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Abstract

Foreign policy and security have been significant issues for the European Union
since its foundation, and the EU’s role in the maintenance of international peace
and security has been discussed intensively. This article explores the international
role and approach of the EU in this area in the light of arguments in the relevant
literature and official statements of the EU. It goes on to investigate whether the
EU has succeeded in developing policies corresponding to its international role and
approach in the 21st century within the framework of policies in regard to the Sec-
ond Gulf War; the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities; and the Arab Spring. Additionally,
the effects of these three issues on the international role of the EU and on its ap-
proach towards the maintenance of international peace and security are also stud-
ied. In considering that the US has the leading role in all these three issues as the
hegemonic actor, the article explores whether the EU could be an attraction centre
in the international community as an alternative to the US via a self-determined
international role.

Keywords: European Union, civilian power, normative power, soft imperialism,
Second Gulf War, Iran’s nuclear activities, Arab Spring

Introduction

The European Union (EU) has attracted the intention of international communities
with strong economic integration since its foundation; it was structured to eliminate
security concerns, indeed, because the idea underlying the foundation of the EU was
to cease the historic conflicts between European countries, especially Germany and
France. Economic integration was taken as the most effective way of bringing enemy
states together on common ground to establish a secure and prosperous territory in
western Europe. The EU has, therefore, long been focused on the establishment of peace
and security in western Europe.

Upon the conclusion of the Cold War, the Union embraced a wider perspective
towards the security issue. In the post-Cold War period, Europe has started to deal with
instabilities in the Balkans, which adversely affect peace and security on the continent;
and problems outside the continent which indirectly affect security in Europe. The
development process of the EU since its foundation, and the policies it has followed,
have formed its international role and its approach to the maintenance of international
peace and security.

This article considers the EU’s international role and its approach towards the
maintenance of international peace and security within the framework of this role. At
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the outset, the type of international role adopted by the EU will be analysed. To that
end, the concept of power in international relations will be addressed; then, arguments
concerning the nature of the EU as an international power will be considered. Hence,
an answer will be sought to the question of the type of international role which is
assumed by the EU for itself. The international role of the EU shapes its approach
towards maintaining international peace and security. Thereby, the type of approach
adopted by the EU regarding the maintenance of international peace and security may
better be understood.

In the rest of the study, the stance adopted by the EU towards the maintenance of
international peace and security in the 21st century will be examined. With that in mind,
the EU’s approach will be analysed in the case of three major issues in the 2000s: the
Second Gulf War (the 2003 Iraq War); the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities; and the
Arab Spring. All of these issues have been experienced in the middle east, but they
have been the most significant issues which have kept the international community
intensively busy regarding the protection of international peace and security in the
2000s.

This article seeks to reveal whether the EU has developed policies concerning these
three issues which are appropriate to the international role it has assumed for itself.
Furthermore, how the EU’s policies concerning these three issues affect its approach
towards the maintenance of international peace and security will also be investigated.
That is, it will seek to explain the evolution of the EU’s approach concerning the main-
tenance of international peace and security during the 2000s. Finally, the article will
discuss the capability of the EU to uphold in our contemporary world the international
role it has assumed.

International role of the EU

Rise of the EU as an international actor
Power, in its simplest meaning, is the capability of an actor to acquire desired results

and to manipulate the behaviour of other actors to accomplish this. In order to acquire
desired results, an actor is required to have certain resources. Therefore, power is usu-
ally taken as a synonym of having resources, such as military capacity, economic ca-
pacity, natural resources, population and extensive territory (Nye, 2003: 5).

The most essential criterion determining an actor’s power is usually seen as its
military force. Therefore, it may be seen in the definition of power that the realist point
of view, which claims that material capacity is the single component which constitutes
power, is influential. Liberals put the emphasis on material capacity as well but, for
them, economic power is more important than military force. Some liberals, further-
more, think that material capacity is not the single component of power; on top of this,
they consider elements such as culture, ideology and political-economic structure
(Lebow, 2007: 379). In this regard, Joseph S. Nye suggests the concept of ‘soft power’
against ‘hard power’, which includes military and economic powers. According to Nye,
soft power is the skill of achieving objectives without using hard power. Nye empha-
sises the importance of the use of state characteristics that are attractive to others (cul-
ture, political values and foreign policy); that is, the importance of manipulating the
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desires of other actors through soft power and taking these actors on side (Nye, 2005:
14-16, 20).

The changes that have occurred in the definition of power, one of the most signifi-
cant concepts in international relations, have introduced different approaches in the
determination of the places of international actors within the international system.
During the period until the 1970s, when the serious armaments race that existed between
eastern and western blocs was at its peak, military force was the sole element on which
the parties could have relied to sustain their existence. Therefore, the international roles
of both the US and the USSR (the ‘super powers’) were determined by their military
forces as the criterion. In the very same period, both the US and the USSR were ‘military
powers’ in the international system. In spite of their weak military capacity, countries
such as Japan and Germany were exhibiting a challenging level of economic capacity;
thus, they were considered as ‘economic powers’.

During the 1970s, when the Cold War started partially to slow down, when the
hierarchical structure in the western bloc became loose and when some European
countries started to express behaviours independent of the US, it was observed that the
significance of economic capacity within international relations had increased. Re-
spectively, the economic powers took on a more active role within the international
system. In this environment, the EU (then still known as the European Communities)
gained the attention of international society with its strong level of integration in the
economic area. Various views existed that the EU was an active actor in the interna-
tional system and that it could be an attraction centre within the international commu-
nity, as an alternative to the US, a prominent country with its military power.

The remarkable rise of the EU, as an international actor, encouraged efforts to define
the international role of the Union. Was its relatively weak military power a factor
which decreased the EU’s international role? Alternatively, did the EU represent the
sample of countries which were internationally active players but without relying on
military force? Was the determining criterion in defining the international role of the
EU its effort to keep a distance between itself and military force and a force-oriented
policy? Or what else were the values under which the Union was acting? The debate
concerning the definition of the EU’s international role was oriented around these
questions.

Debate concerning the EU’s international role
The focal point of the debate concerning the EU’s international role has been the

issue of what type of power is the EU. Concerning the EU’s role in the international
arena, there is almost a consensus about it, such that it is a rather different international
power compared to the classic super powers which, primarily, rely on their military
capacities. This characteristic of the EU has been considered to be a favourable situation
by several authors, although others describe this as a source of its weakness as an
international actor.

In this period, the prior concept in defining the role of the EU in the international
arena, which gained in prominence, was ‘civilian power’, as suggested by François
Duchêne. According to some authors, and led by Duchêne (Duchêne, 1973: 19-20;
Maull, 1990: 92; Maull, 2005: 779-781; Moravcsik, 2003), civilian powers are long on
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economic power and relatively short on armed force. Accordingly, civilian powers
prefer non-military tools in their foreign policies. Civilian powers co-operate with other
states in order to accomplish their international objectives. Additionally, civilian pow-
ers spend effort on the rule of law, protection of the weak and sustaining social justice
at the international level. Civilian powers try to ensure that other states conform to these
principles and common rules in their foreign policies. Thus, they try to transform in-
ternational relations and civilise the relations among states.

These authors claim that, at an international conjuncture in which the significance
of military power is reduced and which has, instead, handed the dominance over to
civilian power, the EU can play an effective international role as a civilian power. Based
on the Union’s international-scale activities in the promotion of democracy and devel-
opment through trade, foreign aid and peace-keeping, such authors argue that it is a
‘quiet superpower’, as an actor in the international arena with as much influence as the
US.

The view arguing that the importance of military power has decreased has gained
a reaction from several authors, especially Hedley Bull. This group claims that the EU
cannot be an autonomous actor in international relations without a strong military ca-
pacity; and cannot act independently of the US (Bull, 1982: 149-170). Moreover, they
correlate Europe’s efforts to strive for a world surrounded by law, rules and diplomacy
going beyond power with its weakness in terms of its military power. According to this
point of view, Europeans, as a result of their military weakness, are searching for the
transformation of an anarchical Hobbesian world, in which military power is determi-
nant, into a peaceful Kantian world (Kagan, 2005: 11, 19, 50).

Similar to Duchêne and others, Hettne and Söderbaum argue that the EU, as a
civilian power, deals with the external world on a different basis than a great power
driven by geopolitical interests. According to Hettne and Söderbaum, the weakness of
the EU in terms of military power is seen as the most important reason for the EU being
a civilian power. The weakness of the EU leaves civilian power as the only available
option for the Union. However, soft imperialism may be another option for the EU as
the Union grows stronger. By soft imperialism, the authors imply soft power being
applied in a hard way; that is, an asymmetric form of dialogue and the imposition of
norms. The difference between civilian power and soft imperialism lies in loyalty to
values and norms, and in relations with other actors whether conducted in a symmetric
and dialogue-based way or an asymmetric and coercive one (Hettne and Söderbaum,
2005: 536, 538-539, 549). Hettne and Söderbaum consequently argue that there has
indeed been a redirection in the EU’s policies from civilian power towards soft impe-
rialism.

The debate concerning the international role of the EU has continued around
whether the EU being a civilian power, and weak in terms of military force, was a
favourable situation. Ian Manners argues that, in order to comprehend the international
role of the EU, it is required to understand the power of ideas and norms instead of
material capacities. The concept of ‘normative power’, suggested by Manners, gives
an answer to the question of which principles may be taken as a foundation for the
world of which the EU has been in search. According to Manners, EU member countries
embrace the norms and principles on which the Union was established, but they spend
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effort in diffusing these norms in the relations that they maintain with other international
actors. Thus, it would be possible to create a long-term peaceful, secure and prosperous
environment by ensuring that the structures causing international problems are changed
(Manners, 2002: 235-258; Manners, 2004).

Among the different views concerning the international role of the EU which have
been proposed by various authors since the 1970s, the ‘civilian power’ and ‘normative
power’ concepts have come to the forefront and have been supported from within aca-
demic circles. Actually, defenders of both civilian power and of normative power think
that the EU is a power for good by means of its discourses and actions (Larsen, 2014:
897). Moreover, both groups argue that, should international relations be transformed
based on certain principles, a peaceful and prosperous world would arise. Nevertheless,
the path of transformation in international relations, and the determining factors in this
process, will be the main points of disagreement regarding both concepts. The essential
point emphasised by the civilian power concept was that the EU uses civilian tools in
foreign relations. At this point, elements such as a preference for non-military tools,
especially economic ones, in foreign policy as well as multilateral action may be em-
phasised. On the other hand, the essential point in the emphasis of the normative power
concept is the value-centred foreign policy of the EU and the accomplishment of nor-
mative objectives through this policy. At this point, norms and values are underlined,
such as democracy, sustaining the freedom of individuals and respect for human rights
and the rule of law.

The statements of European officials and the official documents of the Union have
been part of this debate within academic circles about the EU’s international role. In
other words, it is possible to conclude some results about the characteristics of the
international role undertaken by the EU, in line with official discourses and relevant
documents. For example, Javier Solana, former High Representative for Common For-
eign and Security Policy, described the EU’s global role as a credible force for good
(Solana, 2005). According to Solana, the EU should move from building peace in Eu-
rope to being a peace-builder in the world (Solana, 2007). Romano Prodi, then President
of the European Commission, argued that the Union must aim to become a global civil
power in the service of sustainable global development (Prodi, 2000). The EU’s former
enlargement commissioner, Olli Rehn, declared that a European state must relinquish
power politics and spheres of influence as their modes of operation inside the EU (Rehn,
2005). These quotes from Solana, Prodi and Rehn clearly indicate that the EU perceives
itself as a civil power, because it was deliberately expressed in these statements that
European states have abandoned force-oriented policies, with the result that the EU
would be a be pioneer concerning the institutionalisation of peace in the world as an
actor who had realised peace on its continent.

The EU Security Strategy, issued in 2003, emphasised the transformation of rela-
tions relying on power among European countries into a peaceful and co-operative form
via the establishment of the EU. Moreover, this Strategy manifests shows that the EU
is aiming to act in foreign relations by adopting a civilian power role, having placed
great emphasis on international issues being resolved through various tools other than
military power, in a multilateral way (A Secure Europe in a Better World: European
Security Strategy, 2003: 1, 9, 11-14).

The European Union's role in the maintenance of international peace and security
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According to all of these, it can be concluded that the EU acts as a global power
and feels responsible for the maintenance of international peace and prosperity; and
that it views the abandonment of power policy as a prerequisite in the accomplishment
of this purpose.

On the other hand, there are data that support the claim that the EU views itself as
a normative power. For example, Olli Rehn also declared that a state must respect
European values and, most importantly, that it must be able to live up to them in order
to be a member of the Union (Rehn, 2005). In the same Security Strategy issued by the
EU in 2003, it was outlined that the existence of values such as the rule of law, democ-
racy and human rights across Europe contributes towards the establishment of a secure
and peaceful continent. Moreover, it was stated that generalising these values is the
most effective way to strengthen international order (A Secure Europe in a Better
World: European Security Strategy, 2003: 1, 10). The Lisbon Reform Treaty, executed
in 2009, also contains a number of expressions similar to this. According to Article 2
of the Lisbon Reform Treaty, the EU is founded on the value of respect for human
dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and human rights, including the
rights of people belonging to minorities. Article 3 goes on to state that, in its relations
with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its values and interests and
contribute to the protection of its citizens. These expressions, assuming that the EU
embraces these values and seeks to extend them across the world, supports the claim
that the EU is a normative power.

We can see that the disagreement experienced in academic circles concerning the
issue of the definition of the EU’s international role finds a reflection in the official
documents and discourses of the Union. When we consider the official documents and
statements of the senior officials of the EU, it is not possible to define the EU solely as
a civilian power nor, similarly, by normative power concepts. The desire to refrain as
far as possible from military power, and to resolve international issues by means of
civilian tools and methods, can be understood from the EU’s quotations and actions.
Several steps taken recently by the EU to develop its military capabilities have been
interpreted by some authors as a weakening of its civilian power characteristic, but it
is not possible to agree with this claim because of the intention of the EU to use its
military capabilities legitimately to sustain peace and prevent conflict. Furthermore,
the foundation of the EU on values such as democracy, human rights, justice and the
rule of law, outlining the adoption of these values as a prerequisite to gain admittance
to EU membership, and following a policy in its foreign relations which encourages
the adoption of these values, deliberately exposes the normative characteristic of the
Union. Therefore, it is possible to claim that the EU assumes an international role for
itself that consists of both civilian power and normative power characteristics.

The EU’s role in 21st century to maintain international peace and security

One of the most essential priorities of the EU as a global actor is the maintenance
of international peace and security. The desire to deal with this issue can be observed
clearly in the official documents of the EU because the Union is aware that the pro-
tection of peace and prosperity on the European continent in a globalising world can
only be possible by sustaining peace and stability at international level (A Secure Eu-
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rope in a Better World: European Security Strategy, 2003: 1, 6-7). It can be concluded
that an EU that has assumed an international role containing civilian and normative
power characteristics has an approach that prioritises diplomacy and the rule of law,
and that it adopts soft power tools regarding the protection of international peace and
security.

It can be deduced from official statements and documents that the EU prefers op-
tions excluding military power for the resolution of issues, preferring especially diplo-
macy (A Secure Europe in a Better World: European Security Strategy 2003: 6-7). In
case military power is required, the Union tries to carry out operations according to
international law, and multilaterally. The Union argues that all states are required to
act according to international law in regard to the principle of the rule of law; and
believes that the fundamental framework for international relations is the United Na-
tions Charter (A Secure Europe in a Better World: European Security Strategy, 2003:
9-11; Council of the European Union, 2004: 23; Council of the European Union, 2007:
27). The EU is of the opinion that embracing values such as democracy and human
rights would prevent conflicts around the world and make possible a sustainable peace
(A Secure Europe in a Better World: European Security Strategy, 2003: 10; Prodi,
2000). Thus, by prioritising the application of civilian foreign policy tools, acting in
the light of the adoption of liberal values and aiming at the maintenance of the inter-
national order based on multilateralism, the EU is on a journey towards being an at-
traction point as an alternative to the US, a hegemonic actor in the international order
which largely applies its hard power. The EU believes that international peace and
security can be sustained as long as other countries adopt this policy approach.

The EU, which has placed great emphasis on economic integration since its foun-
dation, has accelerated integration within the framework of its foreign and security
policies after the extinction of the Cold War. In the Maastricht Treaty, that took effect
in 1993, one of the three pillars on which the EU was founded was a joint foreign and
security policy. Additionally, the Amsterdam Treaty, that had taken effect in 1999, saw
the establishment of the position of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy, that would act as the ministry of foreign affairs of the EU.
Thereby, member countries of the EU were determined to make the Union a stronger
international actor and allow it to play a more effective role in the international arena
by taking significant steps in the area of foreign policy and security, which had been
neglected over a long period. Therefore, this suggests an investigation of whether the
EU is able to play an effective role concerning the maintenance of international peace
and security in the 21st century.

In the following section of this article, the policies of the EU concerning the Second
Gulf War (the 2003 war in Iraq), the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities and the Arab
Spring, which have predominantly occupied the agenda of international society in the
2000s, will be investigated. It will investigate whether an EU that has assumed an
international role containing, as an integral part, civilian and normative power charac-
teristics, is acting according to this role concerning the maintenance of international
peace and security in the 21st century by considering its policies concerning these three
issues. An investigation of its policies in these three areas will be helpful in compre-
hending the evolution of the EU’s approach toward the protection of international peace
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and security during the 2000s. Furthermore, since the US had the leading role in all
three issues, it will explore whether it would be possible for the EU to be an attraction
point in the international community, as an alternative to the US, through the interna-
tional role that it has assumed for itself.

The EU’s role in the Second Gulf War
The conclusion of the Cold War and the removal of the communist threat to the

western world did not, in contrast to what was expected, create a more peaceful world.
A number of new threats, such as rogue states, failed states, terrorism, weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) and illegal immigration, which threaten international peace and
security, have come to prominence. The well-known 9/11 terrorist attacks on the US
in 2001 revealed how destructive these threats toward the western world could be. The
global campaign initiated by the US against global terrorist organisations and countries
that support these organisations after the 9/11 attacks emerged at a very different in-
ternational conjuncture. The EU was trying to be more effective in its foreign and
security policies and needed to develop policies which conformed to this state of affairs.
Accordingly, the EU took sides with the US in its war against terrorism, and supported
the war in Afghanistan. Moreover, the Union took a number of measures in regard to
the fight against terrorism (Council of the European Union, 2001).

That the US targeted several countries (e.g. Iraq, Iran and North Korea), based on
an allegation that they were supporters of global terrorism and aspiring to possess
WMDs, within the scope of the war on terrorism, putting the military force option on
its agenda, exposed the EU to confront a very difficult decision. Therefore, the first
major foreign policy test faced by the EU in the 21st century was the Second Gulf War,
initiated by the US on 20 March 2003. However, the EU did not institutionally support
this war, because there was no UN Security Council resolution ordering the use of
military force against Iraq. The Union argued that the Iraq issue should be resolved
under the leadership of the UN, according to the resolutions of the Security Council
(Council of the European Union, 2003b). By avoiding supporting the war, the EU
adopted a particular attitude towards the resolution of the Iraq issue through civilian
means and appropriate methods conforming to international law instead of military
power. This attitude of the Union conforms with an international role that contained
civilian and normative power characteristics.

However, the policies of some member countries concerning the Second Gulf War
were not in harmony with the anti-war stance of the Union. The determined approach
of the US for a military campaign, compelling countries to take part in it, led to some
EU member countries supporting this war. Therefore, a serious divergence arose among
member countries: the leadership of France and Germany, Austria, Belgium, Finland,
Greece, Ireland, Luxemburg and Sweden opposed the war; while the leadership of the
UK, Denmark, Italy, Holland, Portugal and Spain were together with the US in this war
(Roter and Sabic, 2004: 525-526). The support presented by some European countries
toward the Iraqi War, without taking diplomatic options, suggests that hard power may
yet be preferred to diplomacy, which is not an appropriate attitude in relation to the
civilian character of the EU. Furthermore, the EU may have adopted the principle of
the rule of law, but it was not explicitly an opponent to a war that was against interna-
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tional law, since it was not in pursuit of a UN Security Council resolution, indicating
that the Union had contradicted its own normative power characteristic.

During the Iraq War, similar to the claims proposed by Hedley Bull and underlined
on previous pages, the lack of a capability to act independently of the member countries
that compose it and to follow a consistent policy institutionally put the Union, as an
international actor, into a controversial position. Therefore, the contradictory stance of
the EU during the Iraq crisis adversely affected its efforts to create a common foreign
policy and to pursue the international role, which includes civilian and normative power
characteristics, that it had adopted. The approach of the EU, prioritising diplomacy and
the rule of law, and adopting soft power tools in the protection of international peace
and security, was severely wounded during the Iraq crisis.

The stance in opposition of France and Germany, the most powerful countries in
the Union and bold supporters of integration against the war, which were of the opinion
that the crisis should be resolved under the UN umbrella, together with the majority of
member countries not supporting the Iraq War, indicates that the civilian and normative
characteristics of the EU were still strong. Nevertheless, the support for the War ex-
hibited by the majority of prospective member countries, whose membership would be
finalised in 2004 and 2007, illustrated an unfavourable picture for a future international
role for the EU which included civilian and normative power characteristics. This is
because a pro-war attitude here highlighted that member countries adopting soft power
tools which prioritised diplomacy and the principle of the rule of law in the maintenance
of international peace and security would only be a minor part of the Union.

The EU’s role during the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities
The EU made efforts to restore its reputation as an international actor, tarnished

during the Second Gulf War in 2003, and in this regard, took initiatives to deepen
integration in foreign and security policy areas. Spending efforts on the European Con-
stitution and the Lisbon Reform Treaty, the Union sought to increase its strength.

Nevertheless, in this period, when the EU started to play a more ambitious role in
the international arena, new threats against international peace and security have
emerged. One of the most significant threats was the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities.

On 14 August 14 2002, upon the discovery of Iran’s secret nuclear activities, a new
dimension was added to the ‘Iran Issue’ that had existed since the Islamist Revolution
in 1979. The EU expressed officially, in the EU Strategy against the Proliferation of
Weapons of Mass Destruction, approved in December 2003, that it was important for
the Union to prevent the proliferation of WMDs (Council of the European Union,
2003a). The Union worried over the allegations of Iran’s secret nuclear activities being
aimed at the development of nuclear weapons.

France and Germany, the sharpest opponents of the Iraqi war, did not wish the
scenario in Iraq to be repeated, and took steps to resolve the issue by diplomatic means,
and according to international law. Gaining the company of the UK, France and Ger-
many (the EU-3) took a diplomatic initiative in October 2003 seeking a resolution
(Dryburgh, 2008: 259). After this date, regular meetings were held between the EU-3
and Iran (Kibaroğlu, 2006: 82). In the Strategy mentioned above, it was argued that
diplomacy and international law should be followed to prevent the proliferation of
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WMDs. The efforts led by these three prominent members revealed the desire of the
EU to resolve the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities according to diplomatic methods and
supported by this Strategy. Thus, the EU was taking steps appropriate to an approach
which prioritised diplomacy and the rule of law, and adopting soft power tools regarding
the maintenance of international peace and security. Additionally, taking such steps
would restore the EU’s civilian and normative power reputation which had been tar-
nished during the Iraq crisis.

Upon Iran’s resumption of uranium enrichment activities in August 2005, which
had been suspended in November 2004, endangering diplomatic negotiations, the EU
started to support the adoption of compulsory measures against Tehran (Meier, 2013:
7-8). The issue was put on the agenda of the UN Security Council in 2006, with the
help of the EU, and the Council adopted resolutions 1696, 1737, 1747 and 1803, on
different dates, concerning Iran’s nuclear programme. The EU was against sanctions
and supporting a resolution by diplomatic means, but the Union came into line with the
stance adopted by the US as a result of Iran’s attitude which did not appear to show a
willingness for resolution. However, in defending the implementation of sanctions
through the decisions of the UN Security Council, the Union maintained its desire to
resolve the issue within international law.

From 2007, there were signs which indicated that the EU had started to deviate from
the line of resolving this issue within diplomacy and international law. French President
Nicolas Sarkozy, elected in May 2007, argued that more severe sanctions, even uni-
lateral ones, should be declared by the EU on top of the resolutions of the Security
Council (Meier, 2013: 9). Moreover, together with the UK, Sarkozy objected to the
intention of the Obama administration, that had come to power in January 2009, to
resume talks with Iran with no preconditions (MacAskill, 2009; Erdbrink, 2009; Meier,
2013: 11-12). Hence, the US was adopting diplomacy as a priority, at a time when the
EU was starting to deviate from diplomacy. This situation was a development that
reversed the perception that the EU was an international actor that prioritised soft power
tools in the resolution of international issues, in contrast to Washington. In adopting a
hard-line and unilateral foreign policy, the actions of France, which had exhibited the
toughest opposition, together with Germany, against the US’s policies relying on hard
power after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, saw a bottleneck develop in the EU’s efforts to
restore an international role on the basis of civilian and normative power characteristics.

The Obama administration adopted the option of more severe sanctions after it
realised its inability to resolve the issue through diplomatic talks with Iran, and France
and the UK found common ground together with the US. Following UN Security
Council Resolution 1929 of 9 June 2010, which contains quite severe sanctions (United
Nations, 2010), the EU additionally took the decision to include fresh sanctions (Euro-
pean Union Delegation to the United Nations, 2010). Moreover, upon the report of the
International Atomic Energy Agency in November 2011 that Iran’s nuclear activities
had been in search of the development of nuclear weapons (New York Times, 2012),
the EU adopted a resolution prohibiting the import of oil from Iran after June 2012, on
the suggestion of the French administration (Council of the European Union, 2012).
Then, in addition to the activities of some member countries, the EU as an organisation
initiated unilateral sanctions against Iran.
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When we consider that the Obama administration has taken the option of military
force against Iran off the agenda, it is possible to state that there is no longer any
difference between the EU and US concerning the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities.
This situation means that the EU has taken a step back concerning its orientation to-
wards the resolution of issues concerning international peace and security within the
UN umbrella. Thus, the EU has deviated gradually from an approach prioritising diplo-
macy and the rule of law, and the adoption of soft power tools, regarding the mainte-
nance of international peace and security.

Subsequent to a number of talks held in the meantime, consensus was reached in
Geneva on 24 November 2013. According to the agreement that was executed, Iran
was required to limit its uranium enrichment activities; in exchange for this, sanctions
on the country would be loosened (Radikal, 2013). This agreement remains in effect.
Moreover, the parties agreed to carry out negotiations in order permanently to resolve
the issue (New York Times, 2014). It is possible to consider this achievement as a suc-
cessful diplomacy on the part of the EU since the Union managed to sustain negotiations
on behalf of the western world with the Tehran administration in spite of all the troubles
experienced in this process since 2003.

Ultimately, in a period when the US threatened Iran with the use of military power,
the EU’s diplomatic initiative through the EU-3, and its persistent efforts not to allow
the Tehran administration to leave the negotiation table, can be viewed as representing
the strong desire of the Union to resolve the issue. Furthermore, applying sanctions
upon the failure of talks, and after following diplomatic negotiations as the primary
means of resolution, and preferring the execution of sanctions within the framework
of UN Security Council decisions, indicated that the EU was seeking to interpret an
international role that encompassed civilian and normative power characteristics. Nev-
ertheless, that France changed its attitude, starting to follow unilateral policies relying
on hard power, after 2007, in the face of earlier attempts alongside Germany to keep
the EU on a civilian and normative foreign policy track, and the trend towards a uni-
lateral organisational attitude within the EU after 2010, demonstrated that the capacity
of the Union to sustain its assumed role had weakened. This situation made the possi-
bility of the EU emerging as an attraction centre in the international community, as an
alternative to the US’s following a hard-line foreign policy, more difficult because the
EU too had started to follow a foreign policy based on hard power.

The EU’s role in the Arab Spring
The EU found itself, in the circumstances of the last days of 2010, after the uprisings

in many Arab communities in support of the demand for greater democracy, in a situ-
ation in which the Union’s civilian and normative characteristics were sorely tested.
The Arab Spring had the potential adversely to affect the international role of the EU
since it emerged in a period in which the Union was starting to deviate from its civilian
and normative foreign policy line. Moreover, the EU did not have a good reputation in
terms of supporting the democratisation of the middle east. After the mid-1990s, the
EU had aimed to transform the middle east through instruments such as the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership and the European Neighbourhood Policy, within the frame-
work of values such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law. However, the
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policies of the Union were oriented towards maintaining the status quo on the grounds
of its prioritising of security matters, such as illegal immigration, religious radicalism
and the fight against terrorism in practice (Dandashly, 2015: 38, 41; Torun, 2012: 81-83,
87). On the other hand, the Arab Spring offered the EU the opportunity to restore the
unfavourable image resulting from its former policies among domestic societies by
developing policies which were more in line with the requests of local communities.
Additionally, the Arab Spring exposed the opportunity for the EU to rejuvenate its
international role on the basis of civilian and normative power characteristics by con-
tributing to the democratic transformation of the Arab world.

The EU took several initiatives that would contribute to the democratic transfor-
mation of the region as a means of taking advantage of these opportunities. In this
regard, the Union issued two documents entitled Partnership for Democracy and
Shared Prosperity with the Southern Mediterranean in March 2011; and A New Re-
sponse to a Changing Neighbourhood in May 2011. Through these documents, the EU
reviewed the European Neighbourhood Policy, which had been maintained since 2004,
structuring its approach into a new framework. The Union loudly expressed its intention
to support the Arab world in building deep democracy. Furthermore, the Union de-
veloped preconditions for its aid. That is, the EU stated that the more reform was passed,
the greater the level of aid to a country (European Commission and HR, 2011a; Euro-
pean Commission and HR, 2011b). In order to advance these intentions, the EU in-
creased its financial aid for Arab countries, especially democracy aid. For instance, the
EU Commission suggested a doubling of the budget reserved for the European Neigh-
bourhood and Partnership Instrument for the 2014-2020 period (Noutcheva, 2015: 28).

Thus, the EU acted like a normative power by taking steps to ensure that values
such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law were adopted by the Arab world,
where these values are rather neglected.

The EU took some initiatives to prevent these uprisings from transforming into
armed clashes and to fulfil communities’ democratic needs. The EU delayed developing
policy for the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt, but it followed a rather active policy in
the Libyan insurgence. The Union condemned the precautions taken by the Muammar
Gaddafi regime to suppress the uprising by means of harsh methods; and took the
decision to apply economic and military sanctions against the Gaddafi regime. Fur-
thermore, they sent humanitarian aid to Libya and decided to establish ‘EUFOR Libya’
that would assist the UN’s humanitarian aid by military operations (Koenig, 2011: 3-5).

In Syria, the EU has not played a role as active as in the Libya case, but it did make
efforts to stop the Bashar al-Assad regime committing violence against its opponents.
In order to put pressure on the al-Assad regime, and to prevent the insurgency from
becoming a civil war, the decision was taken to impose severe sanctions on the al-Assad
regime (Seeberg, 2014: 6). A diplomatic process to stop the insurgency, that has been
continuing for four years, was also supported. The EU sent humanitarian aid to Syrians
worth more than €3bn; and has become the biggest international donor in the Syrian
crisis (European Commission, 2015).

The EU has acted like a civilian power by exhibiting in several ways its disapproval
of the violent reactions of anti-democratic regimes against democratic protests; taking
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the initiative to ensure that protests are carried on in a peaceful way; and seeking co-
operation with all international actors, especially the UN Security Council.

However, there are arguments that the EU cannot be considered successful in acting
according to its assumed international role, based on civilian and normative power
characteristics, during the Arab Spring. The basic reason on which such arguments rely
is that the EU has not been able to take efficient, decisive and consistent steps to support
the democratic transformation of the Arab world. The EU has begun to worry that an
unstable and chaotic environment could arise upon the overthrow of current regimes
that maintained stability, even though they were anti-democratic (Pace, 2014: 981;
Dandashly, 2015: 52). For instance, the EU took the decision to send more aid to those
Arab countries that made democratic reforms, but it did not anticipate taking any sanc-
tions on those countries that did not embark on reform. Thus, this decision was not
sufficient to persuade anti-democratic regimes to review their actions and change
(Noutcheva, 2015: 32). Furthermore, the EU avoided supporting the protesters in
Tunisia and Egypt until their regimes were overthrown (Balfour, 2011: 1). After the
military coup on 3 July 2013 against Mohamed Morsi, who came to power through
elections after Hosni Mubarak’s overthrow, the EU avoided condemning the military
intervention, in a way that was deliberately similar to the US. The Union contented
itself with making a call to establish a democratic order as soon as possible (NDTV,
2013).

It can be seen that the EU was determined to push the Arab world into a transfor-
mation process within the framework of values such as democracy, human rights and
the rule of law, but the Union’s approach to the protests which could lead to such a
transformation, taken from the angle of the security issue, raised doubts about the nor-
mative characteristics of the Union.

During the Arab Spring, it is also possible to observe that some behaviours of the
EU or its member countries were not appropriate to the adoption of a civilian power
characteristic. It was very interesting that France, the strongest supporter of a foreign
policy approach for the EU that included civilian and normative characteristics, was
notably willing to see military intervention in Libya (Mikail, 2011: 1). In company with
the UK, France was one of the more prominent supporters of the idea of arming the
Syrian opponents to the al-Assad regime during the civil war in order to weaken the
al-Assad regime and compel it towards negation (Trombetta, 2014: 33-34). From this
point, it is possible to see that France, that had drawn attention with its support for a
hard power stance after the Sarkozy administration came to power in 2007, was adopt-
ing a stance preferring the effective usage of military power in the resolution of inter-
national issues.

Germany, the other leading member of the EU, did not support military intervention
in Libya, abstaining during the voting at the UN Security Council. Moreover, Germany
argued that arming the Syrian opponents would further intensify the clashes going on
in Syria; accordingly, this action would be contrary to the EU’s values (Trombetta,
2014: 34). Thus, Germany kept a distance from the option of using military power in
the resolution of issues, supporting the idea of giving more chance to other options in
the place of military intervention. Germany expected the EU to follow a foreign policy
in line with a civilian and normative stance, whereas France was of the opinion that
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military tools were required to be used more efficiently if the Union was to become a
global power.

The approach of France in its foreign policy, putting the emphasis on hard power,
has damaged the EU’s civilian power characteristic, but it has to be said that the Union
has itself exhibited some actions which do not fit this characteristic. The EU did not
react, in line with its civilian power role, towards the violent suppression of peaceful
demonstrations in Bahrain and to Saudi Arabia’s military intervention in Bahrain under
the Gulf Co-operation Council (Küçükkeleş, 2013: 14). Furthermore, Germany, the
most prominent supporter of the EU in regard to maintaining its civilian power char-
acteristic, sold tanks to Saudi Arabia to the value of €1.5bn within a short time of these
incidents (Kundnani, 2011). These were not appropriate actions within an approach
which prioritised diplomacy and the rule of law, nor the adoption of soft power tools
concerning the maintenance of international peace and security.

It is scarcely possible to say that the EU, which has not been successful at playing
an international role that includes civilian and normative power characteristics, has
followed a policy on the uprisings of the Arab Spring that could be expected from an
international actor. The EU has participated in the ongoing efforts to manage the Arab
uprising process peacefully. However, it has not been sufficiently effective in its con-
tributions to these efforts. The most essential reason for this was that the foreign policies
of individual member countries have come to the forefront more than has the foreign
policy of the Union as an organisation. For instance, contradictions between member
countries concerning the recognition of Libyan opponents, the arming of rebels, mili-
tary intervention in Libya and opening borders to Libyan immigrants have come to fore
much more notably than the steps taken by the EU (Küçükkeleş, 2013: 23). Addition-
ally, upon the chemical assault in Syria on 21 August 2013, the EU acknowledged the
necessity of military action against the al-Assad regime, but it expected this step from
other actors. Upon the US taking a decision for military intervention, the EU was not
able to develop an attitude since its member countries were in conflict about this step
(Larive, 2013). This disparity among member countries made it difficult for the EU to
follow an active policy as a global actor. This situation created the perception that the
EU was away from being a global actor contributing to the maintenance of international
peace and security.

Considering the EU’s policies toward the Arab Spring, the Union has taken sig-
nificant initiatives, but it may be observed that the EU has not been able to exhibit a
consistent and determined organisational stance in general; however, the policies of
France, Germany and the UK have left a lasting impression on the memories of member
countries. This has led once more to questions over the ability of the EU to sustain
international peace and security and over the Union’s role as a global actor. Most im-
portantly, the EU has been determined to transform the middle east from the mid-90s
within the framework of values such as democracy, human rights and the rule of law,
but it has not succeeded in determining policies in line with these values during the
uprisings that may facilitate such a transformation. That is, an EU that has, in the past,
prioritised security concerns within its policies designated for the region, has not been
able to change this approach, which has tarnished its civilian and normative image. It
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is even possible to say that the policies it has adopted during the Arab uprisings have
weakened this image still further.

Hence, in this process, the world is of the view that the EU did not clearly express
its stance against dictators; that member countries even continued to sell arms to some
oppressive regimes; that some attitudes of France, a primary member of the Union,
were to prioritise a hard power response; and that Germany and France were making
efforts to align the EU in different foreign policy directions.

Conclusion

The EU is a unique example of the successful supranational integration of countries
that had been fighting with each other over a long period. Therefore, there is a range
of assessments about the EU, with the debate regarding the definition of the EU’s
international role clearly demonstrating this. There is no consensus in the literature
about the nature of the EU’s international role. However, when we evaluate the devel-
opment processes of the EU, its policies concerning international issues and its official
documents and quotes since its foundation, it is possible to conclude that the Union has
assumed an international role for itself that includes both civilian and normative power
characteristics. Furthermore, it is also possible to conclude that the EU has an approach
which has prioritised diplomacy and the rule of law, and the adoption of soft power
tools concerning the maintenance of international peace and security, on the basis of
the principle of the rule of law.

This article has investigated whether the EU has developed policies appropriate to
this international role and style of approach in the 2000s, based on the framework of
the cases of the Second Gulf War, the issue of Iran’s nuclear activities and the Arab
Spring. These three issues have concerned the security both of Europe and the whole
world in the 2000s. On the one hand, these issues have given the opportunity to the EU
to be an effective global actor in the maintenance of international peace and security.
On the other hand, these issues have tested the Union’s adoption of civilian and nor-
mative characteristics. The result has been that the EU has become closely concerned
with these three issues.

Among them, that concerning Iran’s nuclear activities is the one in which the EU
has followed the most active policy and in which it has gained the most successful
results, with the acquisition of a partial success concerning the opening up of Iran’s
nuclear activities to international inspection. The Second Gulf War in 2003 was the
issue on which EU policies experienced the most remarkable failure, since the EU was
not able to prevent war and where it failed to develop an explicit policy as a Union in
contrast to the US decision to go to war with Iraq. In terms of the policies of the EU
on the Arab Spring, there a partial success was gained. The Union took an active role
in the overthrow of the anti-democratic Gaddafi regime and in ceasing the armed
clashes in Libya. However, the Union’s role in the termination of the civil war in Syria
lagged behind that of the US and Russia. Ultimately, it can be concluded that the EU
has had trouble in following an effective policy on these three issues, as is required by
its global role.

The really difficult point for the EU has been in developing policies for itself which
are appropriate to an international role that encompasses civilian and normative power
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characteristics. Considering its policies on these three issues, it can be observed that
the EU has had a tendency to deviate from this role. The Union’s civilian and normative
reputation was tarnished during the Second Gulf War, but there were two strong mem-
ber countries, in France and Germany, which viewed the EU as a power which had
such a characteristic, and other countries supported them. That France adopted a uni-
lateral foreign policy relying on hard power after 2007 (a trend which continued in
François Hollande’s presidency) suggests that these two countries now have a different
vision for the EU. In addition to the change in France’s stance, the foreign policy trends
followed by member countries who joined the Union after 2004 are not promising as
regards their address to the civilian and normative identity of the Union. Therefore, the
civilian and normative actor reputation of the Union, which was shaken during the
Second Gulf War, has been tarnished still further as a result of the policies on the issue
of Iran’s nuclear activities and the Arab Spring which ensued in the following years.

Therefore, it is possible to argue that the foreign policy of the EU has seen a redi-
rection from a civilian and normative line toward a soft imperialism, as Hettne and
Söderbaum have claimed. In some circumstances, either member countries or the EU
as an organisation have acted in a way which has put diplomacy into the background,
viewing military power as an effective foreign policy tool and disregarding the UN as
a place for the basic resolution of international issues. That is, the EU has applied its
soft power in a hard way, as Hettne and Söderbaum pointed out in their definition of
the concept of soft imperialism. Furthermore, there is some evidence that either the
Union or its member countries has acted in a way which has hesitated to generalise
democratic values across the world and has failed to react in a proper way against human
rights violations. Ultimately, and following Hettne and Söderbaum, the EU has not
acted in a manner which is adequately loyal to its values and norms.

All these points support the view that the EU has deviated from being an actor with
a civilian and normative character and has been in a trend towards soft imperialism.
The result, owing to the Obama administration following a more moderate foreign
policy compared to its predecessor, is that, today, the proportion of the international
community that thinks the EU is a centre of attraction as an alternative to the US has
decreased.
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