs are being formed just to get money." The assumption by Albanians is that every NGO organization (except that of which the accusing individual is a member), is the instrument of a kind of clan. Presumably, the NGO projects are simple covers for private agendas by NGO leaders. Donors can take measures by more thorough selection of candidates for training, by conducting the training in Albania instead of abroad, and by more systematic contact with NGOs. Regrettably, the scandals and tensions which circulate as rumor are not counterbalanced by the results of genuine socially beneficial activity being carried out by Albanian society in conditions which most Western NGOs could barely tolerate. 








CONCLUSIONS: CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE GLOBAL TRANSITION





Social scientists and NGO funding agencies can employ various definitions of  "civil society": in terms of group characteristics or concrete activity, as narrow interest groups or broadly civic minded, etc. Social analysts and evaluation reports can also decide whether civil society is "underdeveloped" or "nascent" or "progressing" in a given country.  It is up to anthropologists, however, to reveal how people themselves define, redefine and utilize  concepts in their social practice. 





In the West, civil society is said to have grown up indigenously with the rise of capitalism. Most specifically, it grew up around the individual and associational capacity of economic actors, and the free association of individuals in secularized, democratizing, pluralist, capitalist states.  These factors were missing, or cut short, in Eastern Europe and have had to be reconstituted, or as some would argue, totally recreated. Albania's civil society has thus remained dependent on concepts, organization and funds from Western agencies.





This dependency has meant that Albanians must manipulate imported concepts in order to procure sought after Western resources. Some Albanians have proven better at this manipulation than others, and it is a sign of the transition that some  individuals who were very good at the "wooden language" of socialism have now mastered the jargon of democracy programs,  project management, capacity building and the catch phrases such as "transparency", "accountability", "sustainability" and "empowerment". Such individuals serve as brokers in the unequal relationship between the West and the East. And like brokers everywhere, they manipulate resources and thrive off the maintenance of barriers. The forum for such activity is the world of projects which the transition has become for so many in Eastern Europe. Civil society/NGO development is part of this world.





The manipulation and exploitation of the representations used by others is hardly new in the aide context: East Europeans could certainly profit by visiting the East African communities where local officials and headmen, skillfully manipulating the discourse of "community development" and "decentralization", prodding the guilty conscience and massaging the socialist leanings of Scandinavian aide workers, were able to channel millions of dollars of foreign aide for their own private agendas and billions of wasted aide dollars.


 


There are similarities between Western aid to the Third World and transition aide to Eastern Europe. Does this mean that "the transition" in Eastern Europe is only a facade for new kinds of entrepreneurship? Certainly not. There is certainly genuine, public-spirited social energy in Eastern Europe. As individuals, as informal groups and as NGOs, people are making extraordinary contributions with little resources in difficult conditions. Whether all this is "civil society"  ought to be irrelevant for us. However, it is relevant for various actors, Eastern and Western, in the world of projects, inasmuch as procuring scarce resources depends on conforming to a certain kind of organization. Put more bluntly: social networks can't get grants. 








The players in this world of projects range from major donor agencies to the consultants, project managers and operators (legal and illegal) who find their way whenever new resources are distributed in unclear situations. And it is this uncertainty which allows the "magic" of the transition to occur. In the transition magic, inexplicable wealth comes down from a place called "Europe", or from foreign donor countries or agencies. The magic of transition requires  strange jargon, and a host of rituals and ceremonies in which inequality between West and East masquerades as "partnership" or  "coordination". A key aspect of this magic is the transmission from West to East of "models" for development (of which civil society is just one) by which the East is supposed to replicate (if not imitate) a Western "experience" which is only a representation taken out of context. The more out of context this representation is, the more magical aura and organizational paraphernalia are needed to surround it.  





As  part of this transition magic, Civil Society as autonomous social activity coexists with "civil society" as a discursive field, as a structure of resources which is transmitted and from West to East via a series of brokers. These brokers manipulate and control the representational forms which have become so essential to the transition. Understanding how these two types of civil society (the social and the discursive) interact in the world of projects can help to discover the magic of the transition.





In this paper I have tried to emphasize that the transition in Eastern Europe has a global component: the formal transfer of resources--financial, material, human--interacts with the informal circulation of  money, objects, people, and representations back and forth across the East-West divide. I use the word "divide" here because there are new borders being erected between East and West just as old ones disappear. The borders are more subtle, but they are there. After all, it is we who are developing them. It is our concepts which must become their projects. And it is still we social scientists who are studying their transition. Underneath the world of projects lies magic, but also mystification and power.


 


Magicians, including transition magicians, are not supposed to reveal their tricks. An anthropology of the transition might attempt a demystification of the magic by showing first, how representations like "civil society" take on a social life, and second, what happens to concepts when they move about in different social contexts: from the plush Brussels consulting firm to the Albanian NGO trying to stop blood feuds. 





    � While the ideas for this paper arose out of the EASA session on civil society in June 1994, it first reached its current form in August 1995, having been presented at a session on the politics of aide to Eastern Europe at the Fifth World Congress of Central and East European Studies in Warsaw. I wish to thank Dr. C.M. Hann for inviting me to contribute to this volume and Elizabeth Dunn for extremely helpful comments. Correspondence: S. Sampson, St. Kongensgade 50, 1264 Copenhagen K.  tel. +45 3332 0251  email: sting@inet.uni-c.dk
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