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The volume under review deals with a number of themes, including the various efforts by aid donors to assist in legal reform – but the key interest from a general point of view is the discussion of what is meant by the rule of law and what relation it has to anything else in the world --  why it might be desired.   A great deal of the book is taken up with criticism of actual, mostly donor assisted reform programs, and their numerous failures, especially a mechanical tendency to try to copy laws from elsewhere, ignore differing national contexts, and focus on redrafting laws and training lawyers.
What the Rule of Law Means

The second contribution by Rachel Kleinfeld suggests that one or more of five things are usually meant:

The conformity of the government to law – the rechtstaat.

Law and Order.

The equality of all before the law.

Efficient and effective legal administration.

The protection of human rights.

She demonstrates that most of the commentators on the matter over the last two centuries have included one or more, though not usually all of these elements.

This clarity is useful because of the sense of a great many people, echoed in some parts of the book that the phrase means nothing at all, and an attempt to extend it to efforts to use the judicial system for various specific purposes such as the repression of terrorism or the protection of foreign investment – which may or may not be served by the elements she lists.

Another recurring element in the volume as a whole is the lament that the Rule of Law is often defined by the type of institutions that are being assisted, especially the courts and legislation, while ignoring they environment in which these two operate and thus whatever impact they have. Obviously, if no one pays attention to what they say, or if the society as a whole doesn’t permit them to act justly the value of concentrating on courts is limited.   As a couple of the contributors point out, assistance to courts to operate more efficiently, if the courts are unjust simply increases their ability to act unjustly.  
What the Rule of Law Secures

Those who promote the Rule of Law usually think it is a good thing and it is alleged to be essential to capitalist economic development and democracy.   On the former account, there are certainly counter indications – as Thomas Carrothers points out China which seems to be doing quite well in the economic development category has done very little on the score of the Rule of Law, whereas Frank Upham points out that neither the United States where the courts are highly politicized though not particularly corrupt, and Japan where very little conflict resolution is done by them seem to have done reasonably well despite their peculiar characteristics.  It may be that many other countries are being well served by what legal reform they undertake – though there are stories to be told on both sides.  The one thing the volume does not say, but is obvious to the reader, is that the Rule of Law as an ideal, is quintessentially a continental civil law concept, even if its greatest contemporary advocates may be common lawyers.
Another contributor Stephen Golub is disturbed by the fact that most law reform efforts do not particularly help the poor – and argues for a focus on popular empowerment and legal aid.  I am not sure that most people looking at law reform would have conceived that its primary purpose was redistributive, though it may have that impact.  The reduction of corruption, for example, probably does help the poor, but its immediate impacts are more likely to be on the efficiency and legitimacy of public functions.
The Russian Civil Procedure Code

One of the most interesting article is that by Matthew Spence on the new Russian Civil Procedure Code and its enactment – about which the point is the effectiveness is precisely the almost entirely indigenous nature of the processes concerned even if there was a high element of adoption of foreign, in this case American models.

