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It gives me great pleasure to introduce this special issue of De Europa, featuring six 
selected Master’s theses by former students of the College of Europe. The issue, which 
comes at the initiative of Professor Umberto Morelli, is both a tribute to the close 
collaboration between the University of Turin and the College, and the fruit of much 
innovative work by the students of Natolin. The theses presented here were submitted 
in the academic year 2018-2019 of the Master of Arts in European Interdisciplinary 
Studies. They cover a wide range of topics, from the place of identity in Danish EU 
integration debates (Miro Folke Guzzini), to the importance of a strategy for culture 
in EU external relations (Merle Lioba Andraschko), to the impact of disinformation in 
our societies (Louis Obry), to the perception of Kosovo by external actors (Ela Brglez), 
to the EU’s involvement in contested states such as Kosovo and Palestine (Hristiyana 
Stoyanova) and to the EU’s security actorness in the Ukraine crisis (Mallory Tamain).

Although the subjects covered may seem very diverse, many of the authors 
hold one thing in common: they have chosen to approach their respective subjects 
from an interdisciplinary standpoint, all the better to analyze complex, challenging 
contemporary problems of importance to Europe and the international community. 
They do so by breaking new ground in seeking to bridge and to integrate insights 
from several diverse disciplines. This is very much in keeping with the original vision of 
Hendrik Brugmans, the first Rector of the College of Europe, who believed in the ability 
of interdisciplinary studies to find innovative solutions to contemporary problems by 
using a multi-faceted approach. In adopting this approach, our graduates also pay 
tribute to the European Interdisciplinary Studies programme of the College of Europe 
in Natolin, which provides students with interdisciplinary expertise in the political, 
economic, legal and historical dimensions of EU affairs. In this spirit, Louis Obry 
tackles the important contemporary problem of online disinformation regulation by 
building a novel theoretical framework suited to his policy problem that draws across 
disciplines. His analysis of the legal and policy approaches pursued in the UK, France 
and at the EU level is grounded in an impressive wealth of sources. It results in policy 
recommendations that outline some of the best practices in tackling disinformation 
in the short and long term, including the need to insist on online media literacy for all 
generations.

Several of the authors also provide depth to their analyses by embedding them 
in long-term historical developments. This is one of the specificities of the European 
Interdisciplinary Studies programme at the College, which strives to provide all 
students with an understanding of Europe’s past to better enable them to examine 
pressing contemporary issues. Thus, Miro Guzzini roots his analysis of Danish identity 
and how Danish EU membership might affect it, in his carefully constructed, lucid 
and very well informed explanation of the historical foundations of Danish national 
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identity. This considerably strengthens his explanation of the results of Denmark’s two 
Maastricht referendums of 1992 and 1993 and the role that Danish identity played in 
the formulation of Danish positions in debates about the EU. Additionally, Ela Brglez 
examines the formation of the external images of Kosovo as part of a continuous 
process spanning several decades of history, which helps uncover significant changes 
in the perceptions of the international community.

Another feature of this special issue is the emphasis on the importance of 
perceptions for the study of the European Union and its neighbours. Where Miro 
Guzzini considered Danish state and society perceptions of Danish identity and of the 
EU, Ela Brglez examines the perceptions and representations of Kosovo as constructed 
by several international actors, such as the EU, Russia, the USA, the United Nations, 
Albania and Serbia since the 1980s. The strength of her thesis lies in combining 
historical analysis with perception analysis, thereby demonstrating, as she aptly states, 
‘the importance of the historical development of external perception in understanding 
its contemporary actualization.’ Likewise, Mallory Tamain examines the EU’s capacity 
to act in a regional setting as a security actor engaged in crisis management, in the 
specific context of the Ukraine crisis. Her study shows the importance of the EU paying 
heed to the self-perceptions of its own actions as an international security actor as 
well as examining the perceptions of external actors, such as Ukraine’s political elite 
and wider public.

Another recurring theme in this special issue is the focus on challenges to EU 
actorness and opportunities for its future development. Mallory Tamain and Hristiyana 
Stoyanova both examine factors that enable or constrain the EU’s actorness. Where 
Mallory Tamain focuses on the EU’s security actorness in the Ukraine crisis, Hristiyana 
Stoyanova investigates the credibility of the EU as a foreign policy actor operating 
in the context of its involvement in state-building initiatives in contested states 
such as Kosovo and Palestine. Last but not least, Merle Lioba Andraschko assesses 
the effectiveness of EU external cultural relations with a focus on the network of EU 
National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC). The author comes to novel conclusions, notably 
regarding interactions between EU member states in external cultural policy.

Contributors to this special issue are to be commended for the quality of their 
research. The authors base their analyses on a wide range of relevant primary and 
secondary sources and many of them have conducted interviews with relevant actors. 
In all of this they have also drawn freely on the wealth of resources available at the 
College of Europe in Natolin and made judicious use of the events and courses featuring 
prominent practitioners and academics with expertise that is relevant to their chosen 
topics to enrich their research. The thought-provoking collection of theses that I have 
the honour and pleasure to recommend is, then, the product of all these elements 
and bears testimony to the importance of the contribution that College of Europe 
students and young graduates are making to the community of researchers, both in 
the European Union and internationally.
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Miro Folke Guzzini, College of Europe in Natolin, miro.guzzini@coleurope.eu
1 Key studies in this regard are Hansen 2002; von Dosenrode 1998: 50; Wivel 2018: 13; Branner&Kelstrup 2000: 15.

Pragmatism in the ideal nation-state: 
the place of identity in Danish EU integration debates

Miro Folke Guzzini

1. Introduction: a case of political quid pro quo 

Denmark’s EU integration process might seem smooth to the lay observer. 
The country joined the community at an early stage in 1972. In a time of spreading 
Euroscepticism, it still boasts some of the highest approval ratings of the EU (75% in 
2018 compared to the 62% EU average) and some of the highest participation rates in 
elections to the European Parliament (56% in 2014 compared to the 42% EU average) 
(European Parliament 2014, 2018). Take a closer look, however, and the country’s 
integration process appears a little less self-evident and Denmark a much less willing 
partner.

The most obvious tell-tale signs are the Danish opt-outs, which to this day 
remain inscribed in the European treaties. While Denmark is indeed a signatory, the 
treaties are amended by several protocols granting Denmark exemptions to various 
elements of EU legislation, from the petty (maintaining existing Danish legislation on 
summer homes) to the very significant (Denmark being left out of EU defence policy 
and judicial cooperation) (European Union 2016). Only the United Kingdom, the 
historical champion of Euroscepticism and, as of writing, still on its way out of the EU, 
is handed more deference. The fact that Denmark was briefly flirting with the idea of 
riding the Brexit wave in 2016, and that the Eurosceptic far-right Danish People’s Party 
dominated the 2014 European elections is a further clue: Denmark’s relation to the EU 
is complicated at best, and the country’s caution with regards to the European project 
is well worth clarifying further.

Various scholars have already noted and discussed this uneasy Danish relationship 
with the EU, starting with Toivo Miljan’s early qualification of Denmark as a “reluctant 
European” (Hansen 2002: 50). More recently, Denmark has been termed an “anxious 
European”, a “pragmatic and reluctant” member of the EU seeking a “selective 
engagement” with a defensive focus, yielding an “atypical” and even “awkward” 
relationship.1 What emerges is a varying set of explanations, several of which will be 
touched upon further down; generally, it seems plausible to state based on these works 
that Euroscepticism in Denmark stems from a lack of popular acceptance of the EU 
beyond the scope of economic collaboration. As long as the EU or its predecessor, the 
EC, dealt strictly with European trade and economic integration, there was widespread 
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approval in Denmark for its policies and for the Danish government to support EU 
initiatives. Whenever the European project has attempted to move beyond this 
stage, however, it has met with fierce resistance from a significant share of the Danish 
public unforeseen by (and even directed against) the Danish political establishment 
(Lyck “Postscript” 1992: 241-42). The most obvious example of this nationwide 
misunderstanding was no doubt the early 1990’s, when Danish voters failed to join 
the EC’s (and their government’s) post-Cold-War push for increased integration by 
rejecting the Maastricht treaty in a referendum. While this setback for the EU proved 
temporary, as the treaty (now with additional protocols and exemptions) was approved 
in a second referendum a year later, the debates around the Danish “no” would seem 
to be a fruitful starting point to explore the nature of this Danish reluctance further. 

One of the most common elements of contention in Danish debates about the EU is 
that of identity and how Danish EC/EU membership might affect it (Schuck&de Vreese 
2014: 180-81). In the interest of better understanding Danish positions vis-à-vis the 
European project, the present study intends to clarify the role that identity has played 
in the formulation of these positions. It will do so by looking at the historical trajectory 
of Danish notions of identity as well as granting special attention to those brought 
into play during the Danish accession debates and the two Maastricht referenda in the 
early 1990’s in light of these historical considerations. The work of Ole Wæver and Lene 
Hansen, particularly the former’s call to use domestic discourses on key ideas, such as 
the nation or the EU, to explain foreign policy, provides a significant methodological 
inspiration for this thesis, even though this study will focus on Denmark’s foreign policy 
orientation only in the broad sense of looking at Danish state and society perceptions 
of the EU and of their identification with it, or lack thereof (Wæver 2002: 26-27). Wæver 
also stresses an understanding of political discourse as being built on several strata. 
Language, in this understanding, is primarily understood as a vehicle for discourse, 
and this discourse is presented as resting on a “substratum” of “codes”, which denote 
concepts, definitions and references shared by all producers of discourse. These are 
more stable than the discourse and limit it, allowing us to explain how elements like 
national identity can serve as common points of reference across a political divide 
(Wæver 2002: 31).

This is one reason for taking on a historical approach to identity in this case, as I 
take identity to be the discursive product of the historical construction of a political 
community. Such a discourse would, following Wæver, be based on a series of defining 
“codes”, which in turn would be closely intertwined with specific historical contexts, 
as discourses on identity will almost invariably turn to historical factors in search of 
legitimizing elements (a shared culture, shared past, shared political institutions and 
more) (Wæver 2002: 31-33; Branner 2000: 66-67). As the first chapter of this thesis 
will argue, Denmark is no exception in this regard and is perhaps even an extreme 
example. I would go as far as claiming that some historical characteristics of Danish 
nation-building have a major impact on Danish discourses on the European project 
to this day. 



Miro Folke Guzzini

11De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

The second chapter will be dedicated to another peculiarity of Danish identity 
construction, namely the Nordic dimension. The Nordic countries (in their traditional 
definition as Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland and Iceland) have always been closely 
linked in political, economic and cultural terms, and this, in turn, has impacted on 
Danish identity construction. A full understanding of Danish identity discourse with 
regards to the EU can therefore not ignore Danish tropes about “Norden”, particularly 
with regards to the mid-20th-century push towards Nordic integration which will also 
be briefly discussed here.

The third and main chapter will be dedicated to the early 1990’s as a historical 
nexus in which all these perceptions of identity came to a head with the acceleration 
of European integration. A word on method might be in order here, as tracking public 
discourse and electoral motives is a difficult task. Polls offer general indications and 
some broader insights on general political standpoints, which is why I have made 
some use of them, yet they will always be mere indications no matter the sample size. 
In addition, quantitative sources such as these normally do not allow respondents to 
touch on something as specific as their motives for taking up a specific standpoint, 
which is what is sought after here (Wæver 2002: 42). Instead, I will primarily make use 
of Danish national newspapers to look for these motives. National newspapers still 
had a reasonable circulation in the early 1990’s, totalling about 925,000 in 1990 for a 
population of around 5 million (MediaWatch 2010). There is evidence to suggest that 
newspapers were highly important in raising awareness of the EC during this period, 
and that Danes would hardly have any knowledge of the EC without them (Røssel 1991). 
They became all the more relevant around the Maastricht referenda as a good part of 
the Danish electorate sought to get informed about the contents and significance of 
these new treaties in a large-scale public debate that surprised many observers (Lyck 
“Postscript” 1992: 238). I further take newspapers, as a medium, to represent something 
of a sweet spot between a quantitative and qualitative window on public discourse. 
While they are naturally dominated by professional journalists, they offer anyone with 
the political motivation (and with, it must be conceded, the necessary education) the 
possibility to contribute directly to the public debate through opinion pieces, letters 
to the editor and debate pieces, and a look into the major Danish papers in the early 
1990’s suggests that many Danes did take advantage of this opportunity to express 
and debate their views. For these reasons, I take that a study of Danish national radio 
and TV programming around the Maastricht referenda could be equally fruitful; these 
are merely absent from this study for lack of access to the prerequisite materials. 

Still, the articles cited here will include the voices of leading politicians, but also 
those of various heads of professional organizations, professors, pastors or simply 
private citizens. Their contributions have been selected from newspapers of different 
formats and political orientations, namely from the two established centre-right and 
centre-left dailies (Berlingske Tidende and Politiken, respectively), from one leading 
intellectual weekly (Weekendavisen) as well as from the two largest tabloids (B.T. 
and Ekstra Bladet), which have been included in order to provide insights into the 
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debates on the EU held further afield from the political establishment. Together, these 
newspapers represented about 75% of the total circulation of national newspapers 
in Denmark in 1990 (MediaWatch 2010) and should thus form an adequate sample 
of how Danes thought of Europe, and of themselves, during those crucial months in 
which the European Union was born… with some complications, as the Danes made 
sure of. 

2. The perfect nation-state: an overview of the formation of Denmark and of Danish 
national identity

For most Europeans, identity is closely connected to the notion of “nation”, and in 
Denmark perhaps even more so due to some specificities in the formation of Denmark 
as a nation-state. The following sections provide an outline of these historical factors 
crucial to understand the “codes” underlying contemporary Danish Euroscepticism.

2.1 Early modern origins and the 1776 “Birth-right Law”

Denmark has existed as a unified political entity for over a thousand years, though 
it would be a mistake to identify the earliest iterations of that kingdom as a “nation”: 
in line with the rest of Europe, nationalism in the modern sense only enters Danish 
politics in the early 19th century. In fact, Denmark was historically very much the 
“multinational” sum of the possessions of the House of Oldenburg, comparable to the 
Habsburg empires further south. In the early modern period, this yielded the complex 
polity of Denmark-Norway, which additionally held the major German-speaking 
duchies of Schleswig and Holstein as well as several overseas possessions: the Faroes, 
Iceland and some minor colonial holdings in the Caribbean, West Africa and India. All 
these areas were governed under different political structures, making it very difficult 
to speak of this polity as the precursor of a nation-state in any sense (Østergaard 2000: 
145-46). 

Nevertheless, two key developments in the early modern period did pave the way 
for the subsequent formation of a Danish national identity by constraining the ways 
in which a Danish nation might be conceived of. Firstly, the Treaty of Roskilde (1658) 
saw Denmark permanently relinquish all its territories east of the Sound, which today 
form Sweden’s southernmost provinces (Skåne, Blekinge and Halland). This territorial 
readjustment was important in two respects: on one hand, it refocused Denmark 
on its western heartlands, namely Jutland and the islands, paving the way for future 
“national” conflicts regarding the status of the duchies of Schleswig and Holstein. 
More importantly, the political catastrophe which this treaty represented allowed 
King Frederick III to side-line the traditionally powerful Danish nobility and institute an 
absolutist regime in 1660. Interestingly, Frederick III was the first European monarch to 
have his status as absolute ruler inscribed into law in 1665. This meant an increasingly 
centralised rule of the kingdom, a process which later facilitated the identification of 
the nation with the state (Østergaard 2000: 152-53). 
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The second episode is more poignant in its relationship with national identity. By 
the mid-18th century, Christian VII had become king, but a much weaker one, plagued 
by mental illness throughout his reign. His personal physician, a German called Johann 
Friedrich Struensee, gradually gained the king’s trust and managed to effectively take 
charge of the country for a few years (1770-1772). A partisan of the Enlightenment, he 
instituted many liberal reforms, including the abolition of censorship and of torture. 
His disregard for the nobles won him many enemies, however, and his ill-hidden affair 
with Queen Caroline Matilda provided them with the excuse to depose and execute 
him in a palace coup in 1772.

The conspirators went one step further than simply repealing his reforms, however: 
carried by the anti-German sentiment among Danish nobles and merchants, who 
hoped to profit from Struensee’s fall, their leader Ove Høegh-Guldberg (an ennobled 
merchant himself) eventually introduced some of the first nationalist legislation in 
Europe. The 1776 “Birth-right Law” (Indfødsretten in Danish) barred non-natives of 
Denmark-Norway from holding public office and introduced some early definitions on 
who would be considered a “native” (in Danish “indfødt”, literally “in-born”) (Østergaard 
2000: 154). While this was not an ethnic criterion, as the Norwegians and the Germans 
of Schleswig-Holstein were included, it did represent an attempt by the population to 
increase not just its control of the state, but its identification with it. This identification 
of the state as “our” state would serve as the foundation to the creation of an actual 
nation-state in the 19th century, once national-romanticist ideas and national-liberal 
politics would transform the “native” criteria into an ethnic definition (Hansen 2002: 
54-55), which it did quite successfully: to this day, indfødsret is a Danish legal term to 
denote Danish citizenship.

2.2 19th century solidification: Denmark as the perfect nation state?

The early 19th century was tumultuous for Denmark, as the Napoleonic Wars brought 
an annihilation of the proud Danish fleet, the loss of Norway and state bankruptcy. The 
subsequent reorganisation of the kingdom meant its gradual transformation from a 
complex polity into a Gesamtstaat, or unitary state, which increasingly put strains on 
the relationship with the southern duchies, anxious to retain their ties to the German 
Confederation (Østergaard 2000: 155). These duchies now became the main political 
battleground for Danish nationalism, which started making headway during these 
years in line with developments across Europe.

Nationalism entered Denmark through artistic and cultural circles first, in which 
authors and poets such as Hans Christian Andersen, Adam Oehlenschläger and a 
certain N. F. S. Grundtvig started taking an increased interest in the historical and 
legendary past of the Danes in search for their identity in the light of the country’s 
bleak political prospects. Andersen’s worldwide fame as an author of children’s tales 
should not mask his nationalist feelings, which were reinforced after the Schleswig 
Wars, as his 1850 ode Danmark, mit Fædreland testifies (Andersen 2015): 
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In Denmark I am born, here I am at home,
Here I am rooted, from here my World goes,
You, Danish language, are my mother’s voice,
So sweet and blessed you reach my heart.
You Danish fresh beach,
Where giant-tombs of old
Stand among apple orchards and hop gardens.
It is Thee I love! – Denmark, my fatherland!

The poem is popular to this day and may well have ended up as the Danish national 
anthem had that honour not already been bestowed on Oehlenschläger’s Der er et 
yndigt land (“There is a lovely country”).

Grundtvig had in many ways a far more profound influence on Danish national 
identity than the other two. A pastor by calling and profession, he gained an early 
interest in Danish history and became a prominent nationalist as well as a theologian. 
For Grundtvig, nationhood and the accompanying political legitimacy was found in 
the people, or Folket. This folkelighed (“people-ness”) was partly predicated on ethnic 
terms, i.e. on belonging to the Danish-speaking part of the population of the kingdom, 
but he also presented it as a choice (“the people who think they [belong]”), leaving 
the door open for German-speakers to assimilate (Østergaard 2000: 162-63). Indeed, 
he saw national identity as embedded in the lived life of this people and in the Danish 
language. Thus, the “people” needed no lessons from anyone (and certainly not the 
urban elites) on how to be a good Dane (Hansen 2002: 58). There is thus a strong 
anti-elitist strand to Grundtvigianism, which instead stresses the value of informal 
and local socio-political structures, anti-systematic thinking and the importance of 
national education. Grundtvig himself encouraged the spread of his thought through 
the establishment of folkehøjskoler, or “people’s high schools”, aimed at forming 
young Danish adults into good Danish nationals through informal and anti-systematic 
teaching, a focus on Danish history, literature and physical education (Østergaard 
2000: 166-67). These schools, and Grundtvigian thinking in general, proved immensely 
popular, particularly among the farming middle class that was gaining more and more 
political clout in the 19th century in the face of a declining nobility.

Thus, through the increasing power of these farmers, Grundtvigianism eventually 
allowed nationalism to transition from a cultural current to a mass political movement. 
Nationalism had already become a political force in Denmark in the 1830’s with the 
national-liberal movement, but its original members came largely from the small 
urban intelligentsia. In the following decade, the movement gradually allied itself 
with the middle and big farmers to gain more popular representativity. This meant 
taking on many more “popular” elements of Grundtvigian nationalism, including 
the idea of the common people as the source of political legitimacy and a stress on 
the importance of the Danish language, something that was hardly self-evident to 
these high-born German-educated elites (Østergaard 2000: 156-57). This alliance thus 
meant that Danish national identity gradually became a mass phenomenon, and the 
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idea of political legitimacy emanating from the people was crucial in bringing about 
Denmark’s first democratic constitution in 1849. The European-wide lesson from the 
1848 “Spring of Nations” that national identity and national sovereignty go hand in 
hand is thus perhaps even more pronounced in Denmark, as that spring saw this union 
of state, nation and people durably inscribed into law.

This union was ultimately perfected through war, yet unlike other constitutive 
19th-century national wars on the European continent waged by Germany or Italy, 
the outcome for Denmark was largely calamitous. The ascent of Danish nationalism 
increasingly alarmed the German populations of Schleswig and Holstein, who above 
all could not accept a division of their duchies as the Danish national-liberals kept 
proposing (Hansen 2002: 56). When the latter seized power in 1848, the duchies 
revolted and were immediately backed by the German states. A first war erupted (1848-
1851) in which Denmark was saved only by the intervention of Britain and Russia. It was 
the first war that Denmark had fought as a nation-state, and it unleashed a wave of 
nationalist fervour. The celebrations did not last long, however, and after a second war 
in 1864, Denmark was forced to cede almost the entirety of the duchies to Prussia. The 
defeat could be considered as a blessing for Danish nationalists in retrospect however, 
as there were now no ethnic minorities left in the mainland possessions of the Realm 
(i.e. excluding Denmark’s overseas holdings). About 200,000 Danes were left on the 
German side of the border, yet once the majority of them were returned to Denmark 
after the 1920 plebiscites in the wake of the First World War, Denmark fulfilled the 
basic definition of a nation-state as being the home of all the members of the nation 
(and only the members of the nation) almost to perfection (Østergaard 2000: 165).

The experience of 1864 also allowed for a further tightening of the people-
state relationship, at least in terms of identification. The old national-liberal elite 
was blamed for the disaster, partly on the grounds of not having been nationalistic 
enough (Hansen 2002: 57-58). Many of them had reacted with despondence after the 
defeat, not believing the rump state to be viable without the fertile German duchies; 
the king even made a secret offer to Bismarck to absorb Denmark in its entirety, 
which the German chancellor rejected (Østergaard 2000: 159; Faber 2010). Instead, 
the (still largely rural) middle class took charge under the slogan hvad udad tabes, det 
må indad vindes (“what has been lost outwards must be gained inwards”) (Hansen 
2002: 57). This involved a strengthening of Danish national culture, but also large-scale 
development projects such as the taming of the Jutland heath to compensate for the 
lost farmland of the duchies (Østergaard 2000: 145). These middle class farmers, who 
eventually coalesced politically into Venstre, the Danish Liberal Party, were still heavily 
influenced by Grundtvigianism and its stress on the “people” as the ultimate repository 
of national identity. They were revisionists without being expansionists, as opposed 
to more conservative forces in Denmark, and were more focused on protecting their 
own economic interests as well as enshrining Grundtvig’s popular nationalism into the 
Danish state institutions. They were very successful in this last respect, largely thanks 
to Grundtvig’s educational ideas being already very popular throughout the country. 
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As a result, most Danes are to this day born into a “people’s Church” (Folkekirken), 
attend the public school or rather the “people’s school” (Folkeskolen), exert their 
national sovereignty through a “people’s assembly” (Folketinget) or, in the case of 
major decisions, through referenda or “people’s votes” (folkeafstemninger), all of which 
are institutions dating from the 19th century (Hansen 2002: 58). 

This neat linguistic juxtaposition is merely meant to reiterate that in terms of 
Danish identity and self-perception, the main legacy of the 19th century is a complete 
symbiosis of state, nation and people (Østergård 1992: 171). The Grundtvigian brand 
of nationalism as popular, anti-elite and suspicious of any outside influences has since 
become entrenched as a key identity “code”, to use Wæver’s terminology, and in Danish 
political discourse, one which has since proved a significant obstacle to EU advocacy in 
the Danish context. “Denmark is a little land,” a popular saying goes: a land of closely-
knit communities, homely and non-belligerent, but also a land of closed minds, at 
least in the eyes of the more critical observers.

The legacy for Danish identity of this period is not one-sided, however: the 
Danish rural middle class may have been Grundtvigian, but it was already (and 
increasingly) dependent on foreign agricultural exports. These farmers may thus 
have been parochial and pious in their everyday habits, but they were producing for 
a world market and were acutely aware of their resulting economic interdependence. 
Consequently, they saw a need for pragmatism in foreign policy matters (Østergård 
1992: 172-173). Their political discourse thus acquired a strong streak of libertarianism, 
liberalism and economic realism that would in time lay the foundations for the 20th-
century pro-European discourse in the name of Denmark’s economic development. 
To the legacy of a tightly knit ethnic community one should thus add that of economic 
openness, arguably a prefiguration of the subsequent Danish ambivalence in terms of 
self-perception when confronted with the prospect of an integrated Europe.

2.3 20th century continuities: Social Democracy and consensualism

The missing link in identity terms between this 19th-century cohabitation of 
folkelighed and pragmatism and the subsequent debates of Denmark in the EC/EU 
was provided by the Danish Social Democrats in the early 20th century. In line with 
other socialist parties across Europe, they saw their main political mission in the 
emancipation of the large class of landless rural labourers that still formed the main 
workforce on Danish farms (Østergård 1992: 173). They gradually achieved this at the 
expense of the rural middle class, which cost them the opportunity to ever gain an 
absolute majority. Interestingly, however, the Social Democrats decided to compromise 
instead of radicalizing further in the 1920’s in order to avoid marginalisation as a radical 
movement and to maintain its prominence and credibility in Danish politics. This later 
became motivated by a wish to salvage Danish democracy in an age of rising fascism 
and communism; as keen as the Social Democrats were to introduce welfare reforms, 
they did not wish to do so at the expense of sacrificing the integrity of Denmark as a 
nation.
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This drive towards reconciliation culminated in the 1933 Kanslergade Agreement. 
Only months after Hitler had seized power in Germany, the Social Democrats, along 
with the Social Liberal Party, reached a political agreement with Venstre which allowed 
the establishment of what was effectively the first edition of the Danish welfare state 
(Østergaard 2000: 171). Substantial welfare reforms were introduced in return for some 
libertarian guarantees and subsidies for Danish farmers. This agreement remained 
in force throughout the 1930’s, ensuring an impressive stability in Danish politics in 
contrast with contemporary hardships for parliamentary democracy elsewhere in 
Europe: the Social Democratic leader of the Kanslergade Agreement, Thorvald Stauning, 
became one of the longest-serving Prime Ministers in Danish history. 

This broadly negotiated political acceptance of the Danish welfare state ensured 
its gradual incorporation into Danish political self-identification. Regardless of political 
affiliation (and of shifting political realities), most Danes today would still profess 
their attachment to the welfare state as an ideal of the state caring for all citizens 
(Leroy 2003: 91). The Kanslergade Agreement also stands out as a flagship episode of 
“consensualism”, i.e. the idea that major political decisions can be negotiated out in 
often informal ways, relying on a high level of trust in the ultimate commitment of all 
parties to political and economic stability. This national consensus was expanded in 
the post-war decades to include elements such as social openness, progressiveness, 
transparency or women’s rights, which have all become major elements of Danish 
self-identification (Leroy 2003: 108).

Of course, this is not to say that these elements are shared by all Danes in equal 
measure or that this somehow induced extensive political conformity: like many other 
European parliamentary systems, Denmark has in fact tended towards a fragmentation 
of the political spectrum since the 1970’s. The important aspect for the purposes 
of this study is that this social consensus further cemented a shared understanding 
of national identity on Grundtvigian terms. The Danish welfare state having been 
obtained by the Social Democrats at the cost of a “national agreement” with the middle 
class meant that the latter were left with an effective monopoly in defining Danish 
national identity. The Grundtivigian notion of nationalism as “organic”, fostered from 
“below”, now became generalised. For urban workers, it was embodied in the welfare 
state; for farmers, it was through the liberal farming system favoured by Venstre; for 
all of them, it was the sum of the folke- institutions outlined above, a “people” which 
had now come to encompass the entire lower and middle classes. The anti-elitism 
inherited from Grundtvig ensured that an “elite vs. people” discourse could easily be 
used for political gain, as subsequent debates on the EU provided frequent evidence 
of (Østergård 1992: 172-177).

The historical development of Danish national identity thus yields a legacy of 
democratization, of economic openness and social egalitarianism. It is, however, also 
one of a tightly knit ethnic community that is difficult to reconcile with any form of 
outside political interference. The quasi-perfect symbiosis of state, nation and people, 
as the Danes see it, might form a solid foundation to construct a good society, but it 
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also results in an often-noted discreet cultural arrogance. “Denmark is a little land”, 
yes, but an exceptional one, and this shared “code” of Danish exceptionalism only 
tends to reinforce the importance of maintaining the symbiosis intact (Østergaard 
2000: 173). By extension, this means that international integration projects like that 
of the EU become problematic from the onset due to this exceptionalism being non-
transferrable: in other words, Denmark cannot “double itself” in Europe in the view of 
the Danish nationalist, not just due to its objective size but also due to the uniqueness 
of its system of the conditions that allowed it to form. This could be contrasted to 
France, for instance, where national identification rests on more universal notions 
of citizenship and human rights inherited from the French Revolution (Wæver 2002: 
34). On the contrary: for the ideologically consistent Danish nationalist, any sustained 
supranational engagement becomes a zero-sum game (Østergård 1992: 172), not 
because of their general attachment to Denmark as a nation but because of their 
attachment to very concrete Danish state institutions which have come to embody 
the nation, i.e. the people. Any threat to one of the constitutive institutions of the 
state, especially by an outside agent (who would thus not possess the legitimacy of 
“the people”) would risk being perceived as a direct threat to Danish national identity. 
Taking this specificity of Danish national identity into account thus becomes necessary 
for the state in order to establish what forms of supranational cooperation remain at 
all possible.

3. Another broken vision: “Norden” and its lessons

The previous chapter showed how supranational association might harbour 
significant obstacles from the perspective of Danish national identity. If this is true, 
one might rightly wonder at the fact that Denmark not only participated, however 
reluctantly, in the European project, but that this was not even the first supranational 
idea the country has pursued. That honour goes to “Norden”, and Danish discourses 
on identity and the EU are therefore indissociable from Denmark’s experience with 
Nordic cooperation and integration projects.

3.1 The idea of “Norden”: origins and early projects

“Norden” simply means “the North” in the Scandinavian languages. Being “Nordic” 
in the superficial sense thus merely denotes an identification with the northernmost 
lands of Europe. Beyond geography, Nordic identity has built itself on notions of 
“Norden” as a space of shared cultures, histories, religions and languages, akin to the 
construction of most national identities. The Nordic languages are all North Germanic, 
except for Finnish and the often-forgotten Sámi languages, and their Scandinavian 
specimens remain mutually intelligible to a degree. The national churches of the 
Nordic countries are all Lutheran. As for the shared history, these countries can look 
back at a largely uninterrupted cohabitation under the Scandinavian crowns since the 
Middle Ages. There is even one example of a Nordic union state, the Kalmar Union of 
the 15th century, in which the entire region was united politically for a time.
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The Kalmar Union turned out to be the exception confirming the rule, as any quick 
survey of the region’s history prior to 1814 will show (Leroy 2003: 12; Østergaard 2000: 
146-147). To this day, Danes and Swedes claim to hold the record of most mutual wars 
in history, as the 15th to the 18th centuries were dominated by their struggle against 
one another for domination of the Baltic. Norway was absorbed by Denmark after the 
failure of the Kalmar Union in the 16th century and had to endure several centuries 
of Danish and Swedish rule before gaining its independence in 1905. Finland was 
colonized and Christianised by Swedish swords in the Middle Ages and became a 
frequent battleground between the Swedish and Russian empires, and Icelanders 
also identify Danish 19th-century rule as colonial. Prior to the 19th century, “Norden” 
was thus largely a space of confrontation, and Nordic national identities have tended 
to form themselves in demarcation from one another. One example is nynorsk, “New 
Norwegian”, a standardized form of Norwegian that was created in the 20th century 
to contrast the other standardized form, bokmål (the “book language”), deemed too 
close to Danish.

Still, adherents of an early form of Nordic identity called “Scandinavism” emerged 
in the early 19th century in parallel with the first Scandinavian nationalists (Finland and 
Iceland were left out at this stage) (Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 225). The movement 
largely remained an intellectual one, however, failing to expand its membership 
beyond university students and Romanticist artists, in contrast to the national-liberal 
movement. Had the latter also failed to do so, it is not inconceivable that the language of 
Danish nationalism would have become Swedish under the influence of Scandinavism 
(Østergaard 2000: 157). Indeed, the most prominent contemporary legacy of this early 
movement is arguably Swedish national anthem, which was originally conceived as an 
anthem to “Norden”: to this day, Swedish sports fans will gladly roar out the final words 
“Yes I want to live, I want to die in the North!” to cheer on their nation (Dybeck 2015).

Scandinavism had been most prominent in Denmark due to the perceived threat 
from Pan-Germanism to its southern border (Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 225). 
When Denmark ultimately had to face the Schleswig Wars alone, as the hoped-for 
help from Sweden never came, any narratives of Scandinavian solidarity were fatally 
undermined and the movement imploded (Hansen 2002: 57). Scandinavian, and 
later Nordic, cooperation continued nonetheless throughout the late 19th century. 
The movement had no doubt had its influence in making elites on all sides more 
willing to interact, particularly as no war had been fought between the Scandinavian 
monarchies since 1814. The increasing economic integration of these countries with 
the coming of industrialisation played its part as well. As a result, much of the Nordic 
cooperation during this period took the form of informal contact networks between 
professional groups and trade unions, the most prominent ones being the meetings 
of Nordic lawyers that took off in 1872 (Kettunen&Lundberg et alii 2016: 71). These 
informal contacts gradually spread from professional groups to more political circles: 
the first Nordic Intra-Parliamentary cooperation can be traced to 1907, and informal 
meetings between Nordic policy-makers became a recurring feature in the 1920’s, as 
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the independence of Norway, Finland and Iceland in the early 20th century gave new 
life to Nordic cooperation. Other examples of this semi-formal cooperation include 
the regular meetings of Nordic foreign ministers in the interwar period, the organized 
coordination of Nordic labour movements through the umbrella organization SAMAK 
(“The Labour Movement’s Nordic Cooperation Committee”), founded in 1932, and 
the various national Nordic associations which sprung up in the interwar years and 
lobbied for increased Nordic cooperation at the political level. 

This cooperation did produce some tangible results. The Nordic parliamentary 
meetings succeeded in harmonizing family law across the different countries in the 
1920’s, and 1929 saw the signing of a “Nordic Poverty Treaty” between Denmark, 
Sweden, Norway and Finland, which guaranteed equal social rights for Nordic nationals 
in all countries (Kettunen&Lundberg et alii 2016: 73). But Nordic integration still had 
its clear limits: the most far-reaching integration was achieved with the Scandinavian 
currency union of 1873 which fell apart after 1905 (Strang 2016: 5). For all the rhetorical 
goodwill, the political and economic contexts of the countries were too divergent 
(and, to an extent, antagonistic) to allow for any genuine integration at this stage. 
Norway was particularly ambivalent about cooperation, since it often felt patronized 
by Sweden and Denmark, and thus all countries were left to face the Second World War 
alone (Laursen&Borring Olesen: 225). Yet from the perspective of identity, the seed 
that had been sown by Scandinavism kept growing. The informal Nordic professional 
and political networks may not have amounted to much in terms of real integration, 
but the “cobweb”-like connections it built still helped maintain a vague collective 
sense of a shared political and cultural sphere (Strang 2016: 7). In the post-war period, 
this partial identity would serve as a pretext to far more ambitious enterprises.

3.2 The Nordic Council and its siblings: overview and assessment

The Second World War had a major impact on all Nordic countries, as all except 
Sweden witnessed it first-hand through battles or occupation. The war resulted in 
greater calls for Nordic cooperation across the board (Leroy 2003: 92). For Denmark, 
this was largely motivated by security concerns. The experience of Nazi occupation 
had brought home to many Danes that the country could no longer stand alone to 
ensure its defence (Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 226). Other motivations for Nordic 
integration included the wish to maintain and expand the existing fruitful “cobweb” 
ties to facilitate economic reconstruction, but also (and crucially) many in the Nordic 
countries felt the need to take a properly “Nordic” geopolitical stance in the looming 
Cold War that was neither capitalist nor communist nor “European”. “Norden” did 
not fit neatly in any of these geopolitical camps, with Denmark, Iceland and Norway 
looking west, Finland treading cautiously with its Soviet neighbour and Sweden 
remaining staunchly attached to its neutrality. In fact, the constant pressure by all 
camps to choose sides almost seemed to backfire at times, driving the Nordics closer 
together (Kettunen&Lundberg et alii 2016: 81-83; Frøland 2014: 176). After all, they had 
developed dense political, economic and cultural ties over time, and all of them were 
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small states of roughly equal geopolitical weight, making Nordic integration seem like 
a promising new way forward. The Nordic movements are a sign of how popular such 
ideas were among the population at large, with the Danish branch peaking at 65,000 
members in 1960, far more than have ever joined the Danish European Movement. 
They had the support of the Social Democrats, who were anxious to further the 
development of the welfare state in the Nordic countries. This made a “Norden first”-
scenario not just a vague hope of the popular masses but a genuinely feasible project 
with elite endorsement (Laursen&Borring Olesen: 244-45).

Thus began the “golden age” of Nordic cooperation, about which there exists 
narratives of both failure and success. Significant progress was made in several fields: 
most notably, the Nordic Council was established in 1952 (with Finland belatedly 
joining in 1955) as a permanent body to promote inter-parliamentary cooperation. In 
its wake came a Nordic Passport Union, allowing for free movement and, eventually, a 
common labour market decades before the Schengen Agreement as well as a Social 
Security Convention in 1955, which expanded on the 1929 convention (Frøland 2014: 
193). The council was expanded further in 1971 to include a Nordic Council of Ministers 
which allowed for intergovernmental cooperation and coordination at Nordic level. The 
Scandinavians also succeeded in merging their national airlines into one big prestige 
project, the Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS), in 1951; an airline which is still flying 
at the time of writing (Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 236). In a time when a Swede, 
Dag Hammarskjöld, could succeed a Norwegian, Trygve Lie, at the helm of the United 
Nations, it seemed to many observers that the Nordic countries were indeed succeeding 
in defending their own “brand” as a peaceful third way between the blocs. 

As significant as these achievements were, the more comprehensive attempts 
at creating venues for cooperation ended in failure. The Nordic Council remained a 
firmly intergovernmental body with no supranational authority. Talks to form a Nordic 
defence union broke down in 1948 when it became clear that the geopolitical positions 
of the Nordic countries remained irreconcilable, and although several attempts were 
made to create a comprehensive Nordic customs union, these too ultimately came 
to naught. The most ambitious of these, Nordek (in talks 1968-1970), was ultimately 
Denmark’s last-ditch attempt to find a Nordic alternative to the EC or, if it were to 
prove more expedient, to find a common Nordic way into the EC. When this failed 
too, largely due to disagreements with Finland about Nordek as a gateway to the 
EC, Denmark finally took on the European project and applied for EC membership, 
shelving any hopes for a separate integrated “Norden” (Frøland 2014: 194-96).

The failure of these attempts at Nordic integration, in contrast to the relative 
success of the EC/EU in gradually binding the Nordic countries into its economic 
system, has often led to the narrative of failure being predominant. These failures 
were in part due to external pressures: neither the United States nor the USSR were 
keen on a Nordic defence union, and the USSR was suspicious of the intentions behind 
Nordek. Nordic cooperation is often presented as having followed the principle of the 
“lowest common denominator”, by which the Nordic states stuck to the limited areas 
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in which they could find agreement to pursue informal, pragmatic cooperation and 
avoided the rest (Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 238, 243). This seems like a valid claim 
when one considers that the idea of “Norden” had both popular and elite support and 
still failed to materialize, but it does somewhat obscure what was ultimately achieved. 
The Nordic Passport Union and common labour market were significant milestones by 
any standards, and the “cobweb” structures of informal cooperation kept expanding 
throughout the 20th century (Miles 2015: 19-20). SAMAK, for example, might be past 
its glory days but remains an active organization (Borring Olesen&Strang 2016: 31-
32). The idea of a “lowest common denominator” also flies in the face of the fact that 
attempts at Nordic cooperation have always been resurrected whenever the chance 
has presented itself, most recently with NORDEFCO, a voluntary defence collaboration 
scheme launched by Norway’s then-Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg (Strang 2016: 
1-2).2 Still, as Nordic cooperation has been thoroughly superseded by EU and NATO 
structures and often acts like a complement to the latter, it remains highly unlikely 
that genuine Nordic integration will come about in the near future.

3.3 Some conclusions on Nordic and Danish identities

Nordic identity is thus still widely shared in Denmark, as these latest efforts at 
cooperation show (Kettunen&Lundberg et alii 2016: 88). It was slow in taking hold in 
the identity discourse and cannot rival Danish national identity as the primary prism of 
self-perception. On the contrary, it would seem that Nordic identity is premised on a 
strong feeling of national identity (Østergaard 2000: 139). It was the rising nationalism 
of the 19th century, and the discursive construction of Scandinavian national identities, 
that allowed for the construction of a shared Scandinavian, and later Nordic, identity 
based on the same cultural, historical and social factors that the individual nationalisms 
were bringing to the fore. In this sense, it would perhaps be more appropriate to see 
Nordic identity not as an autonomous and all-encompassing identity on par with the 
individual national identities, but as an identity marker attached to those identities. 
This would make Nordic identity another “code” in Wæverian terms: just as Danish 
identity hinges (discursively, at any rate) on a strong attachment to the Grundtvigian 
synthesis of nation, people and state, so it is tied to a general feeling of belonging to 
“Norden”, a notion of little practical content but of significant ideological force.

This understanding of Nordic identity as a “code” within Nordic national identity 
discourses helps making sense of several ambivalent features of the discursive use of 
“Norden”. For instance, Nordic decision-makers have often proven happy to appeal to 
Nordic identity to bolster their internal nationalist discourses. Such posturing has often 
been used precisely against the EC/EU: Danish opponents of European integration 
have appealed to Nordic identity and cooperation at every critical juncture in order 
to present it as an alternative to cooperation with the “south”. Against a European 
project that a sceptical Danish Social Democrat once qualified as “Capitalist, Catholic 

2 The fact that it was Norway of all countries to propose this collaboration speaks volumes about the 
progress made in Nordic cooperation in light of that country’s traditional reluctance (see above).
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and Christian Democratic” (read: decidedly un-Danish and un-Nordic), “Norden” could 
be drawn up in fond, familiar terms based on perceived social and cultural affinities, 
no matter how close or pertinent these affinities were in practice (B. Olesen 2000: 
164). Interestingly enough, this “Nordic card” can also be used against other Nordic 
states, as the current dynamic of competition among the Nordic nations to brand 
themselves as “the most Nordic” testifies (Howard Grøn&Nedergaard et alii 2015: 244). 
This only works because all Nordic states can individually appropriate “Nordicness” as 
part of their national identities; such games would be difficult to imagine if we were to 
conceive of Nordic identity as a quasi-national identity à part entière. 

The political consequence of this subordination of “Nordicness” to “Danishness” (or 
“Finnishness”, or “Norwegianness”) is somewhat ironic for any true believer in Nordic 
identity: it is the perfect guarantee for “Norden” to remain a positive identity marker 
and a permanent feature of political discourse in terms of supranational integration, 
while at the same time ensuring that this integration will never occur in practice 
(Østergaard 2000: 139-141). The Nordic Council has never gained any supranational 
powers precisely because doing so would have put this basic tenet of “Nordicness” 
as a Danish (or Swedish, or Icelandic) identity marker, not as an identity by itself, into 
question. By this discursive construction, Danes are instead likely to remain Danish first 
and Nordic second, and the Nordic Council’s headquarters in Copenhagen are likely to 
remain where they are now: splendidly located in the heart of the old city by one of its 
most charming canals, but hopelessly overshadowed by the towering black castle of 
Christiansborg, seat of the Folketing, which stands directly on the opposite bank. 

This is a worrying precedent if one is concerned with fostering identification with 
Europe in Denmark, and all the more so since Europe starts at a clear disadvantage. 
European identity, however defined, is normally seen as competing with national 
identity: in other words, while many Danes would now indeed call themselves 
Europeans, “Europeanness” is yet to be fully accepted as an identity marker in Danish 
discourse (Schrøder&Hansen 2005: 41). Until such time, national as well as Nordic 
identity is susceptible to be invoked in opposition to the EU, as it very often has been 
in the past. The fact that Nordic integration failed in part under pressure from the EC in 
the late 1960’s does not help in this respect, nor does the discursive endurance of the 
Danish welfare state, as this is also the endurance of the “Nordic model” that the Social 
Democrats defended in the 1950’s. This has gone a long way to strengthen feelings of 
Danish and Nordic exceptionalism vis-à-vis the rest of the world, very much including 
the rest of Europe (Østergaard 2000: 141). With this “code” embedded in the Danish 
identity discourse, any faltering in the European project risks seeing the spectre of 
Nordic integration rearing its head; one would thus not be wrong to speculate that 
recent ideas about a “multi-speed EU” or a “Northern” and “Southern” EU might, if 
nothing else, give the dream of “Norden” yet another last breath (Laursen&Borring 
Olesen 2000: 253-54). As the editor-in-chief of one Danish newspaper put it after the 
failure of the 1992 referendum: “What is special about Norden as an alternative [to the 
EU] is that it is always there without ever really being there” (Seidenfaden 1992).
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4. Denmark and the European project: identity debates around the 1990’s EU 
referenda

4.1 Denmark and the EU: a “state accession” project?

Having clarified the position of “Norden” in Danish identity discourse, this study 
can now in good conscience turn to Europe. A much more successful enterprise in 
appearance compared to any Nordic project, the EU nonetheless maintains the 
distinct disadvantage that it has never been assimilated in identity terms, with most 
Danes being happy members of the club as long as they can remain at arm’s length. 
No historical event has made this more apparent than the referenda of 1992 and 
1993, thanks to which these Danish reservations have been inscribed into the EU’s 
foundational treaties.

Prologue: Denmark and the EC

These reservations are nothing new, as Denmark has been a reluctant partner 
to the European project ever since it was launched. Danish participation at the 1948 
Hague Conference, which laid the foundations of the European movement, was 
greatly diminished due to the dominant Social Democrats refusing to join (B. Olesen: 
150; Frøland 2014: 184). They were still betting heavily on Nordic association as their 
preferred path to secure the Danish welfare state, and they had substantial popular 
backing in doing so (Sauerberg 1992: 64-65). In the following decades, however, 
Denmark proved to be the least apprehensive Nordic state with regards to the EC. 
Its continued reliance on agricultural exports meant that Nordic association would 
never be enough in economic terms, and pragmatism dictated a political alignment 
with their largest trading partner, the UK. This was the Danish motive behind the 
formation of EFTA, but as the UK soon pushed for EC membership, the 1960’s became 
a waiting game for Danish politicians as de Gaulle was keeping Britain at bay (Leroy 
2003: 40; Olesen: 151-52). As soon as the French veto was lifted and Nordek was finally 
buried, Danish policymakers joined the UK in applying for EC membership, presenting 
it to their own population as a choice dictated by economic pragmatism. The EC 
was introduced as the logical successor of EFTA, which had, in turn, been a purely 
intergovernmental affair and nothing which would majorly impact Danish sovereignty 
while at the same time being economically vital: with one major trading partner (West 
Germany) already a member of the EC, Denmark could not afford to lose a second 
one (Wivel 2018: 16-17). The same class of Danish farmers that had successfully allied 
Grundtvigian nationalism to economic pragmatism a century earlier was now pushing 
heavily on the latter button to keep the former in line.

This position was shared by all major parties, including – ultimately – the Social 
Democrats, a decisive factor in swinging the pendulum towards popular approval 
(Sauerberg 1992: 66). But Danish opposition to the EC quickly organized in a cross-party 
movement, the People’s Movement against the EC, whose discourse clustered around 
a series of concerns regarding this new venture. They cried out at the expected loss 
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of sovereignty, alienation from Denmark’s traditional Nordic partners, endangerment 
of the Danish welfare state and weakening of “Norden” as a third way. The EC was 
interpreted as a super-state in the making and as a capitalist trojan horse (Hansen 
2002: 63). In short, the fears of the EC opposition were all identity-related, indicating 
that at least in the 1970’s, “Europe” was certainly not perceived as compatible with 
“Danishness”, and this is ultimately proven by the fact that even the “yes” camp agreed. 
They agreed on the welfare state and Nordic identity as key markers of “Danishness” 
that should be preserved (Wivel 2018: 18).  By extension, they agreed that a political 
union was undesirable, and their strategy thus depended on presenting the EC as 
being a wholly economic enterprise, disregarding the spirit of the “ever closer union”. 
Fears of Denmark being cut off from “Norden” were soothed by the claim that Denmark 
could, on the contrary, act as a bridge between the EC and its Nordic friends (Hansen 
2002: 62).

These reassurances on the political dimension of the EC, coupled with the 
traditional economic pragmatism and the begrudging acceptance by most Danes 
that the Nordic alternative was increasingly a pipe dream, ultimately carried the day 
(Laursen&Borring Olesen 2000: 232). EC membership was approved by a solid majority 
in the 1972 referendum (63,3%). Membership proved to be an uneventful affair at first. 
As the other Nordic countries failed to join, the idea of Denmark as a bridge builder did 
not come about, but neither did the spectre of a “super-state”, as political integration 
talks were shelved within the EC. Denmark remained a fairly sceptic member: EC 
approval ratings hovered between 40 and 50% and openly Eurosceptic parties could 
rely on the support of about 30% of voters up until 1989. Still: as long as it remained a 
purely economic affair, the EC had little to fear from Denmark. Its only major test came 
in 1986, when another referendum was held regarding the ratification of the Single 
European Act, which faced rejection in the Folketing as the Social Democrats opposed 
it. In the population at large, pragmatism still won out, and the referendum was “won” 
by the EC camp 56%-44% (Sauerberg 1992: 65, 69).

Up until 1990, the Danish “silent majority” thus seemed to conform perfectly with 
the ambiguities of its own national identity discourse. There was no love lost for the EC, 
which did not fit in the Grundtvigian recipe for Denmark, but, at the same time, Danish 
economic pragmatism could still be relied on to keep the country on track, as the 1986 
referendum proved. The extent of this pragmatism can perhaps be fully grasped if 
one considers the fact that the Danish constitution, the most sacred document to any 
Danish nationalist, explicitly allows for the cessation of sovereignty to supra-national 
entities since its most recent revision in 1953 (Frøland 2014: 192). §20 stipulates that 
national competences may be ceded to such entities either by a majority of five sixths 
in the Folketing or through a referendum (Denmark 2009: 8-9). As mentioned, however, 
Euroscepticism remained very much alive. The People’s Movement against the EU 
never grew beyond a modest membership base (11,000 in 1990) but always proved 
able to mobilize significant portions of the “silent majority” whenever EC integration 
debates returned to the agenda with their discourse on Danish and Nordic identity, 
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which thus remained intact (“Folkebevægelse” 1990). Crucially, however, this peaceful 
reluctance was premised on the fact that no political integration would take place: 
after the 1986 referendum, Conservative Prime Minister Poul Schlüter famously stated 
that “the Union is stone-dead” (Hansen 2002: 66). Many took him to his word and cast 
Denmark as an internal watchdog against a “deepening” of the EC, an attitude which 
meant that “Europeanness” struggled to insert itself in Danish identity discourses. This 
spelled trouble, especially once European integration picked up new momentum in 
the 1990’s (Sauerberg 1992: 66-67).

1990-1992 and the build-up to Maastricht: defining political consensus

It is thought-provoking when one of the country’s top economists and chair of the 
Economic Councils, Prof. Claus Vastrup, says that ‘the political [dimension] is the 
most important part of EC cooperation’. On the other hand, one of the country’s top 
politicians, Minister of Economic Affairs Niels Helveg Petersen, tells us that the economic 
[dimension] is the most important part of EC cooperation. There is thus obviously the 
need for a debate between politicians and economists [on this], which would make it 
possible for the average Dane to understand and to make up his mind about Denmark’s 
future in the European project (Dahlgaard “EF-hysteriet” 1990).

The year was 1990 and the quiet compromise on the European question was ripping 
at the seam, as the “stone-dead” political dimension of the EC was re-emerging in full 
force. The end of the Cold War and the prospect of German reunification made Danish 
lawmakers keen to join the momentum that was building everywhere for increased 
European integration as an answer to the end of the Cold War. They had some reason 
to believe that the majority of Danes would follow them. Polls showed unprecedented 
support for the EC, and the Social Democrats, who had voted against the Single 
European Act, were now joining forces with the government to promote European 
integration (Dahlgaard “Holdnings-murene” 1990; “Helveg” 1990). The frontrunner of 
the pro-European camp was Uffe Ellemann-Jensen, Minister of Foreign Affairs, who 
worked hard to reassure sceptics and to keep the Social Democrats in line (Ellemann-
Jensen 1990). He presented the EC as Denmark’s only alternative forward, one that 
would preserve its economic interests, keep a unified Germany in check and even 
allow for increased Nordic unity; after all, the other Nordic countries were poised to join 
too, now that they were no longer held back by a Cold War context (Gården&Svensson 
1990). Many prominent politicians spoke in a similar tune, and Schlüter most of all, 
who insisted that the EC was the only viable alternative for Denmark and that any fears 
of identity loss were unfounded (Schlüter 1991). There was strength to be found in 
cultural multiplicity, he argued, and his Ministers of Culture, Ole Vig Jensen, and (later) 
Grethe Rostbøll repeatedly sought to reassure voters that the new cultural dimension 
of European collaboration would mean increased funding and protection for Danish 
culture (Vig Jensen 1990; Jensen 1990).

These Danish supporters of European integration, which eventually took tangible 
form with the Maastricht treaty, still tried to downplay the political dimension, with 
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Ellemann-Jensen stating that he “did not like the term ‘union’” (Gården&Svensson 
1990) and that:

If by political union you mean a joint parliament, a joint head of state and a joint foreign 
policy on all things – no, we don’t like that. But no one else does (“EF-union” 1990).

Similarly to 1972, arguments were brought forward that Denmark seizing the 
initiative at the helm of a strong Nordic presence in the coming EU would be the safest 
guarantee against such ideas (Hedegaard 1992c; Hedegaard 1992d; “Nordendeligt” 
1990). They may even have been right in the event: the Danish government did 
contribute significantly to the Maastricht treaty with additions such as the European 
Ombudsman and an added stress of the principle of subsidiarity, though it is perhaps 
telling that their most widely applauded achievement in the media was the “summer 
home” clause to keep Danish summer homes out of foreign (read: German) hands in 
the new EU (Gården 1990b; Steensgaard 1991).

The one glaring difference to 1972 was the recurring statement by policy-makers 
and other union supporters that the EU was politically inevitable (Hergel 1990; 
Randsholt 1990; Deckert 1990). There was widespread expectation in these circles that 
with globalization, a more open identity would come about on its own, something 
that was not in contradiction with national identity but simply a modification of it. The 
example of an MEP for Venstre openly calling for the gradual cessation of translations 
into Danish at EC level is emblematic of this brief period of overt Europeanism at 
the highest level of Danish politics (“Forslag” 1990). Such sentiment was hardly self-
evident to the great mass of Danes who had never learned to identify as Europeans, 
however, and it was outright anathema to Danish nationalists who saw themselves as 
the true heirs of Grundtvig. Søren Krarup, a pastor and frequent contributor at Ekstra 
Bladet, saw the end of the Cold War as the triumph of nationalism over communism 
and claimed to be outright “nauseated” by the EU, an artificial construct which had 
come to wrestle the hard-won freedom away from the peoples of Europe, just as the 
USSR had done (Krarup 1990, 1991).

Krarup certainly defended extreme views, but he did so in the most widely 
circulated newspaper in the country, and there were plenty of more moderate voices 
questioning the government’s whole-hearted support for the Maastricht treaty. 
Christen Sørensen, one of the country’s top economists and in principle a supporter 
of the European project, found the gap between the statements of policymakers and 
the reality of the treaty “dishonest” and “unacceptable” (“Det er demokrati” 1990; 
“Økonom: Politikerne uærlige” 1990). In particular, he attacked what he saw as the 
democratic deficit of the new union, with an over-powerful Council of Ministers and 
a central bank beyond democratic oversight. Ole Wæver, another supporter of the 
union, voiced similar concerns: there was something strange about the government 
claiming that Denmark would gain a stronger voice through the coming EU while 
simultaneously being reluctant in reinforcing its most democratic institution, namely 
the European Parliament (Notkin 1991; “Den europæiske misforståelse” 1991). More 
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and more voices claimed to be “for Europe, but against the EU”, noting that the 
Maastricht treaty was a rushed document with ill-understood consequences and that 
Denmark should be allowed to stop up and reflect (Høy 1992; Bang Nielsen 1991a; 
Dahlerup 1991). Thus, long before the referendum was announced, Ellemann-Jensen 
was having precisely the debate on the EU he had not wanted, and it gradually turned 
to his disadvantage (Ellemann-Jensen 1990).

Ellemann-Jensen had not wanted the referendum either. In his defence, he 
technically did not need any: with the Social Democrats on board, the government 
would have had the 5/6 majority needed to pass the treaty through the Folketing. But 
1972 and 1986 had set a precedent to consult the population on any steps pertaining 
to European integration, a precedent which all major parties wished to maintain, and 
so a referendum was duly scheduled for June 2nd, 1992. The political establishment 
worked hard to mobilize and educate their citizens on the treaty and its benefits. The 
Prime Minister (still Schlüter) tried to reassure them in his New Year’s address that 
identity loss was nothing to fear and that Denmark was in fact punching far above 
its weight through its EC membership (Schlüter 1992). The Minister of Foreign Affairs 
reminded them in his own New Year’s column that Danish national culture would 
find itself strengthened through the future EU, something that the Minister of Culture 
was already proclaiming loudly at every turn (Ellemann-Jensen 1992). Anders Fogh 
Rasmussen, at the time Minister of Economic Affairs, explained to them that the ECU 
would in fact be more democratic than any alternative, since it would give Denmark 
a place at the table where economic and financial decisions were actually being 
made; more importantly, currency would still be minted locally, which meant that 
Denmark could keep its beautiful kroner with the little hearts (Fogh Rasmussen 1992). 
Half a million copies of the Maastricht treaty were circulated by the government with 
commentary to explain its virtues, and newspapers were publishing key passages in 
their entirety just in case someone had missed them (Leroy 2003: 67). Finally, a few 
days before the vote, the leader of the Social Democrats and soon-to-be Prime Minister 
Poul Nyrup Rasmussen came out in Ekstra Bladet with an unequivocal message to his 
supporters: “Pull yourselves together!” (“Nu må i tage jer sammen” 1992). The world 
had changed since 1990, the party had moved on since 1986, and so should everyone 
else. Never before had the Danish tradition for economic pragmatism been invoked in 
such forceful terms by the political establishment.

4.2 Popular resistance: from Maastricht to Edinburgh and back

The “magical summer” of 1992

Thus, on June 2nd, 1992, the people of Denmark went to the polls and rejected 
the Maastricht treaty by the slimmest of margins (50,7%). There were spontaneous 
celebrations in the streets, and opponents of the EC gathered in front of Christiansborg 
in the middle of the night to cry out their victory (Lyck “Postscript” 1992: 239). On June 
10th, there was an outpour of support for the Danish monarchy on the occasion of the 
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regent couple’s silver wedding anniversary. The next day (and much more importantly, 
some would say), the Danish national football team played their first game at that 
year’s European Championship in Sweden, a tournament that they had only joined 
as a last-minute replacement for Yugoslavia, which was banned from competing due 
to the Yugoslav Wars. They were expected to lose and go home quickly, so quickly 
that their best player decided to stay on holiday. And yet, on June 26th, right after 
the popular Nordic holiday of Midsummer, this team of beer-drinking, sunburnt 
vacationers somehow beat a star-laden and thoroughly professional Germany and 
became European Champions. Once again Europe watched in disbelief, and once 
again the streets of Copenhagen filled up with jubilant crowds waving Danish flags.

The combination of these two historic events, coupled with one of the sunniest 
summers in memory, unleashed a wave of national euphoria that had not been seen 
since the end of the Second World War. For once, Krarup was not representing a 
fringe view in calling June 2nd a “historic day” and an “uplifting victory of the people” 
against the establishment and its information campaign: everyone agreed that these 
results (at least the football matches) made it “fun to be a Dane”, that they had “given 
us dignity” and “confidence” (Krarup 1992; Høj&Fleischer 1992). Per Olov Enquist, a 
renowned Swedish author, wrote an ode to the “brave” people of Denmark and their 
“miracle”, their “June Revolution” in which they found themselves as a people not 
through nationalism but through positive self-assuredness (Olov Enquist 1992). Even 
Ellemann-Jensen could do nothing but ride the wave of enthusiasm and appear in a 
Danish hooligan scarf at the EC summit in Lisbon on the day of the final (Bang Nielsen 
1992c). All in all, it seemed to many observers that in spite of the tight referendum 
result, Denmark was not divided but, on the contrary, more united than ever before 
(“Den ironiske humanist” 1992).

This was true in the sense that, as was pointed out at the time, popular sentiment 
regarding the European project was united in its profound ambivalence. It was plain 
to most people that the EU would indeed have offered many important economic 
advantages, but the immediate mobilisation against Maastricht by the People’s 
Movement (which soon gave birth to an offshoot called the “June Movement”) had 
paid off: the government line about the EU being a purely economic affair simply 
did not hold up to scrutiny (Frøland 2014: 181; Hansen 2002: 65). As the People’s 
Movement and their allies in the press, notably the editorial board at Ekstra Bladet, 
had fought the treaty on political terms from day one, the government had been 
pushed into a corner from which it never managed to fully break out. The yes-voters 
were perfectly aware of this, as Weekendavisen’s post-mortem made painfully clear: 
titled “NEVER AGAIN”, its editor-in-chief readily admitted that the yes side had been 
weaker. That it had, in fact, been “self-contradictory, hesitant, defensive, apologetic 
and seemingly dishonest” (Seidenfaden 1992). There were also more prosaic reasons 
for voting no, such as the already mentioned perceived democratic deficit, scepticism 
about the “3% budget deficit” rule at a time when the economy was losing steam, 
concerns about the implications of European defence cooperation or about the 
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lowering of ecological standards through union legislation (Lyck “Environmental 
Policy” 1992: 139-140). The overarching reason remained the fear of loss of identity 
and sovereignty, however, in spite of all the appeals by leading politicians. A “no” 
vote thus came to be seen as a safer option which would confirm the “people’s” 
role in decision-making and force the European integration process to be rethought 
(Hansen 2002: 72; Notkin 1992).

This “pause to think” was what the celebrating crowds thought they had won 
that “magical” summer, which only got more “magical” because it indeed seemed 
that events elsewhere were confirming the trend that Denmark had set. Danes closely 
watched the French referendum on Maastricht in September 1992, where mounting 
resistance to the EU put the entire project at risk, as Jacques Delors himself admitted 
(Behrendt 1992). The resulting “yes” vote was so frail (50,8%), coming from the main 
sponsor of the Maastricht agreement, that it was essentially interpreted as a victory by 
the Danish “no”-voters (“Den store forskrækkelse” 1992). Scepticism was also growing 
in Germany regarding plans for a common European currency, which some saw 
as a threat to the sacrosanct D-mark, and there were open doubts as to whether a 
referendum in Germany would produce a positive result for the EC (Matlok 1992). In 
the face of such momentous developments, the editorial boards of Weekendavisen, the 
leading intellectual weekly, and Ekstra Bladet, the leading tabloid, spoke with one voice 
for perhaps the only time in history. Maastricht had been “an impasse”, attempting to 
rush it through had left it looking like an “empty shell” and, consequently, the EU had 
to “slow down” and 

concentrate on practical, understandable, necessary cooperation. […] The peoples 
of Europe do wish to cooperate. But they also want to be able to follow. Step by step. 
Without losing each their identity (Olsen 1992b).

Back to earth: Edinburgh and its discontents

In the event, the “pause to think” lasted less than a year. The yes-voters had been 
right in warning that the other EC members would go ahead without Denmark, 
but they were surprised at the door being left open for their “little land” to return 
once all other matters had been settled (Bang Nielsen 1992a). Schlüter immediately 
accepted this line of thinking, and while some in his cabinet were more hesitant, they 
eventually set to work to find a workable, pragmatic compromise which would keep 
Denmark in the EU while satisfying Danish public opinion. This required negotiating 
on two fronts, i.e. with the domestic opposition and with the European Council. The 
former was resolved through a “national compromise” document prepared by the 
left-wing opposition, namely the Social Democrats, the Social Liberal Party and the 
Socialist People’s Party. Participation of the latter was significant, as it had been a vocal 
opponent of the Maastricht treaty; more radical opponents, such as the Progress Party 
or the People’s Movement, were not involved in this process. The government accepted 
the document with only minor alterations, and the other EC members eventually 
agreed to its most important points at the Edinburgh summit in December 1992. The 
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resulting agreement gave Denmark four key exemptions from the provisions of the 
Maastricht treaty, the already mentioned “opt-outs”. Denmark would not accept the 
planned “union citizenship”, it would not participate in the third phase of the monetary 
union (read: the euro) unless this was accepted by another referendum, it would not 
cooperate on justice and police affairs, and it would not participate in any common 
defence policy (Hansen 2002: 72-74). The government’s task was now to get popular 
approval for this amended treaty, and the next referendum was scheduled for May 
18th the following year.

Once more, politicians made the rounds to extoll the virtues of the treaty as best 
they could (Leroy 2003: 73). Schlüter’s government was hampered by the so-called 
“Tamil Case”, a case of abused ministerial authority which eventually forced the entire 
government to resign in early 1993 and resulted in the convocation of the first Royal 
Court (Rigsret) since 1910. Still, Schlüter came back with an appeal in April stating that 
Danish politicians had learned their lesson, that they would not attempt to integrate 
Europe without popular backing, but that it was a vital necessity for Denmark to remain 
attached to European construction, and that the Edinburgh Agreement allowed for an 
appropriate compromise between the dictates of economic pragmatism and national 
expectations. In short, “we would be fools to refuse” (Schlüter 1993). His successors in 
power also stressed the importance of this compromise: Ritt Bjerregaard, a leading 
Social Democrat and soon-to-be European Commissioner for the Environment, 
assured that the government wanted neither a “United States of Europe” nor another 
“no” to Europe but instead that sweet in-between, a union on Danish terms, which 
the Edinburgh Agreement guaranteed (Bjerregaard 1993). Nyrup Rasmussen could 
now confidently encourage voters to vote yes “with both heart and brain” to preserve 
Danish identity and sovereignty, which were now protected thanks to Edinburgh 
(Nyrup Rasmussen 1993). They even got support from their neighbour, with Swedish 
Prime Minister Carl Bildt weighing in a week before the vote to encourage a “yes” as 
a catalyst for Nordic accessions to the EU, brandishing the dream of a strong Norden 
within the EU once more (Bildt 1993).

Many Danes seemed to catch on. Polls showed a clear preference for a “yes”-vote, 
with Social Democratic voters accounting for much of the swing (Gallup 6/1993). The 
main reasons for this swing, according to the voters themselves, was that they were 
better informed on the EU in general (23% of respondents) and that they were satisfied 
with the opt-outs (30%) (Gallup 9/1993). No-leaning newspapers proved more hesitant 
to launch frontal attacks on the exemptions, while the yes-leaning press echoed the 
growing mood: loss of sovereignty was not the ultimate evil, as Denmark was already 
leaving a lot of decisions to bigger players or supranational entities; one only needs 
to think of the ongoing Yugoslav Wars (“Nedtælling” 1993). There were so many 
advantages attached to EU membership after all, some of which had perhaps been 
forgotten in the identity debates of previous months. Now that the issue of national 
sovereignty had been clarified with Edinburgh, surely there were no reasons left to 
vote “no” (Vesterdorf 1993).
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There were reasons left, but seemingly not enough. On May 18th, 56,7% of voters 
accepted the Maastricht treaty as amended by the Edinburgh Agreement, showing 
that the opt-outs had gone a long way to meet popular expectations (Hansen 2002: 
74). There were no flags or public celebrations this time, but no doubt quite a few sighs 
of relief. Instead, the congratulatory notes poured in from abroad: Jacques Delors, 
François Mitterrand, Commissioner van den Broek as well as Foreign Ministers Klaus 
Kinkel, Willy Claes, Alain Juppé and Heikki Haavisto rushed to congratulate Denmark for 
“stimulating the European community” through their yes-vote, which would no doubt 
usher in increased “political and economic confidence” and improve “stability, peace 
and prosperity” across Europe (“EF igen tilfreds” 1993). Now that the Maastricht treaty 
was finally ratified, the long march towards the “ever closer union” could resume.

4.3 The place of identity in the referendum debates

Prime Minister Poul Nyrup Rasmussen announced Denmark’s “yes” to the world 
press at 21:07 from Christiansborg. Just an hour later, that same press rushed out to 
Nørrebro, a popular suburb and bastion of the “no”-vote, which was rapidly turning into 
a war zone. Stones and teargas cans were flying in all directions. Many demonstrators 
were injured, as were dozens of police officers who were increasingly fearing for their 
lives under the constant barrage of stones and insults. “Are they going to kill us? Help 
us goddammit, the others up there [by Sankt Hans Market] are in mortal danger!”, one 
of them yelled according to a journalist on the scene (Hergel&Uhrskov 1993). Shortly 
after midnight, the police were so hard pressed that they drew their pistols and opened 
fire. First into the air, then straight at the crowd. For the first (and, at the time of writing, 
only) time since the Second World War, Danish police was firing live ammunition at 
a civilian demonstration. Fortunately, no-one actually died, but many demonstrators 
had to be brought to the hospital with bullet wounds in their stomach, where they 
joined 60 police officers injured in the fighting. 37 people were subsequently charged 
under the rare sedition paragraph, risking lifetime imprisonment (Høj&Møller 1993).

There was little love lost for the demonstrators and their decidedly un-Danish 
behaviour (Hansen 2002: 74). Most of them were affiliated with Copenhagen’s radical 
squatter movement, and even in Nørrebro most sympathies lay squarely with the 
police. Residents interviewed by the press were angry and despondent: “most of 
us voted no, but you have to respect a referendum”, one said. A cook described the 
protesters as “a bunch of entitled youngsters who haven’t found their place in life”, 
and a student noted that “I could see that the officers were afraid.” Only the local 
glazier, who had to replace the windows of every bank in the neighbourhood, had not 
lost his sense of humour: 

Our master always said that once we’d be in the Union, there would be more work. You’ve 
got to admit he was right on this one (Pedersen 1993).

In this light, it would be highly misleading to characterize the demonstrators as 
representative of Danish “no”-voters. Yet the incident still speaks volumes about the 
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passions which were at play on the question of Denmark’s place in Europe. These 
scenes simply do not come about as a result of disagreements on trade policy but 
point to the “yes” or “no” questions of the referenda as having been understood and 
debated in existential terms. If nothing else, the skirmishes at Nørrebro are further 
proof that identity was felt to be at stake.

Identity as the flagship argument for a “no”

As noted above, the “no”-side had based their discourse on identity from 
the onset; in fact, they had already done so in 1972. It was not difficult for them to 
discredit the EC/EU as a project on identity terms: “Europeanness” and the European 
project seem prima facie incompatible with the Grundtvigian symbiosis which defines 
Danish national identity. None of the points of the state-nation-people “trinity” could 
easily accommodate the upcoming Union. Any fundamental modification of the 
state, including the simple cessation of sovereignty to the EU, could be construed 
as a modification of national identity as the latter was, in part, defined by the state 
institutions. Various polls taken in those years confirm that loss of sovereignty was by 
far the largest point of concern, with 55% of respondents listing it as their top concern 
at one point (Gallup 39/1991, 40/1991, 13/1992).  What the polls do not show is the 
highly symbolic expression that this fear often took: people were genuinely concerned 
by the potential disappearance of the national currency, as Fogh Rasmussen’s 
statements make clear, and Nyrup Rasmussen also claimed that “will the monarchy be 
allowed to remain?” was one of the most frequently asked questions by voters (Fogh 
Rasmussen 1992; “Nu må i tage jer sammen” 1992). These questions came from people 
who identified with crown and kroner in identity terms, as “national institutions”, and 
who must have felt unnerved at the idea of the EU been given authority over these 
institutions. Some opponents of Maastricht thus took to presenting themselves as 
defenders of the constitution, claiming that the vitals of Denmark as a sovereign state 
were under attack. This rhetoric appeared regularly around Constitution Day on June 
5th, with MEP’s for the People’s Movement blasting the stream of legislation coming in 
from Brussels as mortal to the constitution or Ekstra Bladet calling European identity “a 
false God” and inviting readers for a “funeral ale to the constitution” on June 5th, 1992 
(Bonde 1990; “Ad ef til” 1990; Andreasen 1991). Whether this was true in the event 
or not mattered less than the fact that these lines were written for Denmark’s most 
widely circulated newspaper, indicating that many Danes at least sympathised with 
such views.

The idea of a “European nation” would likewise struggle to take hold in light of 
the perceived major differences between Denmark and other European countries. The 
“three Cs” discourse of the 1950’s had disappeared by 1992, but the exceptionalism 
that was gradually built up in Denmark had only been reinforced by Danish popular 
identification with their welfare state. Finally, any attempts to construct the “people” 
as potentially European would fly in the face of the top-down construction of the 
European project up until that point, which was diametrically opposed to the perceived 
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“organic” nature of Danish national identity. In short, days before the first referendum 
the EC/EU was being constructed by its opponents as an artificial, foreign and menacing 
construct as opposed to informal little Denmark, whose exceptional identity risked 
being submerged (Christensen 1992; Hedegaard 1992c). The exceptional nature of the 
Grundtvigian symbiosis, coupled with perceived Danish exceptionalism, truly made 
Europe a zero-sum question in the sense that there was no way to make the rest of 
Europe more “Danish”: Denmark would either endure or be swallowed whole.

One should of course expect individual Danes to have been far more nuanced 
in their self-perception than the above portrayal may suggest. As previous sections 
have shown, they were mostly well-informed and highly ambivalent about Europe 
by June 1992. But the “distilled” national discourse presented above is still important 
in that it shows that “Europe” was very difficult for most Danes to accommodate 
in identity terms. Doing so would have required the Grundtvigian symbiosis to be 
altered, meaning altering the basic discursive “code” underlying the discourse on 
“Danishness” to the core; or, alternatively, to add “Europeanness” as a marker of 
“Danishness” on par with “Nordicness”. As will be discussed in the next sections, the 
latter would have been a more realistic possibility and could yet provide a way out 
of this impasse for “Europeanist” Danes. It proved an impossible task in the 1990’s 
however, not least because of the appropriation of “Nordicness” by the “no”-camp as 
the vastly preferable supra-national alternative. “Norden” was essentially presented in 
Grundtvigian terms as a space of political, cultural and linguistic affinities “organically” 
grown into democratic states which could easily work on their common problems, 
leading the way for the rest of the world if need be (Kløvedal Reich&Bonde 1990; 
Christensen 1992). The government counter-claim that this “Nordicness” would in fact 
be best defended within the EU brings the reasons for the “no”-vote’s slim victory in 
1992 to a head: the simple fact that the political establishment had to keep repeating 
that the EU was not threatening Danish identity indicated to many voters that it 
probably was (Hansen 2002: 66). The government, being forced onto the defensive, 
was by extension forced to argue on the premises of a discourse on national identity 
set by its opponents on the European question. This made their pragmatic “calls to 
order” sound patronizing, and their reassurances seem dishonest (Seidenfaden 1992; 
Keiding 1992). More importantly, it earned them a “magical” summer, the euphoria of 
which served them as an important lesson on how to try a second time and succeed.

Identity as a “yes”-argument: the hidden consensus

The “Europeanist” camp thus engaged with identity in different ways for the two 
separate referenda. Their first attempt was sketched out above as shaky, defensive and 
bound to fail; and yet the referendum was only lost by the thinnest of margins in the 
event. Their opponents may have been able to reclaim the language of Grundtvig, but 
the government could call on the pragmatism inherited from the 19th century middle 
class farmers who had formed the “popular” nationalist discourse (see 2.2 above). That 
pragmatism alone almost won the day in 1992, showing how important an influence it 
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is capable of imposing on Danish national discourse. Yet the government still lost the 
popular vote at the polls, and most certainly lost their “popular” (folkelig) legitimacy 
in the view of even their more sympathetic observers, because this pragmatism was 
ultimately only one side of the coin.

The failure of the “yes”-camp’s identity discourse in 1992 can be summed up in 
three points. Firstly, there was their own reluctance to engage with the question of 
identity and their tendency to downplay the “political” dimension of the coming EU. 
As mentioned before, Ellemann-Jensen was stating publicly in 1990 that a “national 
conversation” on Europe would be undesirable, and the government delayed getting 
that conversation started in earnest for as long as possible (Ellemann-Jensen 1990; 
Rødsgaard 1991). One Social Democratic member of the Folketing could even be 
heard saying that she thought it irresponsible of risking the referendum after all, as 
a negative result “would certainly mean a quadruple defeat for Danish trade policy” 
(Weiss 1990). The idea presented here is that as Maastricht was simply a matter of trade 
and economics, the political concerns of EC opponents was a moot point. When it 
turned out that the coming EU was, in fact, very much a political affair, the government 
appeared deceived and naïve at best, dishonest at worst.

When it became clear that they had to engage in the identity debate, they 
mostly attempted to re-appropriate it in various ways, which proved to be a second 
failure. Government figures now took on strong stances on Danish identity: they too 
rejected the idea of a joint European culture, or any hints in that direction, but instead 
presented Europe as strengthened by its cultural diversity. For instance, the Minister 
of Education publicly repudiated plans for an EC-wide harmonization of school 
curricula, as “that would give the impression that we are exchanging Danish identity 
with European identity, which is totally wrong” (Keuchel 1991). The Minister of Culture 
held a large conference mere weeks before the referendum where she stated that 
“the new Europe will be the Europe of nations and of cultures” (Rostbøll 1992). The 
underlying message was that this diversity of cultures had ultimately strengthened 
Denmark by affording it protection and increased cultural subsidies; in fact, the coming 
cultural dimension of the EU was presented as an opportunity to strengthen national 
culture further (Jensen 1990). This ultimately failed to convince the voters, perhaps 
because of their perception of Denmark as a “small” and exceptional country, which 
would make it culturally vulnerable in a project of political integration. The argument 
was undoubtedly weakened simply by the fact of being brought late, and almost 
begrudgingly, with the “no”-camp having forcefully been arguing the opposite for 
years. Having already conceded that a political union would not be good for Denmark, 
it was always going to be an uphill battle for the government to explain why they were 
now supporting one.

The final failure of the “yes” camp was their attempt to play the Nordic card. 
Ironically, this was perhaps the front on which they would have had the best chances of 
success: the idea of a “Nordic bloc” inside the EU as a shield against political integration 
was much more realistic in 1991 than twenty years earlier, as all the Nordic countries 
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(except Iceland) were making earnest preparations to join the club. Further, as the 
Carl Bildt appeal quoted earlier shows, they were counting on Denmark as a bridge-
builder and experienced member of the EC to show them the way. Coupled with the 
lethargy in Nordic cooperation since the 1970’s, it would not have been unreasonable 
for Danish voters to take their lawmakers at their word and vote “yes” to Maastricht 
in the name not of Europe, but of “Norden”. Nevertheless, this too failed to sway 
uncertain voters. Perhaps because the 1992 vote was very much “a vote of the heart” 
and not of the mind, in which the above considerations would have fitted more neatly, 
or perhaps because here, too, the government’s arguments rang hollow in contrast 
with their previous stance (Thorlund Jepsen 1992). Most likely, people were simply not 
interested: “the yes-politicians talked past the population […] the Social Democrats 
and the Conservatives were campaigning on ‘Norden’, which did not interest voters at 
all,” one political scientist concluded after the referendum (Notkin 1992). In that same 
article, another political scientist stated that “it is something of a miracle that the “yes”-
parties managed to get a score of almost 50%”, as the political union that they were 
pushing was in principle unwanted by almost 75% of voters; a statement certainly 
upheld from the perspective of their identity discourse.

This makes the +7% swing of the “yes”-camp at the 1993 referendum look all the 
more miraculous (Hansen 2002: 73). How did it come about? The Danish opt-outs 
were no doubt a major factor, as the “yes”-camp could credibly brandish them as a 
“national compromise” between (almost) all relevant political forces which ensured 
that Danish identity would be shielded from the more controversial aspects of 
European integration. It was a “middle way”, and the fact that the EC proved willing 
to accommodate Denmark to keep it on board proved a useful rhetorical device 
in the hands of the government (Bjerregaard 1993; Nyrup Rasmussen 1993). With 
Grundtvigian identity no longer at risk and having in fact been fully re-appropriated 
by the “yes” supporters, traditional Danish pragmatism proved enough to rescue 
Denmark’s participation in the EU.

Consequences for Denmark’s position in the EU

With the Edinburgh opt-outs, Denmark has indicated that there will be a difference 
between us and the 11 other EC member states. […] The European house sketched out in 
Maastricht was complemented with a little Danish welfare jail in Edinburgh, [to which] 
we can retire and be ourselves, when certain topics are on the agenda (“Nedtælling til 
den 18. maj”).

The 1993 referendum kept Denmark in the EU, but at a significant cost, as the 
two sides of Danish identity discourse as outlined here are pulling the country in 
opposite directions. Pragmatism dictates that Denmark is highly unlikely to ever 
leave the European Union, and subsequent and current polls confirm this. Yet with 
the opt-outs now standing as a legal shield against encroachment upon the red lines 
of Grundtvigian nationalism, the country is equally unlikely to take any further step 
towards European integration. Subsequent events have confirmed this trend, too. 
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When asked to reconsider the euro opt-out in 2000, 53% of Danes refused (Hansen 
2002: 73). A similar percentage refused to abolish the judicial opt-out in 2015, even 
if this meant that Denmark lost its membership of Europol. While voters did approve 
the Amsterdam treaty in 1998, the general outline of Danish positions on the EU has 
not changed since 1992. Danish governments of all colours are maintaining a public 
line of doing as little as possible, as cheaply as possible, and certainly do not wish 
to be appearing to “seize the initiative” like Ellemann-Jensen had demanded in 1990 
(Østergård 1992: 168; Gården&Svensson 1990). 

Identity discourse may not be the only reason that Denmark has stalled. The 
constitutional setup of cessation of sovereignty has been blamed for excessively 
polarizing the issue through referendums, forcing Danish governments to tread very 
cautiously since 1992 (Hedetoft 2000: 301). There is also the question of class divides 
over the EU. Thanks to the Danes’ general ambivalence towards the European project, 
positions on the EU are not dogmatically divided along class lines; however, statistics 
showed that the “no”-vote in 1992 generally came from “68’ers, workers, public sector 
employees, the less educated and the least wealthy”; the rich, the young and the better 
educated tended to vote “yes” (Notkin 1992). This tends to confirm, in broad terms, 
the often-articulated elite vs. masses divide on the EU, and may explain why Danish 
state institutions have in many ways proven quite amenable to the EC/EU even when 
popular support was lacking, and why the popular masses sometimes seem to go 
against the government in referenda out of sheer spite (Sørensen&Væver: 6, 10; Wivel 
2018: 29-30). Nevertheless, the fact that these elites have been incapable of rethinking 
Danish identity on European terms means that “Europeanness” is still a long way 
from becoming an underlying “code” in the discourse, and that the unlikely alliance 
of far-left and far-right voices formed in the 1990’s is still very effectively keeping 
Europe at bay with the same tropes of Danish exceptionalism, of the need to protect 
the welfare-state and increasingly, it must be said, with ideas of ethno-nationalism 
(Hansen 2002: 75-76). At the time of writing, peace is maintained on the European 
question by the enduring balance of pragmatism and Grundtvigianism; yet with the 
latter now protected by the European treaties themselves, one wonders if Schlüter’s 
“stone-dead” comment has not proven to be true after all.

5. Conclusion on a continental impasse

The more one looks at identity with regards to Denmark’s position in the EU, the 
more it assumes an all-important role. We have seen how Danish national identity has 
discursively been defined by specific 19th-century historical processes as a quasi-perfect 
symbiosis of state, nation and people, tempered only by a heavy dose of economic 
pragmatism from the middle class farmers that largely dominated political life during 
Denmark’s first century as a democracy. Around the same time, another “code” was 
being added to this identity discourse, namely Nordic identity. It birthed many dreams 
of cooperation and of a vaguely unified “Norden”, particularly in the 1950’s, which 
largely came to naught, overcome by practical disagreements and by its own place as 
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dependent on strong national identities. More recently, the European project has taken 
over as Denmark’s main avenue of supra-national integration, and “Europeanness” as a 
potential new “code” in the identity discourse. While the former has proven generally 
successful in economic terms, the latter has largely failed to catch on due to Danish 
supporters and opponents of the EU alike have shown themselves to be incapable of 
moving on beyond the general framework of the historical Danish identity discourse. 
Denmark is thus left in an “awkward” impasse in terms of its place within the EU as a 
direct consequence of its dominant identity discourse (Wivel 2018: 29-30). 

Whether this impasse has positive or negative effects, and for whom, is beyond the 
scope of this thesis. Yet from the perspective of identity discourses, it is clear that this 
impasse could potentially spell trouble for Denmark. As long as the opt-outs remain 
sacrosanct, the country will remain cut off from significant parts of the European 
project, in spirit if not in fact. Fostering any sort of “Europeanness” as an identity “code” 
might well prove an impossible task under such circumstances. While this is proving to 
be relatively unproblematic for Denmark’s place in the EU at the time of writing, any 
significant move towards further political integration will ultimately force the Danes 
to choose between pragmatism and Grundtvig; and if the 1990’s are anything to go 
by, this might prove a painful choice (Kelstrup 2014: 27-28). With “Norden” being as 
distant a dream as ever, Danish Eurosceptics may not have any clear alternatives to the 
EU at hand; but they have the distinct advantage that they remain largely in control 
of the national identity discourse (Hansen 2002: 81). Adding “Europeanness” to Danish 
identity under their watch is set to be a protracted, if not desperate, task, and the fact 
that the same Prime Minister who flirted with the idea of a Danish exit in the wake of 
the Brexit vote in 2016 was able to confidently extol the virtues of the EU just two years 
later clearly shows that at least some pro-EU politicians are taking this challenge far 
too lightly.

While this thesis has mostly been concerned with the Danish perspective, it 
should also be noted that the consequences of this Danish impasse of identity for 
the EU are no less severe. The challenge posed by the Danish “no” at Maastricht in 
1992 awoke EC leaders to the need for democratic legitimacy behind the actions of 
the union, but only just: once the result of the second referendum in 1993 came in, 
it was understood as an invitation to keep calm and carry on with the project (“EF 
igen tilfreds” 1993). What Brussels perhaps missed was that this result meant “go on” 
and “this far but no further” simultaneously. Whether the EU realizes it or not, the net 
result of Denmark’s path to EU membership is that one of the current member states 
has signed the Lisbon Treaty without even having fully accepted the idea of the “ever 
closer union” which features in the preamble of the Treaty of Rome. If this “ever closer 
union” indeed remains the EU’s aim, and if it understandably rejects any notions of a 
multi-track union, Denmark may yet prove to be a clay foot on the European giant, as 
the Danish referenda of the 1990’s have clearly demonstrated the risks in stretching 
popular legitimacy too far. As sad as it might sound, the EU would perhaps be well 
advised to avoid another “magical summer.”
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Developing an EU strategy for Culture in External Relations – the Potential 
of the EUNIC Network

Merle Lioba Andraschko

Introduction

With its (as yet) 28 Member States (MS), purely numerically, the European Union 
(EU) has a lot to offer in the field of culture. Surveys assessing the perception of the 
European Union in third countries reveal that Europe’s cultural diversity is highly 
valued and perceived as attractive (Public Policy and Management Institute 2015). The 
EU has recently started to develop a more strategic approach to culture in its external 
relations.

In her speech at the European Culture Forum in April 20161, Federica Mogherini, 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, stated that 
“[w]hen Europe engages with the world, culture has to be at the core of our foreign 
policy” (Mogherini 2016). Within this speech, the High Representative announced 
the presentation of the new strategy for culture in the European Union’s external 
relations that would follow the next month – a “strategy, because it is not the time for 
improvising” (Mogherini 2016). 

Besides being exemplary for the importance the EU now attaches to culture in its 
foreign policy, Mogherini’s speech also reveals some characteristics of the envisaged 
strategic approach. Culture is presented as a means to prevent radicalisation and to 
contribute to economic prosperity. All levels of European and national governance as 
well as stakeholders of the cultural sector must be involved in order to develop coherent 
and efficient action. Furthermore, culture is defined as a very broad concept and it is 
stressed that intercultural dialogue should include civil society. In addition, a link is 
made between soft power – shaping identity and fostering mutual understanding – 
and more hard power goals such as economic growth, social cohesion, resilience and 
security (Mogherini 2016). Mogherini concludes that the EU is “a cultural super-power”.

The Soft Power Report 2017 assessing soft power resources of 30 countries does 
indeed show that in the light of the uncertainty linked to the election of Donald Trump 
and the Brexit, European soft power is recovering (McClory 2018:10). In fact, in the 
context of the unpredictability and complexity of today’s global affairs, soft power is 
increasingly seen as a means to “reshaping and mobilising fluid networks in pursuit of 
stability, prosperity, security” (McClory 2018: 15).
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In the EU’s policy documents regarding culture in external relations, culture is 
linked to core principles such as human rights, freedom of expression, diversity and 
mutual understanding, thus perceived as an instrument to strengthen democracy  
(Davis Cross 2018: 185). Cultural diplomacy can be a means to fight “hybrid warfare 
and protect against the ravages of insularity, bigotry, and fanatism” (Davis Cross 2018: 
185).

Culture is thus becoming increasingly important in EU external relations and first 
steps towards a strategic approach in this field have been taken. 

Founded in 2006, the network of European Union National Institutes for Culture 
(EUNIC) now has 36 members from the 28 Member States of the European Union, 
ranging from cultural institutes to cultural departments of Member States’ diplomatic 
representations outside the EU. Operating through clusters, the network is present 
in over 150 countries worldwide (EUNIC Global website 2019). Due to their relations 
to third countries’ population as well as to their experience in cooperating outside 
Europe, national cultural institutes forming the EUNIC network come easily to mind 
as a crucial partner when developing and implementing an EU approach to external 
cultural policy. Being a relatively young organisation, research on EUNIC is not 
abundant, especially when it comes to the connection between the development of a 
strategic approach and the network. 

For these reasons, this thesis aims at assessing the following research questions:

What is the added value of an EU strategic approach to culture in external 
relations?

The discussion of this question will serve to answer a more specific question on 
the EUNIC network: 

To which extent can the EUNIC network bring a European added value to the 
implementation of an EU strategy for culture in external relations?

The thesis is organised in the following way: in Chapter 1, the underlying theoretical 
concepts will be presented. After giving a brief introduction to the concept of culture 
that will be referred to in the following analysis, the relevant theoretical terms soft 
power, public and cultural diplomacy as well as cultural relations will be introduced. 
Thereupon, the evolution of EU public and cultural diplomacy will be described. This 
will be based on an assessment of relevant policy documents put forward by the 
Council, the European Commission and the European Parliament and will allow to 
identify the added value these institutions see in a strategic approach to culture in 
external relations of the EU. 

After having introduced the evolution and functioning of the European Union 
National Institutes for Culture network in the first part of Chapter 3, relevant academic 
works on EUNIC and their respective conclusions will be presented. Thereupon, to 
assess the potential added value of EUNIC for a strategic approach to culture in EU 
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external cultural relations, different criteria will be evaluated, recurring to the evaluation 
framework compiled by the OECD Development Assistant Committee (DAC). It will 
be examined to which extent EUNIC’s strategic objectives are relevant in the context 
of the emerging European strategy, if the actions of the network are consistent with 
these objectives, and how coherent and efficient the work and cooperation is. This will 
help to determine the potential added value.

Besides presenting the results of the analysis to answer the two research questions, 
the concluding part of this thesis will include an outlook and some recommendations 
for future action regarding the functioning of EUNIC and its clusters. 

1. Theoretical Framework and Conceptualities

In the following, the understanding of the main theoretical terms and 
conceptualities used within the scope of this thesis will be presented in order to ensure 
a coherent application. In a first step, Chapter 1.1 introduces the concept of culture as 
it is understood within this thesis. Subsequently, the concept of soft power as coined 
by Joseph Nye will be described, whereupon public and cultural diplomacy and their 
evolution as soft power tools will be discussed.   

In the second part of this chapter, two different perceptions of the role of culture in 
external relations will be introduced, based on a theoretical distinction made by Jozef 
Bátora (2011). Applied to the European level, this will allow for a deeper understanding 
of the recent development of the EU approach in this field, described in more detail 
in Chapter 2. 

1.1. The Concept of Culture

The notion of culture itself is not unambiguous. There is no comprehensive 
consensus on what exactly it entails, and there is disagreement on whether it 
involves universal values and norms that everyone seeks to aspire or rather denotes 
specific features of certain human communities (Bátora, Mokre 2011: 2). Following an 
anthropologist definition of the term, it is a complex that includes “knowledge, belief, 
art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 
member of society” (Tylor 1920 [1872]: 1). 

In practice, the EU itself defines culture quite broadly. On the one hand, it seeks 
to preserve cultural heritage and to support the creative industries in Europe. On the 
other hand, 

[t]here are cultural components in many EU policies, including education, research, 
social policy, regional development and external relations. The creation and 
promotion of culture in today’s interactive and globalised world also goes hand-in-
hand with media and digital technologies. The EU promotes policy collaboration 
on culture among national governments and with international organisations 
(European Union website).
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According to Sassatelli (2002: 436), European cultural policy was “conceived as 
an instrument to build a cultural identity for the Europe of the European Union”. The 
external dimension of this cultural policy can also be used for identity formation of 
the EU in opposition to various Others (Bátora, Mokre 2011: 2). Therefore, within the EU 
context, the link between culture, identity and legitimacy is of importance.

1.2. Public and Cultural Diplomacy as Soft Power Tools

The term “soft power” was introduced by Joseph Nye in the late 1980s. He 
distinguishes between hard and soft power in international relations: whereas 
military and economic actions are hard power means, soft power “rests on the 
ability to shape the preferences of others” (Nye 2004: 5). This goes beyond simply 
persuading by argument, but relies strongly on a country’s attractiveness, which 
results from its culture, political ideals, and foreign policies (Nye 2004: 11). Nye 
criticised the US for relying too heavily on its military pre-eminence and other 
hard power instruments (Nye 2006). For instance, he qualified Defence Secretary 
Rumsfeld’s ignorance on soft power as a mistake. Since his first works on the term, 
Nye has reassessed his assumptions and developed the concept of “smart power” 
to “counter the misperception that soft power alone can produce effective foreign 
policy”(Nye 2009): for a foreign policy to be effective, states need to combine both 
hard and soft power into a strategic, smart approach. It would be “a mistake to rely 
on hard or soft power alone” (Nye 2006).

According to Rivera (2015: 7), countries make use of three key mechanisms to 
exercise soft power: public diplomacy, cultural diplomacy, and cultural relations. 
Whereas cultural relations, in a strict sense, are based on the “mutual exchange 
of culture between peoples to develop long-term relationships, trust and 
understanding”, cultural diplomacy is used to pursue specific policy objectives 
and national interests (Rivera 2015: 11). Assessing the relationship between the 
British Council and the British Foreign Office, Rivera finds that cultural relations and 
cultural diplomacy have become increasingly blurred. This overlapping indicates 
how culture is given a more important role in external relations when it comes to 
pursuing foreign policy goals. The analysis of different EU documents (see Chapter 
3.1) will show that the EU institutions themselves do not distinguish clearly between 
cultural relations and cultural diplomacy. In its Strategic Framework (2015), EUNIC 
qualifies cultural relations as “a tool or another dimension” of cultural diplomacy 
(EUNIC 2019). The blurring between cultural diplomacy and cultural relations is also 
reflected in the national dimension, as national cultural institutes often operate at 
arm’s length, being nominally independent while receiving most of their funding 
from their respective government (de Vries 2019: 85). 

Therefore, as the theoretical distinction of the terms is not as clear in practice, no 
further distinction will be made between these two theoretical terms throughout the 
remainder of this thesis. Furthermore, cultural diplomacy as “a prime example of ‘soft 
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power’” (Schneider 2005: 147) is understood in a broad way – it is seen as a variant of 
public diplomacy where both cultural products as well as the promotion of values 
are used to not only have an impact on the public perception of the EU outside its 
borders but also to enhance intercultural exchange and mutual learning.

According to Jan Melissen (2005: 3), diplomatic activity aimed at shaping a foreign 
public’s perception of a country can be traced back as far as to ancient times. During 
the First World War, the cultivation of a certain image to be transmitted to foreign 
publics began to be increasingly professionalized. Consequently, academic attention 
was drawn towards soft power and its tools (Melissen 2005: 4). Today, public diplomacy 
is subject to multidisciplinary scholarship and figures among the fields of diplomacy 
studies attracting the most academic attention, although a lack of theory-building 
persists (Melissen 2013: 192).

As hard and soft power can be closely intertwined and interact, public diplomacy – 
and cultural diplomacy as a variant of it - not only pursue soft power objectives but also 
hard power goals such as conflict prevention and the establishment and maintenance of 
alliances (Melissen 2005: 4). Thus, during the Cold War, “[t]he battle of values and ideas 
that dominated international relations […] evolved into competition in the sphere of hard 
power” (Melissen 2005: 5). Recent developments show that public diplomacy is used 
mainly as a reaction to counterbalance decreases of reputation in foreign perceptions. 
It can also be used to pursue specific aims, such as the integration into international or 
regional organisations, or be economically motivated (Melissen 2005: 9-10). 

Coining the term “New Public Diplomacy”, Jan Melissen (2005: 11) states that 
public diplomacy now is “an essential part of contemporary diplomatic practices”. It 
is used not only by states but also by international organisations such as the UN, by 
international companies and other non-state actors such as NGOs (Melissen 2005: 12). 
A multilateral approach to public diplomacy as practiced, for instance, by international 
organisations or the European Union, is considered to be a more “cooperative form 
of engagement with foreign publics” (Melissen 2005: 14) than the rather competitive 
national variant. As the following will show, the interplay of multilateral cooperation 
on the one hand and the national approach to public diplomacy on the other hand 
can lead to tensions between both. 

According to Hocking and Melissen (2015: 27), the trend of more and more actors 
participating in public diplomacy is enhanced by implications that new technologies 
have on diplomacy, as public diplomacy practices need to be reviewed in this context. 
Networking now is an essential part of diplomatic practice, marked by “a growing 
range of non-state players, linked policy agendas and a greater space for citizen 
involvement” (Hocking, Melissen 2015: 96). 

These theoretical framings of current developments will be used to explain how 
the EU approach has recently evolved and how EUNIC’s role has potentially become 
more significant in this context. 
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1.3. A Transversal Approach to Culture in External Relations

In order to assess the role of culture in the EU’s external relations, this section 
focusses on the different ways in which culture can be and is being used in foreign 
policy. 

Based on his finding that cultural elements are becoming more and more 
integrated into EU external relations, Bátora (2011) concludes that the strengthening 
of this component in EU foreign policy goes hand in hand with an enhancement of the 
already ambiguous role of culture. The duality of culture contributing to boundary-
building on the one side (logic of an exclusive club) and being a means to enhance 
connections between people on the other side (logic of an open society) holds also 
true in the European context (Bátora 2011: 96). 

Bátora identifies three operational levels of external cultural policy: the policy 
mode, the policy instruments, and the policy carriers. These differ between the 
two logics, as the exclusive club logic aims at differentiating the entity from its 
surrounding, whilst the open society approach seeks to overcome differences 
(Bátora 2011: 90). 

As the foregoing part of the chapter has shown, the practice of (public) diplomacy 
has changed as a bigger variety of actors are now involved in it. Transferring this 
development to Bátora’s classification, it appears that neither the policy carriers nor 
the policy instruments (see Table 1) can be clearly distinguished from one another 
anymore. The role of network organisations has increased, and their enhanced 
cooperation with formalized institutions has led, to some extent, to an opening of the 
exclusive club approach. Once again, the lines have become blurred, which opens a 
possibility for overcoming the ambiguous role of culture in external relations.

Table 1: The role of culture in the EU‘s external relations (Bátora 2011: 95)

To conclude, the key assumptions drawn from the theoretical considerations are 
summarized to lead over to the more empirical part of the thesis:

-  Public diplomacy is a classic soft power tool; nevertheless, the pursuit of both soft 
and hard power goals can merge into a smart power approach.
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-  In the European context, cultural diplomacy as a variant of public diplomacy 
comprises not only the exportation of cultural products such as music or pieces 
of art but is understood in a broad way, thus covering, for instance, education, 
research and the promotion of values. 

-  Due to the increasing overlapping of cultural diplomacy and cultural relations, the 
approach to culture in European external relations has become more and more 
transversal. Reflecting the development towards a “New Public Diplomacy”, a 
broad variety of actors are active in the field of European cultural diplomacy and 
the practice of “networked diplomacy” (Hocking, Melissen 2015: 27) plays a major 
role in public diplomacy. 

Having these considerations in mind, the development of the European approach 
to culture in external relations will now be presented and discussed. 

2. The Evolution of the EU Public and Cultural Diplomacy Approach

The objective of this chapter is twofold: First, to bring together the theoretical 
conceptualities introduced in Chapter 1 with what the EU is doing in practice, the 
Union’s measures adopted to exercise soft power are presented and categorized. 
To this end, the legal bases for the EU’s competencies in this field as set out by the 
Treaties are lined out in a first step, followed by a summary of EU strategic documents 
to retrace the development of the EU’s approach to culture in external relations. These 
documents provide the foundation for what different institutions and stakeholders 
can and are supposed to do in this field.

In the concluding part of the Chapter, the potential added value of an EU approach 
to culture in external relations will be discussed, based on the findings from the 
document analysis.

2.1. Institutional Framework and Strategic Guidelines

2.1.1. Legal framework

The Maastricht (1992) and Amsterdam Treaties (1997) accorded supporting 
competencies to the Union in the field of culture (Bátora 2011: 81). The Lisbon Treaty 
(2007) brought about further enhancement of these competencies: Article 167 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union states that besides providing support 
to Member State actions, the Union should encourage cultural cooperation between 
them and “foster cooperation with third countries and the competent international 
organisation in the sphere of culture”, thus adding an external dimension to its cultural 
policy (Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, Art. 267). The Lisbon Treaty 
also institutionalized the European External Action Service (EEAS), which replaces the 
former European Community Delegation offices. It has been assigned to promote 
intercultural dialogue and European culture outside the EU. Contrary to the European 
Community Delegations, the EEAS is expected to represent “the EU as a whole and 
not merely the European Communities” (Bátora 2011: 83) – which can lead to tensions 
when it comes to reconcile the Member States’ diversity with a single representation. 
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On the international law level, the European Union is a party to the UNESCO 
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions 
(UNESCO). 

These developments indicate that in the course of the past years, the EU has 
become more and more active and explicit when it comes to cultural policy (Schneider 
2017: 149). Further EU legislative action and strategic policy documents of the Council, 
the European Parliament and the European Commission support this hypothesis. The 
most relevant ones will be summarized in the following. 

Figure 1: Timeline strategic documents on culture in external relations

2.1.2. Preparatory Action “Culture in EU External Relations”

In May 2011, the European Parliament (EP) adopted a Resolution on the cultural 
dimensions of the EU’s external actions in which it calls upon the EU institutions and 
the Member States to develop a coherent strategic approach to culture in its external 
relations. The Resolution states that not only the EU and its Member States but also 
“citizens, businesses and civil society both in the EU and in third countries are key actors 
in cultural relations” (European Parliament 2011), which fits into the development 
towards a “New Public Diplomacy” as conceptualized by Melissen (see Chapter 1.1). 
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A central role as to the development and implementation of this new strategy is 
assigned to the EEAS. In order to facilitate the conception of this strategy, the EP voted 
a 500,000€ budget to carry out a Preparatory Action “Culture in EU External Relations” 
(European Commission website). 

This Preparatory Action was conducted from 2013-2014 by a consortium of cultural 
institutions and organisations, with the Goethe-Institut at its head (European Commission 
website). Results were published within a final report including recommendations 
for the development of a strategic approach to culture in external relations. The final 
report is completed by specific reports on 23 European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) 
and Strategic Partnership countries, which identify challenges and chances regarding 
cultural diplomacy for the countries in question. The report calls for a comprehensive 
involvement of cultural stakeholders and for a better coordinated strategic framework. 
It confirms the Resolution’s demand for a prominent role of the EEAS and claims 
coherent monitoring and evaluation methods. 

Although the Preparatory Action is not a strategic policy document issued by the 
European institutions, it is essential for the further course of action within this field, as 
subsequent documents often refer to its recommendations.   

At its meeting held on 24 November 2015, the Council of the European Union 
adopted conclusions on the EU’s external cultural relations, with an emphasis on the role 
of culture in development cooperation. The Council followed the recommendations 
of the Preparatory Action on culture in EU external relations and underlined that “it 
is necessary to go beyond projecting the diversity of European cultures, and aim 
at generating a new spirit of dialogue, mutual listening and learning, joint capacity 
building and global solidarity” (Council of the European Union 2015: paragraphs 7-8). 
In order to tackle issues such as migration, extremism and xenophobia, the European 
approach had to become more comprehensive, strategic and better coordinated 
(Council of the European Union 2015: paragraph 9).

2.1.3. Commission and High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy

In their Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council, High 
Representative Federica Mogherini and Tibor Navracsics, Commissioner for Education, 
Culture, Youth and Sport, officially proposed an EU Strategy for international 
cultural relations. The Communication suggests using already existing cooperation 
frameworks and instruments in order to enhance coherence, create synergies and 
prevent duplication (European Commission 2016: 3). The main instruments listed are 
the Partnership Instrument, the European Instrument for Democracy and Human 
Rights (EIDHR), which comprises cultural expression as part of freedom of opinion and 
expression, as well as the Creative Europe Programme (see Chapter 2.2). 

Furthermore, the Communication refers to existing regional cooperation 
programmes and their potential role in external cultural relations: in this light, official 
and potential membership candidates, such as the Western Balkans, are attributed a 
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special focus within the EU’s external policy, as the EU cultural policy is a part of the 
acquis communautaire they would have to implement in order to accede (European 
Commission 2016: 5). The European Neighbourhood Policy as well as the Cotonou 
Partnership Agreement with the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of countries 
(ACP) are also qualified as suitable frameworks to provide stages for a more strategic 
cultural diplomacy approach. 

The envisaged strategy is centred around three axes:

1  - Fostering economic and social growth through culture;

2  - Facilitating inter-community ties through intercultural dialogue;

3  - Enhancing cooperation on cultural heritage protection in close collaboration with 
UNESCO and the Council of Europe (European Commission 2016: 3).

Again, the document recognizes a close correlation between soft power means 
and hard power goals such as peace-building and economic growth. It identifies 
cooperation and coordination among EU, Member State and Third Country stakeholders 
as the key to foster the EU’s cultural diplomacy (European Commission 2016: 13). 

Concrete suggestions are, among others:

- A Cultural Diplomacy Platform2: launched in March 2016 by the European 
Commission Service for Foreign Policy Instruments, this Platform is conceived to 
provide assistance to the European institutions implementing the EU Strategy for 
international cultural relations, following recommendations of the Preparatory 
Action. It consists of a consortium of national and other cultural institutes as 
well as EUNIC Global, with the EEAS and the Commission as part of the Steering 
Committee (European Commission 2016: 13). 

- Enhanced cooperation with Cultural Institutes: Following the principles lined 
out by the Joint Communication, EUNIC and the EU signed an Administrative 
Arrangement identifying joint objectives as well as priorities for the cooperation 
(European External Action Service 2017) (for more detail, see Chapter 4.3). 

- European Culture Houses: as one of the pilot projects foreseen by the Administrative 
Arrangement, EUNIC conducts a Preparatory Action on European ‘Houses’ for 
Culture, intended to test collaborative models (EUNIC Global: “Partners”).

Further, broader proposals are:

- Supporting an active civil society;

- More coherent and strategic Joint EU cultural events such as film festivals;

- Enhanced cooperation with strategic partners (such as the US, South Africa, China). 

The Communication furthermore calls for enhanced exchange and mobility of 
students, researchers and alumni. Academic exchange is perceived as a tool to promote 
the EU in partner countries (European Commission 2016: 14).
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A coherent strategic approach to culture in external relations is presented as a 
central factor to achieve one of the major priorities of the current Commission as 
well as for the High Representative’s Global Strategy: strengthen the EU’s role as a 
global actor.

Accordingly, cultural diplomacy figures among the policy priorities in the Global 
Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy (European Union 
Global Strategy – EUGS) presented in the end of June 2016. The EUGS replaced the 
European Security Strategy (ESS) of 2003 in the aftermath of the Brexit vote and the 
migration policy crisis of 2015/2016 (Mälksoo 2016: 375). The document lines out 
the EU’s foreign policy priorities and suggests means to achieve them. According to 
Davis Cross (2016: 403), the Strategy combines both hard and soft power instruments 
into a “more smart power-oriented approach”. In the light of recent developments, 
such as the Brexit referendum, terroristic attacks and the rise of Eurosceptic parties 
(European External Action Service 2016), the Strategy conveys a revised narrative of 
the EU’s foreign policy approach, which is based on both idealistic aspirations and 
a sober reflection on threats and challenges (Davis Cross 2016: 403). In the field of 
cultural diplomacy, a central role is accorded to the EEAS (Davis Cross 2016: 406). 

In order to develop forms of collaboration between stakeholders, the Council 
Conclusions of 23 May 2017 on “An EU strategic approach to international cultural 
relations” adopting the Joint Communication called upon Member States, the 
Commission and the EEAS to launch pilot projects in third countries.

The last strategic document that shall be presented in this section is the New 
European Agenda for Culture dating from May 2018, in which the Commission 
lines out three strategic objectives, among them the external dimension. Fitting 
into the line developed throughout the preceding policy documents, the New 
Agenda reemphasizes the aim of strengthening international cultural relations. 
It repeats the three axes introduced by the Joint Communication (see above), to 
which it explicitly refers (European Commission 2018a: 7). Nevertheless, the New 
Agenda does not include a fully drawn-out strategy but states that the Commission, 
the High Representative and their services “fully support ongoing work within the 
Council” regarding this matter (European Commission 2018a: 7). The document thus 
recognizes that the aim has not been reached within the two years having passed 
after the publication of the Joint Communication – rather, it is an ongoing process. 

Compared to the Joint Communication, the New Agenda even sets a stronger 
focus on the Western Balkans and the Enlargement countries. This is not surprising 
considering that the accession process has progressed (de Munter 2018). One 
concrete example is the European Year of Cultural Heritage that was carried out 
during 2018 and in which the Western Balkans took part. The New Agenda devotes 
an important place to the protection of Cultural Heritage, and it was followed by a 
European Framework for Action on Cultural Heritage released in December 2018 at 
the closing of the Cultural Heritage Year (European Commission 2018d), which is seen 
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as an opportunity to uphold continual partnerships.  Furthermore, the Commission 
intends to use culture to help achieve sustainable development goals, such as those 
set out by the UN 2030 Agenda3. 

The Commission and the High Representative commit to enhancing strategic 
cultural cooperation within a regional frame, starting with accession candidates and 
ENP countries. Member States are invited to develop cooperative activities with the 
Commission, the High Representative and their services, especially the EEAS (European 
Commission 2018a: 7-8). 

2.2. EU Soft Power Tools in the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027

Among culture, education and research are assigned a central role when it comes to 
exerting soft power, as could be shown during the analysis of the strategic documents. 
They are perceived as being intertwined and overlapping, thus considered to be a public 
diplomacy tool4. A comprehensive analysis of EU research and education programmes 
is neither feasible nor expedient within the scope of this thesis, but some of their major 
characteristics, such as the amount of the funding, for instance, can be indicators for the 
importance the EU attributes to this field. Analogically, the number of persons reached 
or projects funded allows for an approximate estimation of their potential impact. 

Horizon 2020, Erasmus+, and Creative Europe are running from 2014 to 2020, 
financed through the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). Their respective 
budget will be increased within the MFF 2021-2027. While the budget for the 
successor programme to Horizon 2020, Horizon Europe, will be increased by about 
29%, the budget for Erasmus+ will be almost doubled (European Parliament 
Research Service  2018). 

Figure 2: MFF Budget for Erasmus+, Horizon 2020 and Creative Europe 
(Own representation based on European Parliament Research Service 2018)
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the Millennium Declaration (United Nations).
4 See, for instance, Mogherini’s speech at the 2016 Culture Forum and the Joint Communication “Towards an 
EU strategy for culture in external relations”.



Table 2: EU programmes for education, research and culture

2.3. Interim Conclusion: The Added Value of an EU Cultural Diplomacy 

The foregoing analysis of the EU’s strategic documents dealing with the role of 
culture in external relations have revealed that the EU now perceives culture as a 
fundamental component for its foreign policy. This leads to the assumption that there 
must be a motivation for this development, e.g., the institutions must see the potential 
for an added value to be derived from this new approach. In the following, this added 
value as identified by the European institutions shall be carved out. 

In the 2011 EP Resolution, the Parliament states that “culture has intrinsic value, 
enriches people’s lives and fosters mutual understanding and respect” (European 
Parliament 2011: paragraph C). Besides the Union’s and MS’ institutions, civil society 
and businesses are identified as key actors in cultural relations. Cultural cooperation 
and cultural dialogue are “building blocks of cultural diplomacy” (European Parliament 
2011: paragraph J) – this confirms the assumption developed throughout the 
theoretical considerations that a more transversal approach has emerged. According 
to the Parliament, this dialogue and cooperation can contribute to global peace and 
stability. 

The added value is seen in the potential of culture as a means to overcome 
differences and foster understanding. An important aspect introduced by the 
Resolution is the encouragement to establish cultural relations as a stepping stone 
for the development of further relations with countries to which the EU is not tied 
through any other connections (European Parliament 2011: paragraph 53) – culture is 
thus identified as a sort of “ice breaker”.
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The consultation conducted within the scope of the Preparatory Action revealed 
a potential added value resulting from an EU strategy for culture in external relations 
not only for the EU itself, but also for EU Member States and third countries: 

For the EU itself, the added value would emerge from the very process of projecting 
its own cultural diversity individually, while by the same token affirming globally 
shared values and in a spirit of mutual learning. [...] Added value would emerge as 
well from a concerted approach to the boosting of the European creative economy. 
In a nutshell, enhanced culture in external relations can strengthen the EU’s ‘smart 
power’, as it tackles the cultural challenges of a globalising world (European Union 
2014: 105).

Member States could benefit from such a strategic approach on different levels: 
in an economic sense, closer cooperation would allow to release synergies and to 
increase efficiency of resources by pooling them. Furthermore, their respective cultural 
industry would benefit from better market access and broader distribution channels. 
Smaller and larger states would gain in different ways from this common approach: 
while visibility of smaller states would be boosted, Member States already disposing 
of bigger capacities in external cultural relations would equally benefit as their impact 
could be scaled up. With regards to shrinking national budgets for culture this effect 
is not to be disdained. The sharing of know-how would be facilitated by better access 
to information and learning communities (European Union 2014: 105).

Vice versa, the access to European cultural markets as well as to expert networks 
would be equally eased for third countries. A more coherent European approach would 
facilitate the identification of points of contacts, thus enabling an easier exchange 
about innovation in the field of culture (European Union 2014: 105).

In addition, the Preparatory Action puts forward global cultural citizenship as 
an ideal that the EU should seek to promote within the scope of an external cultural 
relations strategy. Nevertheless, the report acknowledges that the promotion of 
this value “will require that certain key principles be respected and that appropriate 
instruments and mechanisms be put in place” (European Union 2014: 106). 

The Joint Communication “Towards an EU strategy for international cultural 
relations” refers to the findings of the Preparatory Action and uses them for the 
identification of actions and instruments for the strategic approach. It also highlights 
the economic benefits that can result from cultural exchange, which would be boosted 
by a “smart complementarity” approach (European Commission 2016: 3). Furthermore, 
cultural relations are seen as a means to making the EU a stronger global actor as they 
contribute to “conflict prevention and resolution, integrating refugees, countering 
violent extremism, and protecting cultural heritage” (European Commission 2016: 2).

The Global Strategy identifies intercultural dialogue and the promotion of the 
EU’s values as “the strongest antidote we have against violent extremism” (European 
External Action Service 2016: 21). Cultural exchange is also seen as an asset to foster 
state and societal resilience in ENP countries (European External Action Service 2016: 
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25). Cultural diplomacy is identified as one of the key fields for coherence efforts 
(European External Action Service 2016: 49). Although not directly defining the 
added value of a common EU external cultural relations approach, the EUGS implicitly 
acknowledges the significance of culture for the EU’s standing on the global scale. 

The New European Agenda for Culture simply states that “[a]ction by the EU 
brings synergies and added value, especially in the light of the expanded role of EU 
Delegations”. Nevertheless, as discussed before, the fact that the external dimension 
of culture is one of the three strategic objectives of the New Agenda speaks for the 
assumption that it is assigned a major role. 

To conclude, additionally to economic benefits, the European institutions see an 
added value in culture as it bears the potential to create mutual understanding and to 
help achieving the EU’s goals on a global scale. The EU in its diversity is considered to 
be particularly strong in this field: 

It was not isolation, but openness what made Europe such an incredible place and 
project. A project of integration that the world considers – still – as a model. Exchanges 
make us richer, not weaker. Culture in Europe is always plural – because so many 
different cultures belong to this continent. European culture is diversity. European 
culture is distinction, and it is at the same time common ground (Mogherini 2016). 

For this reason, the EU is considered to be equipped in the best way to overcome 
national differences and develop an approach to culture which Bátora would define 
as transversal. 

3. The EUNIC Network

Having carved out the added value of a strategic approach to European external 
cultural policy, the focus shall now be placed on EUNIC, the network organisation of 
the European Union Member States’ cultural institutes. This bottom-up initiative is 
unique in its approach (Schühle 2014: 187) and as a matter of fact, its foundation in 
2006 predates the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon and the development of an explicit 
strategy for culture in external relations.

In the first part of this chapter, EUNIC’s history will be described briefly in order 
to understand to which extent the network provides an opportunity for cooperation 
with a European dimension between national cultural institutes (CIs). Subsequently, a 
short summary of research and studies of varying extent conducted on the network 
will be given in order to capture the current state of research. 

3.1. Emergence and Development of EUNIC

The EUNIC network was founded in 2006 and now comprises 36 members from all 
28 EU Member States. Until the creation of EUNIC, cultural institutes did not cooperate 
structurally but only within the framework of specific events. This changed when the 
European Commission started defining its competencies in culture in the context of 
the Lisbon Treaty negotiations: “several Heads of cultural institutes realised that a more 
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formal arrangement for working together was required if national cultural institutes 
were to have a role in helping to shape and implement EU cultural policy” (Grafulla, 
Murray, Schavoir 2018: 159).

EUNIC membership is open to both centralised government agencies (such as 
the Austrian Kulturforen, the Institut français and the Polish Institute) and decentralised 
organisations operating based on the arm’s length principle5. As some EU Member 
States do not have a cultural institute at all or in case a CI does not have a dependency 
in the third country in question, embassies or their cultural department can also be a 
member (EUNIC 2019: 4). By offering both full and associate types of memberships, 
EUNIC is an inclusive network (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 55).

The network consists of different levels: in numerous cities across and beyond 
Europe, national cultural institutes and bodies engaged in cultural activities abroad 
form EUNIC clusters – platforms for collaboration to pool resources, exchange best 
practice and to enhance cooperation with local stakeholders as well as international 
organisations (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 158).

Since November 2011, the EUNIC Global Office in Brussels coordinates the network 
and provides support to members and clusters. EUNIC clusters are categorized into five 
continental groups: Subsaharan Africa, MENA, Asia and Oceania, Americas, Europe. These 
regional groups can potentially be used as an additional platform for cooperation: within 
the biggest regional group, EUNIC Europe, for instance, heads and secretary generals of 
the respective institutions discuss strategic and political guidelines (Schneider 2017: 144). 

Especially within Europe, the network consists of several clusters based in different 
cities even within one country. Outside Europe, often only one cluster exists per 
country, which reflects the overall lower presence of European cultural institutions. 
EUNIC is now present in over 150 countries (Grafulla, Muray at alii 2018: 157).

Figure 3: EUNIC clusters worldwide (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 159)
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Institut and the Hellenic Foundation for Culture. For a comprehensive list of EUNIC members, see Annex. 



EUNIC’s objectives, as lined out by its statutes (EUNIC 2016:1-2), are: 

1  - “to create effective partnerships and networks between European Union 
National Institutes for Culture in order to improve and promote cultural diversity 
and understanding between European societies and to strengthen international 
dialogue and cultural cooperation with countries outside the European Union;

2  - to act as a partner of the European Commission and other European institutions, 
in defining and implementing European cultural policy;

3  - to act as an advocate of the value of cultural relations in promoting better 
international understanding and, as part of this, argue for a strong and 
independent voice for the cultural sector;

4  - to undertake joint research that will be of value to the European Commission 
and to other organisations (e.g. the Council of Europe) in furthering 
understanding of European wide cultural issues;

5  - to share best practices and discuss issues of common interest.”

3.2. State of Research and Literature on the EUNIC Network

In the following, relevant articles and studies on EUNIC will be presented briefly in 
order to complete the picture of the network described in the previous section. This 
section will not cover reports and evaluations conducted by European institutions and 
EUNIC itself, as these reports will be examined throughout the empirical research in 
order to derive own findings from them. 

Focussing on European mechanisms of external cultural policy coordination, 
Emil Brix (2011: 161) finds that external cultural activities have been characterized by 
both cooperation and competition: culture continues to be a key defining feature 
for Member States, while the merged exportation of their cultural products can be a 
combined EU soft power asset in third countries. An enhancement of the attractiveness 
both of the EU and its Member States as cultural entities can only be achieved through 
“accepting and promoting cultural togetherness and by more world wide projection 
of what Europe stands for” (Brix 2011: 168). Brix (2011: 161) places a special focus on 
the EUNIC network as an incubator for “the creation and maintenance of network 
partnership” contributing to enhanced cooperation in the field of cultural promotion. 
He argues that EUNIC and similar initiatives operating in that sense are crucial to bring 
about change in the area of cultural diplomacy (Brix 2011: 170). 

Ali Fisher (2013) identifies relationships as the key unit for public diplomacy 
scholarship. European public diplomacy is conducted through a variety of 
organisations and individuals that interact in different ways and on different levels, 
thus forming a multidimensional network. This multidimensional network bears “the 
potential to either help or hinder the various levels of European [public diplomacy]” 
(Fisher 2013: 137). Assessing both the project and the organisational level, Fisher finds 
that the concept of network multidimensionality is particularly relevant to EUNIC, 
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as its “structure is explicitly network based” (Fisher 2013: 149). Furthermore, EUNIC’s 
openness to actors of different nature (operating at arm’s length or directly linked 
to the government) as well as the different forms of membership (full or associate) 
contribute to the complexity of the network (Fisher 2013: 150). This complicates any 
unambiguous theoretical conceptualization of the network; rather, “the collaborative 
approach embraced by EUNIC emphasizes the importance of a multidimensional 
interpretation that recognizes the multiple types of actors [...] and the different forms 
of relationships they create” (Fisher 2013: 151). Fisher concludes that the collaboration 
of these different actors will continue to be characterized by the tension between 
national and European interests (Fisher 2013: 153). 

The most recent work specifically on EUNIC’s role within European external cultural 
policy in third countries dates from 2014: Assessing events of the EUNIC clusters in 
Berlin, Ukraine and Vietnam as well as planning and organisation within the clusters, 
Hanna Schühle (2014) finds the events are mostly additive, thus merely a combination 
of individual contributions without a specifically European dimension (Schühle 2014: 
185). Cluster accession is mostly motivated by individual benefits the members hope 
to gain from it. Furthermore, the events hosted by the three clusters rarely actively 
included the audience, therefore failing to foster mutuality and exchange (Schühle 
2014: 185). From these findings it is concluded that the EUNIC clusters do not provide 
a European added value to external relations. For this to change, individual national 
approaches would have to evolve (Schühle 2014: 198).

In her 2017 dissertation, Claudia Schneider analyses both local and transnational 
collaboration of cultural institutes and embassy culture departments in order to assess 
to which extent the Member States’ cultural diplomacy has been Europeanised. To this 
end, she examines the work of the EUNIC cluster in Berlin as well as EUNIC Global’s 
project coordination from the Brussels head office. Taking into account the polity and 
the policy dimension, she concludes that although forms of institutional cooperation 
have intensified, they are little promising as long as cultural policy actors continue to 
focus on the promotion of their own culture and a positive image of their respective 
country (Schneider 2017: 257). Joining the Berlin EUNIC cluster is mostly motivated by 
national interests: members seek to enhance their visibility and access to additional 
resources such as venues for events or means of publication (Schneider 2017: 258). 
EUNIC Global, in contrast, is marked by a broader European self-image, as it seeks to 
position itself as a point of contact for the European Commission (Schneider 2017: 
258). According to Schneider (2017: 260), EUNIC does not follow a clearly defined 
Europeanised strategy, which leads to a significant national focus within projects and 
events. Further Europeanization is hampered by the limited possibilities for actions for 
both the European Commission and the cultural diplomacy actors (Schneider 2017: 
262). Similar to Schühle, Schneider (2017: 262) finds that an essentialist understanding 
of culture leads to a focus on additive projects without a genuine European dimension. 
To overcome these hurdles to a European approach, Schneider suggests that EUNIC 
projects should focus on third subjects in order to avoid the promotion of national 
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culture within their scope. Furthermore, EUNIC is advised to strategize and enhance a 
European approach (Schneider 2017: 276). 

The academic works on EUNIC examined thus all stress the tension between the 
national and the European dimension of culture in external relations. When looking at 
EUNIC cluster membership and the events hosted by clusters, national interests seem 
to prevail over the European purpose of EUNIC. Nevertheless, EUNIC is identified as a 
multidimensional network that – at least in theory - bears the potential to strengthen 
European public and cultural diplomacy. 

4. Analysis

Having demonstrated the development towards an EU strategic approach to 
culture in external relations using the theoretical considerations, the analysis shall 
now turn to the EUNIC network specifically. Following Bátora’s classification, EUNIC as 
a network organisation with the declared objective of adding a European dimension 
to the activities of national cultural institutes can be identified as a key actor in this 
shift towards a more transversal approach to culture in European external relations. 
Furthermore, as EUNIC members act in the fields of “arts, languages, youth, education, 
science, society, intercultural dialogue and development” (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 
2018: 157), the network endorses the broad approach to culture, and thus to cultural 
diplomacy, proclaimed by the policy documents.

4.1. Methodology

In order to assess the added value for a European dimension in the EU’s external 
cultural relations, different criteria will be taken into account. These are derived from 
the criteria developed by the OECD Development Assistant Committee (DAC). The DAC 
criteria used within the scope of this work are relevance, effectiveness, and efficiency.

The first criterion to be assessed is the relevance of EUNIC and its objectives. In 
this context, the strategic documents by the EU institutions will be scanned for their 
implications for EUNIC. Furthermore, in order to evaluate the effectiveness of EUNIC 
and its actions, specific activities of the network will be looked at to see if there are any 
effects in practice and to assess if they are appropriate to achieve these objectives. 

As could be established throughout the analysis of EU policy documents and 
the studies conducted on the EUNIC network, one of the major obstacles to an EU 
approach is the lack of coherence of action and of a comprehensive strategy bringing 
together cultural stakeholders, EU institutions and national cultural institutes. 
Therefore, evaluating the efficiency criterion will be mostly based on the analysis of 
the cooperation of the different stakeholders, in order to reveal to what extent their 
work is coherent, avoids duplication and creates synergies. 

Analogically to the interim evaluation of Erasmus+, Horizon 2020 and Creative 
Europe, the DAC criteria will be complemented by specifically looking at the EU added 
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value of the network. This criterion, however, is understood more as a concluding part, 
as conclusions drawn from the evaluation of the foregoing categories will also allow 
for assessing EU added value.

Throughout the analysis, the following hypotheses shall be tested: 

-  H1/Relevance: The increasing importance of culture in EU external relations has 
boosted the role of EUNIC as a strategic partner for European institutions and 
services.

-  H2/Efficiency and Coherence: Cooperation between EUNIC and EU institutions 
and services has become more efficient following the enhanced strategic 
approach on the European level. 

-  H3/Added value: The EUNIC network helps overcome the tensions between 
national and European interests in cultural policy and facilitates the emergence 
of a transversal approach to culture.

In order to perform the evaluation as outlined above and to test the hypotheses, 
the following sub-questions to the respective criteria will be considered: 

Table 3: Evaluation criteria and associated questions

4.2. Relevance and Effectiveness of EUNIC’s Strategic Objectives

The analysis of the strategic EU documents in Chapter 2 has revealed that the role 
of soft power means such as cultural and public diplomacy in the Union’s external 
relations has significantly increased in the course of the past decade. They are not 
perceived as sheer by-products of foreign and security policy but the EU attempts to 
develop a strategic approach, in order to create synergies and to be more coherent in 
its external cultural policy. 

The documents also demonstrate a close link between soft and hard power 
goals and instruments, moving the EU strategy into the direction of a “smart-power 
approach”, as Davis Cross (2016: 403) coins it. The documents can be seen as diplomacy 
themselves, as they can be perceived as a reaction to internal and external threats 
(Brexit, terrorism) and a “popularity” decline of the EU (Davis Cross 2016: 403). The 
focus on the accession candidates and ENP countries also fits into this reasoning. 
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Public diplomacy is no longer separated from diplomacy in a classical 
understanding – a shift towards what Jan Melissen (2005) defines as the “New 
Public Diplomacy” can be noted. This holds particularly true as the strategies 
explicitly refer to cultural operators and civil society organisations, thus moving 
away from classical diplomatic actors. Enhanced and strategic partnership with 
these stakeholders is not only a main goal of the EU strategies, they are also included 
into the conceptualization of the strategies as such. This showcases a certain 
appreciation for these actors. Many documents address the recommendations 
made by the Preparatory Action, which was conducted by national cultural 
institutes representatives as well as independent experts on cultural diplomacy.

In this sense, the policy documents do not only call attention on the need for 
a more strategic and cooperative approach to culture in external relations, they 
also mention EUNIC explicitly at various points and include EUNIC and national 
cultural institutes into the conception of the EU strategic approach. EUNIC as an 
example of cooperative external cultural action is thus highly valuated. It has 
been commissioned to conduct pilot projects such as the European ‘houses’ of 
Culture, and cooperation with the EEAS has been institutionalized through an 
Administrative Arrangement signed in 2017. In general, the documents reveal that 
the new strategy is centred around bottom-up initiatives (Trüpel Eisenburger 2018: 
181). 

Therefore, it can be concluded from this analysis that the strategic documents 
confirm the relevance of the network and its objectives: they call for an enhanced 
cooperation between different stakeholders and EU institutions and services 
(Objectives 1 and 2), and EUNIC is recognized as an “expert” within the field of EU 
cultural diplomacy. For this reason, Objectives 3 to 5 can also be considered to still 
be relevant. The network has been growing since its creation in 2006 “in parallel to 
the EU’s actions to support and complement the work of Member States in cultural 
diplomacy and cultural relations” (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 159). 

The effectiveness of the EUNIC network in this context can be illustrated 
by some examples: EUNIC Global was invited as a speaker to the May 2017 
Council of Ministers meeting. In the fields of research and best practice sharing 
(Objectives 4 and 5), EUNIC launched the Siena Cultural Relations Forum bringing 
together practitioners and academics to debate the implementation of the Joint 
Communication. In addition, it continued to offer its knowledge-sharing workshops 
(EUNIC Report 2018b: 223). With regards to funding, EUNIC was successful in 
bidding for financing its Crossroads for Culture programme (see Chapter 4.4) 
under the Creative Europe Programme. 

It can therefore be concluded that the potential of EUNIC being effective in the 
implementations of its objectives has been further enhanced by the developments 
in the EU approach.  
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Table 4: EUNIC in EU strategic documents

4.3. Efficiency and Coherence: Cooperation between EUNIC and its Partners

As elaborated before, coherence between the different actors is crucial to 
the realisation of the potential of the network and the overall strategy for culture 
in external relations. Therefore, the cooperation on different levels shall be 
assessed. 

In a first step, attention will be drawn on the performance of EUNIC clusters 
and the cooperation among their members. Thereupon, the cooperation between 
EUNIC Global as well as clusters and EU Delegations (EUDs) will be evaluated. 
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4.3.1. EUNIC Clusters and Cooperation between Cluster Members 

In 2012, the EUNIC Cluster Fund, consisting of voluntary contributions by EUNIC 
members, was established in order to support cluster operation (Grafulla, Murray, 
Rasmussen 2016: 4). Inter alia, this fund was conceived to highlight the importance of 
culture in external relations and to improve inter-cluster cooperation. Over the period 
of 2012-2015, 39 out of 123 submitted project proposals were awarded (additional) 
funding with a total amount of EUR 313,707 (Grafulla, Murray, Rasmussen 2016: 4). After 
the Heads of EUNIC had agreed upon a new Strategic Framework for the network in 
December 2015, an evaluation report on the Cluster Fund was commissioned in order 
to ensure compliance of future editions of the fund with this framework. 

The evaluation identified several insufficiencies which allow for conclusions on 
the general coherence of cluster action and cluster member collaboration. Overall, the 
report constated that the clusters lacked strategy when implementing the awarded 
project (Grafulla, Murray, Rasmussen 2016: 5). However, as the Strategic Framework 
was only adopted in the end of 2015 and therefore non-existent during most of the 
time evaluated, this is not astonishing. Unfortunately, a more recent evaluation of the 
Cluster Fund was not available at the time of writing and an assessment of the impact 
of the Strategic Framework not possible. Furthermore, the report found that although a 
stronger focus on people-to-people dialogue and mutual learning could be observed, 
clusters predominantly leant towards the delivery of events and rather one-sided 
cultural promotion (Grafulla, Murray, Rasmussen 2016: 5). In addition, communication 
on Cluster Fund projects as well as lessons learned within the network was found to 
be insufficient. 

The report suggested that instead, 

[...] such projects could be more and better communicated in order to inspire and 
strengthen the network with good practices; facilitate exchange of expertise and 
lessons learned – therefore contributing to one of the purposes of the network as 
stated in its statutes; motivate less active clusters; promote good practice examples 
and projects with the potential to become role models; and encourage inter-cluster 
collaboration (Grafulla, Murray, Rasmussen 2016: 5).

The result of this report is therefore rather sober when it comes to coherence and 
efficiency of cluster collaboration under the Cluster Fund.

A report on the “Crossroads for Culture” programme, published in June 2015 and 
aimed at assessing the degree of integration of EUNIC ideas and the European agenda 
for culture objectives in EUNIC members’ strategies as well as the collaboration 
among EUNIC members, came to a similar conclusion. The main obstacle to effective 
collaboration, according to members, was lack of resources (Centre for Cultural 
Relations 2015: 6). The institutional status of the member was however not seen as 
an impediment. In general, effective cluster leadership and local demand for EUNIC 
involvement were the main facilitators for collaboration. Furthermore, it was more 
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likely in countries where the collaboration coincided with the needs of the EEAS 
(Centre for Cultural Relations 2015: 11). 

Assessing strategic objectives and options for actions for EUNIC cluster members, 
Schneider found that overall, a strategic interconnection between the different levels 
of EUNIC, namely local clusters, the secretariat in Brussels and the meetings at head 
level, is lacking (Schneider 2017: 144). Low resources in budget, personnel and time 
are named as the most restricting components. Often, EUNIC means simply more 
work for heads and employees (Schneider 2017: 163). With resources and personnel 
already being scarce, members criticised the long EUNIC working meetings which 
often took about four hours. The resource issue is particularly relevant for smaller and 
more recently established cultural institutes, as they lack experience in how to apply 
for funding, whereas bigger institutes can more easily devote time to these activities. 
Furthermore, as there is no overarching guideline from the institutes’ headquarters 
whether members should be more or less active within the network, the engagement 
within EUNIC depends strongly on the respective institute director (Schneider 2017: 
145). 

4.3.2. Cooperation between EUNIC Global, EUNIC clusters and the EEAS 

Overall, the majority of cultural institutes outside the EU, often through the EUNIC 
clusters, work with EUDs, for instance in the organisation of European Literature 
Nights, Film Festivals and the Day of European Languages (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 
58). EUNIC Cluster Guidelines qualify EUDs as strategic partner for the clusters, as EU 
institutions are a strategic partner on the global level (EUNIC 2019: 7).

At headquarter level, at least in 2012, when interviews were conducted, the European 
Commission seemed to prefer the direct cooperation with local clusters (Schneider 
2017: 148). But in the spirit of the Joint Communication, on May 16, 2017, EUNIC, the 
EEAS and the Directorate General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture (DG EAC) 
signed an Administrative Agreement to “enhance cooperation in the field of culture, 
both at the level of Headquarters and at the local level in partner countries”(European 
External Action Service, EUNIC and European Commission 2016). The document lines 
out principles, values and objectives, priority areas for cooperation and suggests 
arrangements for cooperation. Culture is understood in a broad way, “exceeding arts 
and literature” (European External Action Service, EUNIC and European Commission 
2016: 2), and therefore, it should be approached in a comprehensive way. Based on 
principles of variable geometry and co-creation integrating partner countries, the 
objective is to develop “a concerted approach to international cultural relations which 
would strengthen the European dimension [...], pool resources and achieve economies 
of scale” (European External Action Service, EUNIC and European Commission 2016: 
2). Priority areas should be those where there are more favourable conditions, i.e. 
where clusters show a certain maturity and already cooperate with EUDs. Specific 
suggestions for cooperation are, besides regular meetings and information exchange, 
the cooperative development of cultural relations strategies, based on which joint 
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pilot activities should be initiated to “help test method(s) of ‘enhanced cooperation’” 
(European External Action Service, EUNIC and European Commission 2016: 3). 

Following the first phase of pilot activities emerged from the Administrative 
Arrangement, EUNIC published a report assessing the partnership between EU 
Delegations and EUNIC clusters in fourteen pilot countries6, where cooperation had 
already been taking place. Evaluating quantitative and qualitative data, the report 
gives account of planning, resourcing, implementation as well as monitoring and 
evaluation within these partnerships. 

In the planning dimension, it was asked to which extent clusters and EUDs agree 
on a common cultural relations strategy and to which extent this was in line with the 
Joint Communication. Cooperation was most effective where a joint strategy was 
developed, while a one-sided strategy developed either by the Delegation or the 
cluster hampered the full realisation of the potential (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 
29). A dedicated budget and team for public and cultural diplomacy is rather the 
exception in EUDs. Furthermore, the type of relationship between clusters and EUDs 
was found to be strongly influenced by the department of the contact point in the 
respective Delegation. 

Figure 4: Contact person for EUNIC clusters in EUDs (figure taken from Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 32)

In about 50% of the cases, this is a person from the Press and Information Unit 
under the Political Section, while the other half of the contact points is part of the 
Cooperation Section. Whereas the Political Section focuses more on culture as a means 
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of communication to third country stakeholders, the Cooperation Section’s priority is 
culture as a booster for development. This is then reflected in the partnership with 
EUNIC clusters (see Figure 4). 

Although to different extents, all of the evaluated clusters had discussed the 
Joint Communication. Nevertheless, despite the recommendation put forward in the 
Communication, less than half of the clusters and EUDs had developed their strategies 
in consultation with local stakeholders (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 36). Finally, the 
role of the headquarters was found to be paramount as it had significant influence on 
advancing the partnership through training sessions or workshops (Grafulla, Murray, 
Schavoir 2018: 38). 

When it comes to the implementation of common projects, a clear definition of 
roles and responsibilities was found to be crucial to ensure efficiency and to comply 
with deadlines (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 52).

Regarding financing and legal implications, the picture is rather fragmented. 
Currently, EUDs use four different types of contracts to fund EUNIC cluster activities. 
Furthermore, only few clusters have the legal status to sign contracts, so that individual 
cluster members have to sign the contracts instead (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 
11-12).

4.3.3. Conclusion: Towards a more Efficient and Coherent Collaboration 

To conclude, the analysis of the cooperation both within clusters and between 
EUNIC and the EEAS reveals a mixed picture. 

When it comes to the cooperation within clusters, there cannot be one single 
conclusion valid for all EUNIC clusters as their respective performance is very different, 
with some of them existing only on paper (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 61). And even 
if a cluster performs relatively well, lack of funding as well as time and personnel 
resources hinder the achievement of the full potential. Furthermore, bigger and more 
established cultural institutes seem to be able to invest more time into the cluster 
work, and due to their often more profound expertise, they benefit better from the 
additional opportunities to carry out EU-funded projects (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 
67). On the other hand, smaller cultural institutes could benefit from more collaboration 
in this area to make up for their lack of resources and expertise. Overall,

[i]t will be crucial for EUNIC to improve the functioning and capacity of its clusters, 
as they can add a European dimension to the activities of CIs in third countries and 
deliver concrete results on the ground. They could become one of the essential 
instruments for CIs to assists the EU institutions in implementing a new strategy for 
culture in external relations (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 56).

Nevertheless, EUNIC is aware of these weaknesses: for instance, the “Crossroads 
for Culture” programme was set in motion to “strengthen internal governance, 
cooperation among members at EU level and the operational capacity of their clusters” 
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(Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 54). Furthermore, the Strategic Framework adopted in 
2015 provided a first, even if still quite vague, guideline how to achieve the objectives 
lined out in the vision and the mission statements (EUNIC 2015).

Regarding the cooperation with the EEAS and the EU Delegations, several 
challenges can be identified. For instance, to ensure synergies and complementarity, 
a set of overarching guidelines could be useful. Furthermore, specific training 
provided to Presidents of EUNIC clusters as well as addressing the implementation 
of the Administrative Arrangement in meetings between EUDs and EUNIC could 
enhance coherence and efficiency (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 10). This could also 
help counter the implications of the regular change of staff of cultural institutes and 
embassies. A more unified approach to contracts and funding could also enhance 
coherence and efficiency. Thus, a new financial instrument via the Cluster Fund as well 
as standard templates for contracts to finance cluster activities could be established 
(Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 11-12).

Despite the partnership not being fully developed, the first step – identifying 
shortcomings – has been made. The Administrative Arrangement and subsequent 
agreements based on its evaluation can provide a concrete framework to develop a 
more strategic approach to this partnership in line with the Joint Communication. 

To sum up, cooperation both within clusters and with partners from the European 
institutions has not reached its full efficiency potential and still lacks coherence in 
some regards. Nevertheless, these issues are increasingly addressed in reports and 
evaluation, putting forward suggestions for concrete measures, and first steps towards 
a more comprehensive strategic approach can be seen. 

4.4. The EU Added Value of EUNIC

4.4.1. Strengths and Opportunities 

Although this cannot be transferred one to one to the examination conducted within 
the scope of this thesis, turning back to the 2017 interim evaluation of the Horizon 2020 
programme nevertheless allows conclusions about what is perceived as added value, as 
it was one of the criteria within the evaluation of the programme. EU added value of the 
Horizon 2020 programme is assessed in comparison to actions on the national or regional 
level. The interim evaluation finds that the programme enhances scale, speed and scope 
of research and innovation, particularly thanks to transnational and multidisciplinary 
networks. This makes the EU more attractive in the field of research. Furthermore, 
without the programme, many projects would not have been implemented. The cost 
of a discontinuation of the programme would be very high for stakeholders. It is thus 
perceived as crucial in many regards (European Commission 2017b: 182).

EUNIC as a network can work as a multiplier in a similar sense: via EUNIC and its 
more than 50 clusters outside Europe, the EU institutions have access to infrastructure 
which saves them the effort to create additional structures on their own to implement 
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the strategy for external cultural relations (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 61). Often, CIs 
forming the clusters can look back on many years of cooperation both with third country 
governments and civil society, thus having established themselves as trustworthy and 
credible partners. As many of them operate at arm’s length, they have some margin 
when it comes to conducting cultural relations with stakeholders and foreign public. 
Predominantly, their staff are no government officials, which enhances trust and can 
counter the perception of cultural institutes as propaganda tools. This is particularly 
beneficial when it comes to relations to neighbouring countries: “Certain political 
issues will [...] need to be tackled in a different way now that various policies of the 
EU and its MS have “failed” and relations with civil society will need to be improved” 
(Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 61).

The social media presence of the CIs and the clusters is exemplary for the 
infrastructure that could be an asset for the implementation of the strategy, as the 
existing sites and social media appearances could be used to promote projects and 
events with a European dimension (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 61). This would enhance 
not only visibility of the activities themselves but also of the common approach and 
the cooperation between individual CIs, stakeholders and EUDs in general. 

Additionally, EUNIC clusters are often more experienced in implementing (EU) 
cultural relations projects than the EUDs themselves (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 64). 
As seen before, the Delegations often do not have personnel specifically dedicated to 
and trained in public and cultural diplomacy (Grafulla, Murray, Schavoir 2018: 29).

Furthermore, EUNIC together with the MORE EUROPE7 network work on 
strengthening the collaboration between national CIs at European level. To prevent 
fragmentation in the implementation of the strategy outside Europe, the EU institutions 
should further pursue cooperation with the cultural institutes and their networks 
(Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 64). 

One aspect that makes the potential of the network even more important is the 
fact that thanks to the varying types of memberships it is quite inclusive. Besides 
offering full and associate memberships, EUNIC clusters can engage in partnership 
with local stakeholders such as NGOs, foundations, universities and many more (EUNIC 
2019: 7-8). This allows for a bottom-up approach and a deeper anchoring in the country 
in question as well as for a profound understanding of social processes. As societal 
and historical contexts matter for the implementation of EU external cultural policy, a 
certain flexibility is needed for its successful realisation (Trüpel, Eisenburger 2018: 183).

These advantages of EUNIC were confirmed by other European and national 
stakeholders interviewed in the scope of the research for the CULT Committee of the 
European Parliament8. Besides valuing the hands-on experience of the members, they 
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saw the network as a way to ensure a “holistic approach to the current challenges that 
Europe is facing around the world and thus avoid fragmentation” (Smits, Daubeuf, 
Kern 2016: 68-69).

4.4.2. Weaknesses and Threats 

Nevertheless, although the network bears the potential described above, in 
practice, there are certain risks and weaknesses. First of all, most of the individual 
EUNIC members are not explicitly mandated to include the European dimension into 
their work (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 66). Although the majority of them seems to be 
conscient of a European strategic vision on culture in external relations, this is often 
not the case within the ministry they might respectively be affiliated to, which hinders 
a comprehensive integration of such an approach. 

As already indicated, a further risk stems from the size of the institute, as smaller 
CIs often do have neither the experience nor the personnel and financial capacity 
to apply for EU funding and to carry out projects under these programmes (Smits, 
Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 67). They are particularly in need for additional funding but at the 
same time, they suffer a competitive disadvantage to the bigger and more resourceful 
applicants. The resulting imbalance is particularly relevant when it comes to the 
European added value, as this is precisely derived from the diversity of European 
cultural representation. 

Additionally, transferring expertise in bilateral cultural relations to the multilateral, 
European dimension might not be possible without difficulties, as both content and 
purpose differ (Schühle 2014: 195). There might even be negative effects, as “[..] 
conflicts of interest in regard to the duality of responsibility of the cluster member 
representatives have usually been solved in favour of the individual institution and 
not in favour of EUNIC and its objectives” (Schühle 2014: 195).

A further difficulty is linked to the quite vague structure of EUNIC itself, which 
might lead EU institutions to develop cooperation with different partners such as 
individual cultural institutes, clusters or even other stakeholders (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 
2016: 68). The positive aspects of this flexibility have been highlighted before, but this 
vagueness makes it also more difficult to establish long-term cooperation instead of 
mere coordination (Schühle 2014: 193).

However, the main challenge remains the tension between the national and the 
European dimension: when it comes to the definition of objectives, many members 
of EUNIC predominately follow national agenda-setting. This persists despite EUNIC 
Global having made attempts to create financial impetus (such as the Cluster Fund) for 
more European contents in projects (Schneider 2017: 146). Added value of a project 
cannot be achieved through simply adding up the individual national contributions 
into a common activity. The discrepancy lies also within EUNIC as an organisation, as 
on the one side, it is conceived to foster European integration in the field of cultural 
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relations while on the other side, it is a lobby organisation for cultural policy of the 
Member States, thus precisely representing the respective national interests (Schneider 
2017: 148). 

4.4.3. Ways Forward  

Despite these weaknesses, many CIs have signalled or proven their willingness 
to align their priorities in the field of European external relations with the strategy 
proposed by the European institutions (Centre for Cultural Relations 2015: 8). Overall, 
they place their focus on the same regions (ENP countries, strategic partners) and 
themes as the EU. Furthermore, the more strategic approach on the European level 
has already produced results on the ground. For instance, the Preparatory Action has 
been inspiration to a greater number of projects with a European dimension, placing 
more emphasis on listening and mutual exchange than on simple cultural promotion 
(Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 71). And although most of the EUNIC members might 
be lacking an explicit mandate for adding a European dimension to their work, they 
have actively committed to collaboration on the European level by acceding the 
network. Besides lobbying for national interests in the field of cultural diplomacy, the 
promotion of European integration is a crucial purpose of EUNIC. According to the 
cultural diplomacy actors, this is indeed happening through the networked structure 
of EUNIC – some even qualify EUNIC as resembling the EU in its structure (Schneider 
2017: 148).  

To address the issues, Schneider (2017: 146) proposes to enhance both vertical and 
horizontal Europeanization: for instance, EUNIC Global is seeking to foster horizontal 
interconnectedness between the clusters by promoting them on its website. Vertical 
Europeanization could be achieved through a simplification of access to funds, as this 
would help giving a clearer view of the purpose of the funding and thus enhance the 
European purpose of EUNIC (Schneider 2017: 157). 

Two examples of successful initiatives shall be highlighted: in December 2015, 
the EU Delegation to Tunisia launched the 3-year Tfanen-Tunisie Créative programme, 
recently extended by another six months (EUNIC Tunisia). Funded by the EUD, it is 
implemented by the British Council jointly with the EUNIC cluster in Tunisia. Aimed 
at capacity building and professionalisation of the local cultural and creative sector, 
it also engages young people in order to address issues such as migration and 
radicalisation (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 57). The specific management structure of 
this programmes makes it easier for local stakeholders to apply for funding, as the 
provisions are less burdensome than other EU rules for grants. As the EUD has required 
the cluster members to “make the best use of their collective expertise” (Smits, Daubeuf, 
Kern 2016: 57) within the scope of this programme, each of them has identified their 
respective comparative advantage, based on which tasks and roles were assigned. 
Therefore, this programme has not only contributed to a vertical Europeanization by 
easing access to funds with a clear purpose but has also enhanced coherence of the 
cooperation among cluster members. 
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Another example is the collaboration between the EUD and the EUNIC cluster in 
Jordan: in general, this cluster is “by far the most active cluster in the whole Middle 
East-North Africa division” (Helly, Lane 2014: 10-11). From the collaboration with the 
EUD on the European Language Day emerged in 2014 a more comprehensive cultural 
programme under the title “Creative Jordan”, with a budget of EUR 300,000 (January 
– November 2015) (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 58). Once again, thanks to its legal 
status, the British Council acted as the signatory of the contract on behalf of the EUNIC 
cluster. As the contract is kept quite flexible, this gives the EUD some margin to adapt 
its actions to its priorities and it can thus convey its respective messages through the 
collaboration with the cluster. Cluster members present ideas to the Delegation, which 
is in charge of monitoring, while relying on the expertise of the CIs when it comes to 
project management and implementation. At the same time, the programme provides 
an opportunity for the cultural institutes to build a long-term strategic partnership 
with local partners and to contribute to the development of the cultural sector (Smits, 
Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 58). Hence, this type of programme enhances mutuality. What 
is more, national cultural institutes that are not represented in Jordan can also take 
part in the programme – for instance, Jordanian artists were enabled to participate in 
Artists in Residence programmes also in European countries whose cultural institutes 
are not present in Jordan. This allows the EUD, who is to represent all 28 MS, to free 
some capacities to focus on the interests of the EU MS not being part of the cluster or 
not represented in Jordan through a cultural institute (Smits, Daubeuf, Kern 2016: 58). 
This example illustrates how horizontal Europeanization of cultural relations can be 
achieved through the EUNIC cluster and its cooperation with the EU Delegation. 

This cooperation was followed by further service contracts signed between the 
EUD and EUNIC, to carry out activities underpinned with “[a]dvocacy for cultural 
relations and EU visibility” (EUNIC Jordan). EUNIC’s work is aimed at increasing the 
feeling of Jordanians to be close to European culture, as with 18%, this feeling is much 
lower than the average of the region (43%) (TNS opinion 2014, 129).

To conclude, the main asset EUNIC can provide is precisely the fact that it is a 
network, benefitting from partly long-standing expertise and connectedness of its 
members. Despite shortcomings, the two examples evoked show that there are ways 
to effectively exploit the opportunities this can provide. The more strategic approach 
on the European level can be translated into the work on the ground while conversely 
the role of EUNIC as a contributor to the strategic approach is enhanced. 

5. Conclusion and Outlook

Before returning to the research questions introduced in the beginning of this 
work, some critical remarks on the working methods shall be made. First of all, although 
immediate outputs of cultural relations programmes such as specific projects and 
their respective characteristics might be measurable, the long-term outcomes and 
finally the impact of such activities are much more difficult to quantify. As the strategic 
approach to culture in external relations of the EU is quite recent and still not set into 
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stone but in its development phase, there is no fixed evaluation framework at hand 
for these long-term effects. Due to the constrained timeframe, instead of conducting 
an own survey or interviews, this thesis had to rely mainly on existing reports and 
programme evaluations that did not explicitly address the same issue. It can therefore 
only be regarded as an initial attempt to develop an evaluation framework and to 
draw first conclusions from this. Another shortcoming is the lack of predictability 
for the consequences the Brexit might have for the cooperation of national cultural 
institutes, as the British Council is a significant actor in this. Only some rather limited 
observations in this regard can be made. 

The first and overarching research question considered in this thesis was to extract 
the added value of an EU strategic approach to culture in external relations. The 
results of the first analysis formed the basis for the assessment of the second research 
question. 

Lifting the discussion to the theoretical level in a first step, the concept of soft 
power as coined by Joseph Nye has been helpful to understand the EU’s approach to 
cultural diplomacy. Nevertheless, as Nye himself has been pointing out more recently, 
soft power alone is not capable to tackle all external challenges. Rather, hard and 
soft power need to be seen as complementary to each other and therefore must be 
examined jointly. Moreover, within the field of soft power, culture is only one of several 
factors and can thus not be treated separately. Furthermore, cultural attractiveness 
does not automatically translate into political power – “cultural diplomacy is as much 
about the credibility of its diplomacy as about the attractiveness of its culture” (de 
Vries 2019: 94). 

Quite recently, the EU has started to develop a strategic approach in order to ensure 
coherence in its external cultural relations, which is indicative for the importance 
it attaches to this issue. This is also due to the fact that the Treaties have, albeit 
apparently only marginally, enhanced the EU’s role in cultural policy. An assessment 
of the policy documents dealing with external cultural relations and putting forward 
recommendations for stronger strategizing has revealed that EU institutions see added 
value in such a strategic approach. On the one side, culture, defined in a broad way 
and thus comprising, among others, research and education, is seen as a means to 
boost economic growth. This is supported by the fact that the cultural and creative 
sector is one of the fastest growing (de Vries 2019: 7). Furthermore, culture is qualified 
as an instrument for mutual understanding and therefore considered to be apt to 
tackle challenges such as radicalisation and conflict resolution on the long term. For 
these reasons, the suggested strategic approach particularly encourages bottom-up 
initiatives based on reciprocal exchange. 

Overall, the diversity of the EU itself is seen as an asset in this context, as the EU 
can rely both on internal experience with cultural exchange as well as on the resources 
and already established relations between Member States and third countries. The 
added value of the EU strategic approach to culture in external relations is therefore 
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seen in the pooling of resources, the deployment of expertise in dealing with cultural 
differences and the creation of synergies in order to make the EU external cultural 
policy more efficient. This is perceived as a solution to the tension that persists 
between culture as a defining feature for the individual states and culture on the 
European level. The policy documents abstain from defining European culture 
explicitly but rather connect it precisely to this inherent diversity. 

In this context, the role and potential added value of the network organisation 
of the EU Member States’ cultural institutes, EUNIC, has been assessed. The analysis 
was based on a consideration of different criteria derived from the evaluation 
framework established by the Development Assistance Committee of the OECD. In 
order to answer the second research question, three hypotheses were formulated 
corresponding to the different evaluation criteria. 

The first hypothesis, H1/Relevance, can largely be confirmed. As the strategic 
approach as proposed by the EU institutions focusses more strongly on bottom-up 
approaches, EUNIC as an example of cooperative external cultural action is mentioned 
explicitly. It is considered valuable not only in the context of the implementation of 
such a strategic approach but is also included in the process of further developing 
this strategy. 

The second hypothesis that had been drawn up, H2, concerned efficiency and 
coherence of the cooperation within EUNIC itself and with its EU partners. This 
hypothesis cannot be fully confirmed. Although some steps were taken to enhance 
coherence and efficiency of the cooperation between EUNIC and EU institutions and 
their services, in particular the EEAS, they still lack a common strategic vision. Other 
challenges are linked to the varying institutional status of EUNIC clusters and their 
members as well as the difficulties of applying to funding or the lack of financial 
means overall. 

The difficulty is even reinforced by the imperfect cooperation within EUNIC 
clusters: some of them merely exist on paper and if they are operational, this does 
not prevent an additive character of common projects which lack a European 
dimension. Nevertheless, both the EUNIC network as well as the EU institutions show 
consciousness of these challenges and obstacles and seem to be willing to address 
them to a greater extent. However, the success of these attempts will strongly 
depend on the readiness of individual EUNIC members as well as their headquarters. 
As the analysis has shown, this often stands and falls with personal commitment of 
CI heads and staff, on which neither the EU institutions nor EUNIC Global or the 
clusters have a significant influence. Providing a more strategic and comprehensive 
framework for the cooperation could help counterbalance these aspects, although 
it might not be able to completely eliminate the risk. At the same time, such a 
comprehensive approach would help to highlight the unifying elements without 
erasing the diversity of the national cultures as such (Schühle 2014: 187). 
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The third hypothesis touched upon the core of the research question, namely 
the potential added value of the EUNIC network in implementing the EU strategic 
approach, and its examination had to take into account the foregoing considerations. 
Once again, the result is mixed. Due to its network character, EUNIC does indeed offer 
a certain potential to help overcome tensions between national and European interests 
in external cultural policy. Furthermore, the different operational levels of the network 
as well as of its members and their foothold in the third countries bear opportunities to 
facilitate more transversal cultural relations based on mutual exchange. Nevertheless, 
if these opportunities are not taken, for instance because cultural institutes continue to 
predominantly promote their respective culture without integrating neither a European 
dimension nor the views and demands of the foreign public, the potential remains 
unrealised. Furthermore, if participants are not actively included in events, this might 
risk conveying an impression that Europe is inapproachable (Schühle 2014: 187). But first 
steps towards a more reciprocal approach have been made, such as President Macron’s 
suggestion to return African heritage from French museums to their origins (de Vries 
2019: 86). Such initiatives could increasingly be coordinated at the European level. 

Ignoring the partner countries’ views and the public demands risks to be 
counterproductive. Despite the recent shift, the EU still focuses more strongly on 
development and humanitarian aid than on the cultural dimension of its external 
relations. Cultural cooperation is largely funded through the European Development 
Funds, and, as Mensah puts it, a “Eurocentric and hierarchical concept is still broadly at 
the heart of cultural cooperation programmes” (Mensah 2018: 202). When formulating 
its strategic approach to culture in external relations the EU should therefore be careful 
not to confound one-sided interests with genuine exchange. In this context, promising 
first steps away from the traditional donor-recipient relationship have been made (de 
Vries 2019: 88). 

Furthermore, it will not be sufficient to simply outline a strategic framework and 
overall objectives. In order to be effective, this framework will also have to comprise 
measures and concrete provisions to prevent fragmentation in the implementation 
(Trüpel, Eisenburger 2018: 182), while at the same time allowing for some flexibility 
and room for manoeuvre, as a less dynamic structure could also risk to deter individual 
stakeholders from further engaging with EUNIC (Schühle 2014: 197). It has proven to 
be useful to conceive cultural dialogue projects with a more long-term vision in order 
to enhance sustainability (de Vries 2019: 88). Some successful initiatives have been 
presented earlier. 

The institutional status of EUNIC and its members remains an issue which might 
be even complicated once the United Kingdom will effectively have left the European 
Union, as the British Council is a crucial actor within the EUNIC network. This would 
mean not only a loss for the diversity of the EU but would have significant practical 
consequences. Although EUNIC itself is not an EU institution and the British Council 
can therefore remain a fully operating member, the British Council signing contracts 
for EU funded projects on behalf of EUNIC might become problematic. 
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Another crucial issue is coherent monitoring and assessment, which has been 
alluded to earlier. Although it is difficult to measure the impact of cultural relations 
activities, according to Nye, it “is quite possible to quantify sources of soft power” (Nye 
2006). Based on this, a coherent evaluation framework could possibly be developed 
jointly by EUNIC Global, the EEAS and the European Commission (Grafulla, Murray, 
Schavoir 2018: 12). This could in turn be used by EUNIC and its clusters. 

Finally, as it is often the case, funding is a vital factor for the success of the strategic 
approach to culture in EU external relations. One way to ensure this would to be 
concede a specific budget to this aim in the financial frameworks. This would not only 
strengthen the visibility of the strategy but would also help enhance credibility vis-à-
vis the expectations of beneficiaries and partners (Trüpel, Eisenburger 2018: 182).

If the first steps that have been initiated to tackle these issues will be pursued, 
which seems rather likely in light of the recent developments, EUNIC bears the potential 
to bring added value both to the further development and implementation of the EU 
strategic approach to culture in external relations.
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List of abbreviations

ACP - African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States

CI(s) - Cultural Institute(s)

DAC - Development Assistance Committee

DG EAC - Directorate General for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture

EC - European Commission

EDIHR - European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights

EEAS - European External Action Service

ENP - European Neighbourhood Policy

EP - European Parliament

EU - European Union

EUD(s) - EU Delegation(s)

EUGS - European Union Global Strategy

EUNIC - European Union National Institutes for Culture

MENA - Middle East and North Africa

MFF - Multiannual Financial Framework

MS - Member State(s)

NGO(s) - Non-Governmental Organisation(s)

OECD - Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PI - Partnership Instrument

TEU - Treaty on the European Union

TFEU - Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union

UN - United Nations

Annex: List of EUNIC Members 

Full EUNIC Members at the global level (EUNIC Global website):

Austria: Österreich Institut GmbH

Austria: Federal Ministry for Europe, Integration and Foreign Affairs

Belgium: Wallonie-Bruxelles International 

Belgium: Flemish Department of Foreign Affairs 

Bulgaria: Bulgarian Ministry of Culture 

Croatia: Foundation Croatia House

Cyprus: Ministry of Education and Culture Cyprus

Czech Republic: Czech Centres
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Denmark: The Danish Cultural Institute

Estonia: Estonian Institute 

Finland: The Finish Cultural and Academic Institutes 

France: Foundation Alliance Française 

France: French Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs  

France: Institut Français de Paris 

Germany: Goethe-Institut 

Germany: ifa – Institute for Foreign Cultural Relations

Greece: Hellenic Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Greece: Hellenic Foundation for Culture  

Hungary: Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

Ireland: Culture Ireland

Italy: Società Dante Alighieri 

Italy: Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation 

Latvia: Latvian Institute

Lithuania: Lithuanian Culture Institute

Luxembourg: Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs

Malta: Arts Council Malta 

Netherlands: Dutch Culture

Poland: Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

Portugal: Instituto Camões 

Romania: Romanian Cultural Institute

Slovak Republic: Slovakian Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Slovenia: Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and Sport

Spain: Instituto Cervantes

Spain: AECID

Sweden: Swedish Institute

United Kingdom: British Council
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How informed are we on disinformation?

Louis Obry

1. Introduction

“A new study suggests fake news might have won Donald Trump the 2016 
election” (Blake 2018) is a bold title for an article in the Washington Post by Aaron 
Blake which illustrates how seriously the effects of fake news are taken by journalists 
and researchers. I’m going to explore the vast world of disinformation and guide you 
through its mechanisms.

Fake news and disinformation aren’t a new phenomenon, they have always 
co-existed within the ecosystem of information. When humans started sharing 
information orally first and in written form later, disinformation was already present 
either because of mistakes in the transmission or because of attempts to mislead 
the receiver. We can find evidence of fake news stories which go back to the ancient 
times. Octavian, a potential successor of Caesar, spread fake stories on Mark Anthony, 
saying he was “a philanderer, a womaniser and a drunk not fit to lead” (Kaminska 

2017). Fake news stories are thus natural developments in societies because each 
time information is shared there is a risk of it being false or erroneous. The use of 
fake news rose with the invention of the printing press and especially with the World 
Wars and the Cold War, which led to the creation of important organs of propaganda 
among the belligerents. As Tucker et al. note, “British waged an effective fake news 
campaign around alleged German atrocities during World War I in order to mobilize 
domestic and global public opinion” (Tucker, Guess et alii 2018: 28). These systems 
were aiming at transmitting content that would support the actions of their state. 

With social media came the latest means through which fake news is 
disseminated. Social networking platforms like Facebook and Twitter grew rapidly 
during the 2010s in relation to the increasing ownership of smartphones and better 
connectivity in most developed countries. Facebook reached 2 billion users in June 
2017 (Zuckerberg 2017), Twitter around 320 million users in 2018 (Statista (a) 2019) 
and WhatsApp around 1,5 billion in 2017 (Statista (b) 2019). These platforms quickly 
became predominant players in the news industry reducing the market power of 
traditional media. The Bureau of Labor Statistics notes that “in June 1990, there were 
nearly 458,000 people employed in the newspaper publishing industry; by March 
2016, that figure had fallen to about 183,000, a decline of almost 60 percent. Over the 
same period, employment in internet publishing and broadcasting rose from about 
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30,000 to nearly 198,000” (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2016). Indeed, social media are 
a growing source of news in many countries. A 2018 Reuters digital news report 
found that 39% of respondents used a social media in the past week to access news 
in the UK and 36% in France – this number can rise to 66% in Brazil (Newman, Levy 
et alii. 2018: 11). These new ways of accessing news created a climate of scepticism 
described by Matthew D’Ancona as “a pernicious relativism disguised as a legitimate 
scepticism” (D’Ancona 2017: 2).

During the 2016 US presidential election, the referendum on Brexit or the 2017 
French presidential elections, social media became a tool for spreading fake news 
which seems to have influenced the results. Craig Silverman found that “up until 
those last three months of the [US] campaign, the top election content from major 
outlets had easily outpaced that of fake election news on Facebook. Then, as the 
election drew closer, engagement for fake content on Facebook skyrocketed and 
surpassed that of the content from major news outlets” (Silverman 2016). One of the 
effects of being exposed to fake news is the decline in trust as Madeleine De Cock 
Buning underlined in her opening speech at the State of the Union 2019 (De Cock 
Buning 2019). She also develops this point in her report for the Commission:

“The move to an increasingly digital environment gives European citizens 
many new ways of expressing themselves and of finding and accessing diverse 
information and views. It also enables an increase in the volume of various kinds 
of disinformation in circulation. The latter potentially represents risks for our 
democratic processes, national security, social fabric, and can undermine trust in 
the information society and confidence in the digital single market” (European 
Commission (f) 2018: 10).

Fake news do not always manage to change people’s views on a certain topic 
but they often manage to create distrust in politics and to reduce the trust people 
put in traditional media. These major events which were affected by fake news raised 
concerns among many people who started to worry about the potential disrupting 
effect of fake news on the long term.

However, the influence of fake news is a subject that we still don’t fully capture. 
Indeed, despite the increasing use of the term and the media frenzy around their use 
to destabilise elections, their impact, the way they disseminate, or their origins are 
still little studied and known. Ferrara and Yang explain that “we still lack a rigorous 
understanding of the role and effects of contents sentiment on the dynamics of 
information diffusion” (Ferrara  and Yang 2015: 1). The first obstacle is the lack of access 
to data for researchers because social media are reluctant to share information on the 
mechanisms which drive their platforms and thus don’t want to publicise or explain 
the functioning of their algorithms. Moreover, the news feeds are different for each 
user and are based on the previous data they agreed to disclose. These personalised 
experiences created personalised channels which are sometimes harder to analyse 
than straightforward and uniform mechanisms. However, technology can also be 
used in a preventive way by trying to ensure a diverse and open online world.
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Among the actors who are worried about this phenomenon, the European 
Commission and other institutions expressed concerns on the potential influence 
that fake news could have on the upcoming European elections. Their concern is 
not new. The EU created, as early as 2015, the East Strategic Communication Task 
Force to counter Russian propaganda in the neighbouring countries. However, the 
examples of the British referendum or the French presidential election precipitated 
the EU in securing its upcoming elections. EU institutions started to produce 
numerous documents. First, the Commission gathered an expert group to create 
policy recommendations. In parallel of the work of the expert group, consultations 
were implemented as well as stakeholder events and a dialogue with member 
states. They were used together with the report of experts, submitted in March 2018 
(European Commission (f) 2018), to improve the knowledge about fake news. At the 
same time the results of the consultations (European Commission (j) 2018) and a 
flash Eurobarometer survey (Eurobarometer (b) 2018) were published, adding to the 
empirical knowledge of this phenomena. Then, several procedures were initiated. 
First, the Commission launched a communication on “Tackling online disinformation: 
a European Approach” (European Commission (h) 2018). The High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy published a communication on 
“Increasing resilience and bolstering capabilities to address hybrid threats” (High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 2018); followed by 
a communication from the Commission to the other institutions titled “Securing free 
and fair European elections” (European Commission (d) 2018). In December 2018 an 
“Action Plan against Disinformation” (European Commission, European Council et 
alii. 2018) was agreed in a Joint Communication from the Commission and the High 
Representative. Finally, the Commission put in place a Code of Practice (European 
Commission 2018 (a)) signed by the industry which aims, on a self-regulation 
basis, to reduce the spread of fake news. This important production highlights 
the seriousness of the issue in the eyes of the European institutions. The previous 
examples of destabilisation attempts create a threat that the institutions don’t want 
to tackle lightly as the EU is already lacking legitimacy: the effect of a widespread 
fake news campaign could have detrimental effects. However, there could be a risk 
of overregulation which could restrict freedom.

In the light of this context, we can ask, to what extent is it possible to balance 
the engagement against the influence of disinformation on social media and the 
fundamental right to freedom of expression, which is guaranteed by the Charter 
of Human rights and national constitutions, in a European context? To answer this 
question, we need to tackle underlying issues, the first one is what disinformation 
is exactly. Indeed, to act, it is necessary to know precisely its boundaries and the 
type of phenomenon we face. Moreover, we need to clarify if disinformation is more 
salient than before and if so, what mechanisms make it noticeable. Finally, we need to 
assess whether a regulatory or state-based approach is likely to be able to preserve 
the necessary safeguards for protecting the freedom of expression.



While addressing the issue in a comprehensive manner, this research will be 
focusing on three political levels, one regional and two national ones. The first is 
the European level where the institutions are very active to try to secure the coming 
elections of 2019. In addition, I will focus on two national levels, France and the 
United Kingdom to propose a comparative analysis of their approaches and asses 
their impact. For the analytical framework of the policies and their outcomes, as well 
as for defining the possible interventions, I will use the six dimensions for analysing 
public policies by Morestin (Morestin 2012: 12) and will combine it with the eightfold 
path defined by Bardach (Bardach  2012). This combination will help analysing the 
problem definition, the involved actors, the cost, the feasibility and the acceptability 
of the chosen alternatives. Afterwards, using the same techniques, I will develop 
my own analysis to look for policy recommendations to reduce disinformation’s 
influence.

To develop this analysis, I will start by unravelling the notion of disinformation 
and its implications for social media, traditional press and users. This part will 
focus on giving an operational definition which encompasses the broad range 
of content that is related to disinformation, without over-reaching to lawful and 
acceptable content such as satire. The goal is to understand the mechanisms which 
may be responsible for the spread of these stories. The first chapter is aimed at 
understanding the scope and the complexity of an apparently simple problem. 
The second part focuses on the comparison of the three political levels to evaluate 
their problem definition and their answer. I will focus on the different sub-issues 
which are tackled by different political levels and compare them. The third part 
will provide policy recommendations on the mechanisms that are most likely to 
be efficient in this engagement to tackle disinformation. This section will use the 
previous observations, the literature review, some empirical data and examples 
to illustrate the efficiency of various measures and conclude on the best ways to 
conduct the fight against disinformation. 

2. A contested phenomenon, what is disinformation made of? 

2.1. A definition of disinformation 

2.1.1. A multiplicity of concepts 

2.1.1.1. Fake news

Fake news is a concept that quickly became trendy to such an extent that it 
is now used by everyone indistinctly, from journalists to politicians. The term was 
mostly generalised during the 2016 US elections because of Donald Trump using 
it in speeches or tweets. We can clearly see the rise from the data extracted by 
Google Trends (cited in “the digital transformation of news media and the rise of 
disinformation and fake news”) (Martens, Aguiar et alii. 2018: 28).

92 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

How informed are we on disinformation?



Louis Obry

93De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

Alice Marwick and Rebecca Lewis say that the concept “was first used to describe 
sites that intentionally posted fictional partisan content as clickbait, but Donald 
Trump’s administration quickly adopted it to discredit accurate but unflattering news 
items, ironically making the term itself a form of disinformation” (Marwick, Lewis 2017). 
The massive use by Trump of the term completely flipped its meaning and blurred 
its boundaries. The concept was quickly exported for the Brexit campaign and many 
national elections around the world. The concept is useful to disseminate the issue 
widely, but its relevance for academic research is disputable. In the article “the science 
of fake news”, some authors define the term as “fabricated information that mimics 
news media content in form but not in organizational process or intent” (Lazer, Baum 

et alii. 2018: 4).

However, it seems that it covers a larger frame than acknowledged. In the 
Council of Europe report by Wardle and Derakhshan, the authors highlight the lack of 
definitional rigour of such term and its hampering effect on the research. They argue 
that it has “begun to be appropriated by politicians around the world to describe 
news organisations whose coverage they find disagreeable. In this way, it’s becoming 
a mechanism by which the powerful can clamp down upon, restrict, undermine and 
circumvent the free press” (Wardle, Derakhshan 2017: 5). Moreover, as Zuckerman notes 
“it’s a vague and ambiguous term that spans everything from false balance (actual 
news that doesn’t deserve our attention), propaganda (weaponized speech designed 
to support one party over another) and disinformatzya (information designed to sow 
doubt and increase mistrust in institutions)” (Zuckerman 2017). Therefore, despite 
the popularity of the term, I will not use it as an analytical concept for the following 
research. What is implied by the word is larger than just fake stories, thus we need to 
define more precisely the boundaries of the concept we use.

2.1.1.2. Misinformation

Misinformation is often used in pair with disinformation to describe all fake content 
online. The term is defined in the Council of Europe report as “when false information 
is shared, but no harm is meant” (Martens, Aguiar et alii 2018: 9). According to the 

Figure 1: The frequency of “fake news” in Google Trends (2004-2018)

Source: Google Trends
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authors, the criteria of differentiation are based on falseness and harmfulness, and they 
lead to three main categories: misinformation, disinformation and malinformation, 
which are interconnected.

According to Wardle and Derakhshan, misinformation is false content, but 
which has not intent to harm. The Strategic Communication Centre of NATO has 
a similar definition, “inaccurate information that is the result of an honest mistake 
or of negligence” (Allan, Althuis et alii. 2018: 18). Such definition is also similar in 
the high-level expert group report for the Commission (European Commission (f) 

2018).

Misinformation often occurs because of negligence, lack of knowledge or 
genuine errors, its effects can still be detrimental, but the construction and intent 
are different from classical forms of fake news. Misinformation is not the main focus 
when dealing with online disinformation because it’s hardly avoidable and its 
effects are often less problematic than deliberate harmful stories. States are often 
more scared of deliberate attempts at undermining elections. However, this should 
not prevent us from trying to understand the differences between these concepts 
to better oppose their effects. 

Interestingly, the report from Full Fact (Full Fact 2018) distinguishes between 
disinformation and misinformation but later uses misinformation to describe both 
processes. The report argues that even if misinformation may not have the same 
intent, what matters is the harm it causes. Consequently, Full Fact develops a 
classification based on the risks for society. 



Louis Obry

95De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

Their approach is interesting because it makes operationalisation easier. Indeed, 
the goal behind a definition that encompasses everything, but which classifies by 
degree of harm, is that intervention can focus on the most problematic cases. A risk-
based approach is useful in reducing the number of stories that need to be handled 
and facilitates the focus on the most dangerous ones. That is also the kind of approach 
that NATO and some countries took when focusing on hybrid warfare and election 
disruption.

2.1.1.3. Disinformation 

Disinformation is at the crossroads between misinformation and malinformation 
in the diagram proposed by the Council of Europe. It is defined as “information that is 
false and deliberately created to harm a person, social group, organization or country” 
(Wardle, Derakhshan 2017: 20). The definition proposed by the NATO strategic 
communication doesn’t include harmfulness and limits itself to information that 
“purposefully aims to mislead and deceive” (Allan, Althuis et alii. 2018). The report of 
the high-level expert group led by De Cock Buning has a more extensive definition:

“false, inaccurate, or mis-leading information designed, presented and promoted 
to intentionally cause public harm or for profit. The risk of harm includes threats 
to democratic political processes and values, which can specifically target a variety 
of sectors, such as health, science, education, finance and more. It is driven by the 
production and promotion of disinformation for economic gains or for political 
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or ideological goals, but can be exacerbated by how different audiences and 
communities receive, engage, and amplify disinformation” (European Commission 
(f) 2018: 10).

This definition tries to be comprehensive both in term of topics and means of 
reception and propagation of disinformation. In this way, it helps better understand 
underlying mechanisms that favour fake news dissemination. In its 2018 communication 
on tackling disinformation, the European Commission defines disinformation as 
“verifiably false or misleading information that is created, presented and disseminated 
for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public, and may cause public harm” 
(European Commission (h) 2018: 3). The Commission chose to follow the path of the 
expert group while simplifying the definition to make it more operational. The Atlantic 
Council defines disinformation as “intentional actions by individuals and groups 
that – either knowingly or unknowingly – result in the spread of false or misleading 
information” (Hwang 2017).

The French government proposed a bill against manipulation of information 
before an upcoming election. In this bill adopted by the Parliament in November 2018, 
the wording adopted to define the issue was “allégations ou imputations inexactes 
ou trompeuses d’un fait de nature à altérer la sincérité du scrutin à venir sont diffusées 
de manière délibérée, artificielle ou automatisée et massive par le biais d’un service de 
communication au public en ligne” 1 (Assemblée Nationale (b) 2018: 3). This definition 
is close to the concept of disinformation as the notion of intent is included. However, 
the potential harm is here only focusing on the “sincerity of the vote” as the law only 
applies for pre-electoral periods.

As we can see, there are multiple interpretations possible for what is disinformation. 
The inclusion of intent or potential harm is not automatic and depends on the aim of 
the definition and if the scope intended by the organisation concerned is broader or 
narrower. I will strongly rely on the definitions of disinformation for this research as they 
are the closest to what states and international organisations are trying to regulate. 

2.1.1.4. Malinformation

Malinformation is a rarely occurring term (but not activity) which tries to describe, 
in a more process-focused manner, the phenomenon of fake news while including its 
harmfulness. In the Council of Europe report the term is used to describe “information 
that is based on reality, used to inflict harm on a person, organization or country” 
(Wardle, Derakhshan 2017: 20) (including leaks, harassment or hate speech). Frau-Meigs 
in her report for the IMCO committee of the European Parliament explains that: 

“Malinformation is not disinformation as usual. It recombines, in a systemic, smart 
and social manner, disinformation 1.0 by mass media with human agents, and 
disinformation 2.0 by social media with human and non-human agents. It carries 

1 “inaccurate or misleading allegations or imputations of a fact that would affect the sincerity of the 
upcoming vote are disseminated deliberately, artificially or automatically and massively through an online 
public communication service”
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with it several notions of “bad”, “ill” and “wrongful” implicit in the prefix “mal-”: 
human malevolence, marketing malpractice and engineered malware” (Frau-Meigs 
2018).

The main idea behind the concept of malinformation is to avoid focusing only on 
the production part of fake news in order to include the reception and propagation 
parts as well, which are also very important. Frau-Meigs describes three layers of fake 
news dissemination which this definition encompasses.

The three layers constitute what we call the internet. The socio-cultural layer is 
where disinformation 1.0 (advertising) spreads but the two others are the ones where 
disinformation 2.0 spreads, thanks to automation and virality mechanisms. 

The concept of malinformation, despite its scarce use, is very much relevant and 
interesting in analysing fake news and their spreading.

2.1.1.5. What role for parody or satire?

In the literature, parody or satire are often evoked as part of disinformation. They 
are described by Wardle as something that has “no intention to cause harm but has 
potential to fool” (Wardle, Derakhshan 2017: 17). The Strategic Communication of NATO 
underlines that “satire, in the form of political news programs, is the use of comedy to 
blur the line between political news and entertainment. Political satire programs have 
been shown to influence their audiences’ opinions, beliefs, and perceptions in that they 
shape how people process political information, and can reframe public discourses 
around political events” (Allan, Althuis et alii. 2018: 18). Parody or satire are ambiguous 
forms of disinformation as they are legal, not always intend to fool the audience, but 
can still end up spreading false information or a twisted image of facts. Alongside 
the development of social media, multiple satirical online news outlets appeared with 
various degrees of clarity on their real status. The main question is whether to include 
this in disinformation or not. In the case of a definition to be used in a legal instrument, 
it seems obvious to exclude parody and satire to preserve freedom of speech. However, 
considering them by their “fooling intent”, parody or satire could be considered as 
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disinformation. The Centre of Strategic Communications considers that they should 
not be included as “the intent is not to deceive the audience, but to entertain” (Allan, 
Althuis et alii. 2018: 19). However, when operationalizing the definition, the process can 
become difficult especially on a technical level, which hardly differentiates between 
both.

2.1.1.6. Categorisation

To conclude and try to clarify the boundaries of the concepts, two similar 
categorisation schemes are proposed by Wardle in the Council of Europe report 
(Wardle, Derakhshan 2017) (extracted from First Draft) and in the London School of 
Economics Media Policy Project (Tambini 2017). The first one, by the Council of Europe, 
classifies seven types of mis- and disinformation:

This classification puts every type on the same level and doesn’t try to differentiate 
neither on intent nor on potential harm. This is a useful classification for us to understand 
what concretely are acts of mis- or disinformation.

The second classification, from the Media Policy project, is distinguishing between 
6 types of cases labelled as fake news. Here we can see the blurry boundaries of the 
term.
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Here, we can see a very different type of classification which focuses mainly on 
the consequences and the intent rather than the type of content. It also reveals an 
issue that is recurrent when dealing with fake news, which is: where to draw the line 
between fake news and challenging ideas? 

To construct our own definition, we will have to use a mix of both classifications 
to make the target comprehensive but precise enough not to encompass lawful 
behaviours. Defining disinformation is a challenge but it needs to be addressed before 
being able to try to intervene on it.

2.1.2. Disinformation is a concept at a crossroads of many other

To be able to work on disinformation regulation, we need to build a conceptual 
framework that is suited. Building on the previous definitions explored, we are going 
to try to target the specific content that needs to be regulated.

First of all, in terms of wording, I prefer disinformation over fake news as the latter 
term has become too political and is often used regardless of any scientific approach. 
Despite its popularity among the public and the media, the term is too controversial 
to be used as a research subject. Wardle and Derakhshan, highlight the lack of 
definitional rigour of such term and its hampering effect on the research in the Council 
of Europe report. I also favour disinformation over malinformation and misinformation. 
Malinformation includes hate speech and harassment which are already unlawful. 
Misinformation implies no intent to harm which is not always the case.

Then, the most suitable term for this research is disinformation. My definition 
will rely heavily on the one from the expert group report. I describe disinformation 
as false, inaccurate or misleading information which intentionally or not causes or 
may cause public harm. This definition being very broad, I need to specify the limits 
of it. First, it doesn’t include intentional direct harm with hate speech or harassment. 
In these cases, laws exist to regulate this type of content online. Secondly, we borrow 
from malinformation and misinformation to include cases where no harm is intended 
but consequences may still happen. In this way, we can also include the reception and 
diffusion layers which are often left apart in the analysis. Public harm is also a vast notion 
and I’m not focused only on elections or politics as it can also be relevant in domains 
such as health, science or education. Finally, lawful content should be explicitly excluded, 
such as parody. The working definition could thus be false, inaccurate or misleading 
information which causes harm by abusing the limits of the freedom of expression.

Disinformation is thus a broad and evolving concept especially as new technologies 
allow for new potentially harmful effects. My research will focus on unlawful content 
that could be regulated, in order to assess the potential ways to do this and the benefits 
of each of them. This focus is driven by the possibility to differentiate disinformation 
more clearly, the democratic possibility to ban intended behaviours more than 
unintended ones, and the fact that it is not in the boundaries of freedom of expression 
like satire.
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2.1.3. How much of an issue is disinformation?

As we have seen, disinformation and fake news are a trendy topic that are 
addressed by many countries, institutions or media. We need to assess what is the real 
impact and perception among the population. Is the population aware of the issue? Is 
the population cautious about the news they read? 

First, people seem to be aware of the issue and are prone to acknowledge that 
they often encounter disinformation. The survey from the flash Eurobarometer report 
464 (Eurobarometer (b) 2018: 8), illustrates how often people think they encounter 
disinformation. 

This survey shows that in the EU, citizens seem to be exposed to disinformation on a 
regular basis, with 68% of respondents being exposed at least once a week. Despite the 
potential biases of this survey, it shows that the phenomenon is not just anecdotal.

Moreover, not only citizens are aware that they are exposed to disinformation, 
they are worried about it. In the same survey by Eurobarometer, respondents also said 
that they think that disinformation is an important issue in their country. 

We can read that around 85% of respondents think that it’s an issue in some way. 
The subject is thus not only perceived among experts and politicians, but also among 
citizens who feel it can damage the democratic process.   

Finally, this survey also brings an interesting perspective by asking which 
institution or which social group should deal with the issue. Answers vary between 
countries, but when aggregated at EU level, the answer is that first it should be 
journalists and their broadcasters and then national authorities who should tackle 
disinformation. Journalists and national authorities are the most cited in EU countries 
but sometimes social media networks and citizens themselves represent an important 
part of the answers. These answers are interesting to keep in mind as we will analyse 
the intervention of multiple actors in the EU.

This issue is not only European, as we mentioned the importance of the 2016 
election in the US. It means that a lot of countries around the world have started to 
act. However, there is few coordination and huge differences in the type of action 
which is carried out. 

A map created by Poynter2 makes an inventory of the variety of actions with laws, 
reports, task forces or even threats. This diversity is the evidence of the complexity in 
dealing with disinformation. Undemocratic countries can use freedom limitations to 
implement their policies but in the EU we need to find democratic solutions, which are 
in line with the values that we all agree on. 

In terms of states’ intervention, we can see that the topic is also taken seriously as 
the number of measures quickly increased in the recent years. The website managed by 

2 https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/anti-misinformation-actions/ 
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Poynter updated the map and the list of measures taken by every country and classified 
them by type of measure (Funke 2017). This work is quoted in the report of Full Fact 
titled “Tackling misinformation in an open society” (Full Fact 2018). We can see that 
EU countries such as France, Belgium, Germany, Ireland or Italy are quite active on the 
subject and that the EU itself is referred to when it comes to task forces. This helps us 
keep track of states’ interventions and analyse what kind of framework they favour. 

Disinformation is flourishing because of to several root causes. One of the most 
prominent ones is the weakening of traditional media. Indeed, the new business 
models that appeared online damaged the old printing press as well as television and 
radio, which can hardly compete with online news because of the very low production 
costs. Moreover, the flexibility of the online model allows for a quick increase in ad 
revenues, while traditional media see their revenues decrease. A study of US advertising 
revenues by the Pew research centre illustrates the increasing shares of ads revenue 
for digital versus non-digital advertising.

This trend is very likely to continue as Facebook and Google are generating 
enormous amounts of advertising revenues at a quickly growing rate. This is 
particularly true due to mobile digital advertising, which doubled in the US between 
2015 and 2017 from 31bn to 60bn dollars. Moreover, according to Pew research centre, 
new generations are more likely to use these channels to access news, whereas older 
generations still favour television or radio. This means online news consumption is 
likely to further increase in the future. 

Finally, this trend is also visible in employment numbers with a sharp decrease for 
printing press and a rapid increase for online news. Indeed, the US Bureau of Labour 
Statistics shows that jobs in newspapers decreased by half in the last twenty years 
while jobs in internet broadcasting more than doubled from 2010 to 2016.

All these trends lead to the weakening of traditional media sources, which then can 
lead to less rigorous news production. Indeed, if traditional media decided to introduce 
self-regulation after the World War II because of important slides, the new online media 
don’t have to abide by these rules, if any. The only rule for online media is to gather 
enough traffic to be able to sustain itself through advertisement. It creates a very 
unhealthy news environment which uses internet functioning to thrive. Despite the 
action of some states, the online world is a difficult place to regulate and fake content is 
not always unlawful. We can clearly see the lack of a solution to such a modern issue.

Next, we need to understand through which mechanisms disinformation is 
spreading to understand why it is so successful online.

2.2. Underlying mechanisms of disinformation spread

2.2.1. Echo chambers and filter bubbles 

Echo chambers are “an environment in which a person encounters only beliefs or 
opinions that coincide with their own, so that their existing views are reinforced and 
alternative ideas are not considered” according to the Oxford dictionary. These can 
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exist offline, but the structure of social media helped reinforce them through online 
social interactions. The term filter bubble transposes this phenomenon to online 
interactions and adds that these uniformed environments are reinforced by algorithms 
personalising individual experiences online. It has been defined by Eli Pariser as “the 
personal universe of information that you live in online — unique and constructed 
just for you by the array of personalized filters that now power the web. […] It’s a 
comfortable place, the filter bubble — by definition, it’s populated by the things that 
most compel you to click. But it’s also a real problem: the set of things we’re likely to 
click on (sex, gossip, things that are highly personally relevant) isn’t the same as the 
set of things we need to know” (Popova 2019). This is one of the strongest underlying 
mechanisms which favour the spread of disinformation online. 

The report from Guess et al. states that “over time, critics argue, algorithmic 
personalization may result in increasingly idiosyncratic perceptions of the world around 
us, amplifying confirmation bias and undermining our aspirations to consume a broad 
range of information” (Guess, Lyons et alii.2018: 5). However, they are more positive on 
the real impact that echo chambers may have, and their report concludes that

“In reality, most news diets are more diverse and centrist. Similarly, though 
technology platforms could help to balkanize news consumption into competing 
ideological camps, the empirical evidence indicates that fears currently outpace 
reality. Evidence for echo chambers is actually strongest in offline social networks, 
which can increase exposure to like-minded views and information and amplify 
partisan messages” (Guess, Lyons et alii. 2018: 15).

They especially insist on the fact that being part of a filter bubble doesn’t always 
translate by a corresponding behaviour in realty. Indeed, people might be exposed 
but also critical about the content they receive. Despite this optimism, there are 
some striking examples of filter bubbles that took place during political campaigns. 
Reputatio Lab analysed cases during the French elections to illustrate echo-chambers 
and published several examples which are insightful. For example, they developed a 
graph3 showing the attempt by the French conservative party to #StopMacron using a 
Twitter campaign. We can clearly see the divide between the support of Macron and 
the conservative one, sometimes joining forces with the nationalists without totally 
mixing. This example is the perfect illustration of what a filter bubble can look like, and 
even if its effects might not be as important as expected, they are still a good way of 
spreading content online, be it legitimate or disinformation.  

2.2.2. Bot/trolls

“Initially, the term “troll” described those who deliberately baited people to elicit 
an emotional response” (Marwick and Lewis 2017: 4). The term is describing a variety 
of behaviours online which are sometimes difficult to categorize as belonging to this 
category. Therefore, this part will focus more on bots which are computer generated 

3 http://www.reputatiolab.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/reputatiolab_stopmacron.gif 
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accounts creating content. Indeed, bots are easier to spot than trolls who often have 
no definite goal other than having fun offending others online.  

Bots can be defined as automated accounts mimicking human behaviour online. 
They are used to increase the virality of content by artificially increasing the number of 
reactions thus increasing the likelihood for real humans to come across this content in 
their feed. Recent estimations indicate that between 9 and 15% of Twitter accounts are 
bots and around 60 million Facebook accounts (Martens, Aguiar et alii. 2018: 47). This 
technology is easily accessible and relatively cheap which allows for its wide usage. 
Facebook tries to enforce its policy on real identity and on “one account only” by 
forcing people to use phone numbers or other means to prove their identity. Twitter 
has a more open policy on creating accounts leading to an easy creation of fake 
accounts. Twitter also allows the use of bots through API (application programming 
interface), particularly for public safety, but they are trying to create algorithms that 
detect spamming behaviours to reduce their visibility (Crowell 2017). There is an 
ongoing debate between academics, who want more transparency from Twitter to 
understand how they regulate bots’ activities, and Twitter, which argues that these cat 
and mouse games with bots would be undermined by the publicity of their tools.

However, when analysing the spread of false information online, Vosoughi, Roy 
and Aral found that “false news spreads farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than 
the truth because humans, not robots, are more likely to spread it” (Vosoughi, Roy et 
alii. 2018: 5). This interesting finding may put things into perspective when it comes to 
bots’ influence on disinformation spreading. There is still limited knowledge on bots 
which allows them to remain influential in starting rumour cascades, but disinformation 
cannot be spread only through these means: human spreading is more efficient than 
bots. 

2.2.3. AI, machine learning and machine-driven communications

The progresses in artificial intelligence and machine learning are creating new 
opportunities for everyone including disinformation campaigners. Indeed, in addition 
to automation in spreading and interactions, machine learning allows for automation 
in content creation. A recent example illustrated the degree of sophistication in 
machine-based content creation. Open AI is specialised in creating more efficient 
artificial intelligence software and tried to develop a program that would predict 
the next word in a text based on the previous words of the given text. They used 
important samples and multiple parameters and finally managed to create an AI so 
efficient that they decided not to release it because of the potential damages it could 
cause (Radford, Wu et alii. 2019). The team highlights that 

“These findings, combined with earlier results on synthetic imagery, audio, and 
video, imply that technologies are reducing the cost of generating fake content and 
waging disinformation campaigns. The public at large will need to become more 
sceptical of text they find online, just as the “deep fakes” phenomenon calls for 
more scepticism about images” (Radford, Wu et alii. 2019).
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This example illustrates the recent decrease in cost of producing fake content. The 
production and the diffusion can now even be fully automated. Textual AI is the next 
big issue as it will be able to provide for quick and very credible fake articles. 

At the same time, some argue that AI could also be a solution to disinformation, as 
it is the case of Bernard Marr. He mentions the new algorithm developed by Google, 
which tries to give a trustworthiness score to web pages not based on the number of 
links but on contextual evaluation. He also examined the CrossCheck initiative during 
French elections which used a number of tools to spot and debunk false stories (Marr 

2017). 

2.2.4. Virality

In the article “The spread of true and false news online” (Vosoughi, Roy et alii. 
2018), the authors analyse to what extent false information spreads more easily than 
true information. They find that what drives virality is often novelty but also the 
characteristics of human behaviour. They conclude that “though one might expect 
network structure and individual characteristics of spreaders to favour and promote 
false news, the opposite is true. The greater likelihood of people to retweet falsity 
more than the truth is what drives the spread of false news, despite network and 
individual factors that favour the truth” (Vosoughi, Roy et alii. 2018: 5). They found that 
“falsehoods were 70% more likely to be retweeted than the truth” (Vosoughi, Roy et 
alii. 2018: 4). 

The novelty is often linked to emotions that favour content sharing. The article 
explains that rumours inspired replies that expressed surprise and disgust when truth 
inspired sadness, anticipation and trust. When added to the findings of Berger and 
Milkman, who found that “online content that evoked high-arousal emotions was more 
viral, regardless of whether those emotions were of a positive (i.e., awe) or negative 
(i.e., anger or anxiety) nature. Online content that evoked more of a deactivating 
emotion (i.e., sadness), however, was actually less likely to be viral” (Berger 2012), we 
could conclude that false information is more likely to be shared as it inspires more 
triggering emotions. 

An article by Ferrara and Yang nuances the analysis and concludes 

“if one aims at triggering a quick reaction, negative sentiments outperform neutral or 
positive emotions. This is the reason why, for example, in cases of emergencies and 
disasters, misinformation and fear spread so fast in online environments. However, 
if one aims at long-lasting diffusion, then positive content ensures wide reach and 
the most preferences” (Ferrara, Yang 2015: 10). 

The basic drivers of virality online might thus be a feature of why disinformation 
is so successful at spreading. 

Finally, we are going to examine which main focuses are identified in documents 
and speeches by institutions and politicians dealing with disinformation.
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2.3. The perception and narrative around the issue of disinformation

2.3.1. Hybrid war

In 2016, General Gerasimov, Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Federation 
Armed Forces, published an article aiming at “Rethinking the Forms and Methods of 
Carrying out Combat Operations” (Gerasimov 2016). He develops the idea that “the 
very ‘rules of war’ have changed. The role of non-military means of achieving political 
and strategic goals has grown, and, in many cases, they have exceeded the power 
of force of weapons in their effectiveness” (Gerasimov 2016: 24). He lists several new 
tools to be used and explains that warfare should be conducted simultaneously in all 
physical environments and the information space. 

In response to this new strategy developed by Russia, NATO and member countries 
argued that we should focus more on building resilience in our societies by creating 
a counter narrative. The report of NATO on “Social media’s role in Hybrid Strategies” 
explains the goals and effects of such hybrid strategies

“The purpose is to create doubts and mistrust towards the western media and 
the political ‘elite’, slowing down decision-making processes through media and 
diplomacy, affecting the unity and cohesion of alliances (including attempting to 
play countries out against each other), covering up real objectives and, not the least, 
affecting civil society and its perceptions, beliefs and behaviours, in the countries in 
question” (Elkjer Nissen 2016: 2).

The same conclusion was drawn by the High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. A report published in 2018 states that

“Hybrid campaigns are multidimensional, combining coercive and subversive 
measures, using both conventional and unconventional tools and tactics (diplomatic, 
military, economic, and technological) to destabilise the adversary. They are 
designed to be difficult to detect or attribute, and can be used by both state and 
non-state actors” (High representative of the union for foreign affairs and security 
policy 2018: 1).

A major narrative developed by EU and NATO is focusing on countering this kind 
of asymmetric attacks, which can have detrimental effects and are difficult to counter. 
Emerging powers and non-state actors can use these strategies and thus western 
democracies are trying to build up resilience in their population to reduce the potential 
influence of such strategies. 

2.3.2. Political issue for candidates

The second big concern is the preservation of election integrity. As the examples 
of the US presidential elections and the Brexit referendum raised the question whether 
disinformation managed to swing enough votes to change the outcome, political 
powers are trying to protect election processes. The report of the High Representative 
explains that such strategies “have included attacks against electoral infrastructures 



106 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

How informed are we on disinformation?

and campaign IT systems, as well as politically-motivated mass online disinformation 
campaigns and cyber-attacks by third countries with the aim to discredit and 
delegitimise democratic elections” (High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy 2018: 8).

The European Commission also identified these threats and contributed to the 
debate on how to secure the upcoming 2019 European elections by publishing a 
communication. They sum up the threats and steps to take as follow:

“Ensuring the resilience of the Union’s democratic systems is part of the Security 
Union: attacks against electoral infrastructure and campaign information systems 
are hybrid threats that the Union needs to address. Politically motivated mass online 
disinformation campaigns, including by third countries, with the specific aim to 
discredit and delegitimise elections, have been recognised as growing threats to 
our democracies. The European Union should take all actions within its powers to 
defend its democratic processes against manipulation by third countries or private 
interests. Election periods have proven to be periods which are particularly prone 
to targeted disinformation. These attacks affect the integrity and fairness of the 
electoral process and citizens’ trust in elected representatives and as such they 
challenge democracy itself” (European Commission (d) 2018: 2).

EU countries understand that we missed to address this new threat in previous 
elections and only discovered the consequences after the vote. This time, EU members 
are trying to anticipate and take preventive actions to secure elections and have 
mechanisms to counter disinformation campaigns.

2.3.3. Societal or health issues, dissemination of disinformation in society

Disinformation is not only about politics but affects all areas of the society. Indeed, 
vulnerabilities are everywhere and can be exploited, one example is the health sector 
which is highly affected by disinformation. Indeed, if we take the example of France, the 
Australasian Institute of Policing shows that even if the time spent on false new sites is 
very low even for health-related sites, the interactions on social media are impressive 
and even compete with the biggest news outlets in the country (Australasian Institute 
of Policing 2018).

This example illustrates the importance of social media in disseminating 
disinformation online. Indeed, the issue of disinformation is increased by the online 
environment which favours a short attention span, meaning not even reading 
the articles but just extracts published on social media. This is the difference with 
traditional media online, where people go through the information whereas false 
news sites mostly focus on clippings and quick dissemination.

To tackle this issue of disinformation, states and international organisations started 
to look for alternatives despite the little knowledge on the issue. We can map these 
initiatives and try to assess their efficiency in order to create through benchmarking a 
better understanding of the best practices to put in place. 
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3. What is done to tackle disinformation 

Many countries around the world are starting to act against disinformation using 
different techniques, legal or soft solutions. The website Poynter thanks to Daniel 
Funke helps keeping track of new countries entering the fight against disinformation 
and of changes in the countries which already have measures. EU countries which have 
measures are Belgium (media literacy), Croatia (bill), Denmark (taskforce), France (law), 
Germany (hate speech), Ireland (bots), Italy (law enforcement), Netherlands (media 
literacy), Spain (taskforce), Sweden (taskforce) and the UK (report) (Funke 2017). 

In these interventions, we can distinguish two main categories, the first one 
which is based on short term technical solutions and the second which is more a long-
term approach based on resilience. We are going to analyse these different types of 
intervention and illustrate them with examples from the EU and member states.  

3.1. Immediate technology enabled interventions 

3.1.1. Fact-checking

Fact-checking is a common answer to disinformation, the goal is to offer a counter 
narrative efficient enough to make the citizens question the first information piece 
they received. In many countries teams of fact-checkers have been put in place. They 
can be public, private or led by NGOs. The EU has developed the EU East StratCom Task 
Force from 2015 onwards to answer to Russian disinformation campaigns in countries 
members of the Eastern Partnership. 

Federico Guerrini identifies “five key points: real time checking, gamification, open 
data, crowd sourcing and semantic analysis of content” (Guerrini  2013), which are crucial 
to make online fact-checking efficient. He thinks that the availability of open source 
data should be fertile ground to better fact-checking. However, he underlines that 
humans are by nature biased and that even fact-checking is not a perfect solution.

Fact-checking quickly developed in traditional media. In France, for example, many 
news outlets created a team of fact-checkers, like Le Monde with Les Décodeurs or Libération 
with Checknews. These private platforms are using the current popularity of fact-checking 
to attract attention towards traditional media outlets. They manage to produce several 
fact-checking reports, but the question remains whether they manage or not to reach 
their target and be efficient. These platforms quickly developed and benefited from 
political campaigns to do fact-checking during debates or candidates’ speeches. 

Fact-checking is supported by many countries and NATO is advising its members 
to promote it. Indeed, in its conclusions of the 2016 workshop on lessons learned 
about information war, we can read that “by debunking false stories being spread by 
disinformation outlets, their appeal diminishes and they are shown for what they are, 
media outlets spreading lies and manipulating their viewers and readers” (Milo, Klingová 

2016: 9). The goal is to avoid having websites that attract a lot of traffic to later spread 
disinformation. Preventing these websites from getting attention is a way of building 
resilience. 
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However, as mentioned, fact-checking is not always fully efficient. Garrett Kelly, 
Nisbet, Erik and Lynch Emily suggest that “the effectiveness of a correction to an 
inaccurate political belief depends not just on the strength of the relevant evidence, 
but also on other, less relevant information included in the message. In this study, both 
textual and photographic information with no direct bearing on the false statement 
reduced a message’s corrective effects” (Garrett, Nisbet et alii. 2013: 630). According to 
them, often the main information is not grasped by the reader undermining the effect 
of fact-checking. A gloomier perspective is offered by Nyhan and Reifler who suggest 
that “responses to corrections in mock news articles differ significantly according to 
subjects’ ideological views. As a result, the corrections fail to reduce misperceptions for 
the most committed participants. Even worse, they actually strengthen misperceptions 
among ideological subgroups in several cases” (Nyhan, Reifler 2010: 304). 

Thus, fact-checking’s efficiency can be debated but the same authors when 
studying the 2014 election in the US had a more optimistic conclusion: “despite the 
gloomy conclusions many observers have reached, our study finds that exposure to 
fact-checking during the 2014 general election campaign improved belief accuracy 
and that this effect was strongest among politically knowledgeable people” (Nyhan, 
Reifler (a) 2016: 32). This means fact-checking is indeed a tool we can use to tackle 
disinformation, but its use must be done carefully to avoid a boomerang effect. 

3.1.2. Flagging and reporting tools

Flagging occurs when someone pinpoints some published content as potentially 
breaching a platform’s rules. It is defined by Gillespie and Crawford as “a mechanism 
for reporting offensive content to a social media platform” (Crawford, Gillespie 2016: 
1). This method of moderation is often used by big platforms which are not able to 
review all the published content by themselves and thus rely on the cooperation from 
users who can signal potential unlawful content that the platform will then review.

Frequently, users are offered the option to click on a button next to some content 
which leads them to a pop-up or menu offering different possibilities for flagging. For 
instance, on Facebook this looks like this: 

The user has to choose between 
multiple categories which aim to facilitate 
the reviewing process for the platform. We 
can see here that a false news category 
is present as well. Depending on the 
review, the website can later put a sign 
on the published content in order to warn 
other users that this might be false news. 
Continuing with the example of Facebook, 
we can now see an example of warnings.

Source: Print screen from 
Facebook’s flagging menu
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Source: Print screens from Facebook’s menus

Depicted are multiple examples of warnings that 
the user might see. The first one provides links to 
related content that might promote different views 
to help the user form a broader point of view. The 
second one is a warning that appears before sharing 
content, which encourages the user to take a second to think before sharing content 
that has been identified as potentially false. In some countries, Facebook is working 
with third-party fact-checkers who are certified through the non-partisan International 
Fact-Checking Network (Facebook (d) 2018).

Flagging is relying mostly on user’s cooperation, but new technologies are 
developing which can draw attention to suspicious content. Turk in his report for 
the IMCO committee mentions “cyber warfare systems that can rapidly detect and 
flag fake news and propaganda sponsored by foreign governments or foreign non-
governmental actors” (Turk 2018: 24). 

In their article, Pennycook and Rand conclude that 

“while tagging fake stories as “disputed” did reduce perceived accuracy, the effect was 
small: no bigger, in fact, than the positive effect of a single previous exposure to fake 
news observed in past research. Furthermore, we identify a negative consequence of 
attaching warnings to inaccurate headlines which, to our knowledge, has not been 
previously documented: an “implied truth” effect whereby untagged headlines 
(even if false) are seen as more accurate. Although the absolute magnitude of this 
effect was small on average in our data, it is still of potentially great importance” 
(Pennycook, Rand 2017: 17).

To avoid such effects, they suggest “to attach ‘verified’ tags to stories which have 
been approved by fact-checkers, as well as warnings to disputed stories. If users are 
aware of the verified tags, and incorporate this awareness into their judgments, there 
should no longer be ambiguity regarding stories without tags” (Pennycook, Rand 
2017: 18). 
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One issue with flagging is that the system is based on trust and responsible 
behaviours. Thus, the risk of manipulation is high especially if the number of flags is 
the main benchmark for removing content. Allan et al. underline that and add “the 
mechanisms for flagging or ranking news can be misused by, for example, botnets” 
(Allan, Althuis 2018: 72). This was the case in Syria where pro-government forces tried 
to shutdown pages by reporting them as abusive. 

As pointed out by Martens et al., “another problem with this flagging strategy is 
that it can take a considerable amount of time to do the flagging, compared with the 
duration of an average news cycle that does not exceed 48h” (Martens, Aguiar 2018: 
47).

Flagging is a very powerful feature on online social media platforms as it can be 
performed by any user. The system can quickly detect if some content is against the 
rules of the platform. The logic is that the more popular a content is, the higher is the 
probability that someone will flag it if it doesn’t abide by the rules. Flagging is also 
a way of empowering users by giving them influence on the content moderation 
of the platform. Flagging disinformation can be made even more efficient if the 
systems allow for trusted fact-checkers to have more influence on the decision and 
quickly report content. Facebook is developing this system in the US, France and 
Germany. 

3.1.3. AI and algorithmic based diversity

Technology can also be used in a preventive way by trying to ensure a diverse and 
open online world. It is possible to use technology to nurture diversity and to reverse 
the current trend of isolation and algorithmic echo chambers that we examined 
above.

This new technology is underlined by Bernard Marr who explains in his article on AI 
that:

“Google published a paper in 2015 about a new method of scoring webpages based 
on the accuracy of the facts presented. The algorithm assigns documents a trust 
score, which would then presumably be used as part of Google’s overall scoring 
to determine search rank. The technology is important, because it is attempting to 
understand a page’s context without the use of third-party signals, like links” (Marr 
2017).

This new kind of technology could be useful in fighting disinformation as it could 
point out the articles users must be careful about. The EU is investing in this solution 
through the project PHEME. The project aims at focusing on three main aspects to 
assess veracity: firstly, lexical and semantic information from the article, secondly, cross 
reference the data with reliable sources, and finally, diffusion and targeting of the piece 
of information (PHEME 2019). The goal of the team is to produce an algorithm that can 
assess the likelihood that a piece of information is true in order to then possibly share 
this tool with journalists or build contextual tools for users.
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The report of Turk Žiga for the European Parliament suggest that platforms could 
allow more influence on what is shown to the user and even let people choose the 
fact-checkers they trust and the websites they want to see or not (Turk 2018). As a 
counter argument, we can underline that it is more or less already the case, as people 
influence their news feed through likes, shares or comments. 

AI is a promising perspective as it could help automate diversity and disinformation 
tackling. However, evidence shows that biases can also be enshrined in algorithms, 
which could raise ethical questions. Moreover, relying on AI is a way of avoiding taking 
a democratic decision by transferring the burden of the choice over to an algorithmic 
decision. 

Marr points out that the main issue remains that “users are generally disinclined to 
take the extra effort to check” (Marr 2017). 

AI effects can also be used to build resilience on a more lasting basis. This leads us 
to the next category of interventions.

3.2. Long-term and resilience-based interventions

3.2.1. Media literacy

Media literacy aims at promoting responsible consumption and creation of news. 
The goal is that people consuming news are aware of the influence they can have and 
act accordingly. Media literacy has always been crucial but as the report of the Joint 
Research Centre rightly points out, “professional journalism and the press emerged 
precisely to overcome these costs and reduce the information asymmetry gap between 
observed events and consumers who want to be informed about these events at a lower 
cost to society than the cost of individual checking” (Martens, Aguiar 2018: 48). Then, 
the need for media literacy was reduced by an independent and pluralist professional 
press. However, the quick rise of social media as main source of news consumption 
shattered the role of the traditional media as gate keepers. The user is left alone in 
his assessment of the information, and the efforts in media literacy did not follow this 
rapid transition. We are now witnessing the consequences of this: people used to be 
able to trust most news sources they encountered through traditional media, but do 
not always take additional care when reading unverified content online. 

As hinted in the previous section, the power of technologies could help to quickly 
build up this lacking online media literacy. Promoting diversity could lead to an online 
behaviour of checking pieces of information, and flagged information could be a first 
step towards more care online when consuming news. 

In an article focusing on image credibility assessments by users, Shen et al. 
found that the “image characteristics such as where it is published and how many 
people shared it do not matter. Instead, participants’ internet skills, digital imaging 
experiences, social media use, and pro-issue attitude are significant predictors of 
credibility evaluation of online images” (Shen, Kasra 2019: 23). This research is important 
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to understand how people trust online content and can help us, for example, to advise 
users on how to be more careful about the place where the content is published. We 
also see that the confirmation bias is still a strong predictor of trust, which can hardly 
be overcome and requires long-term citizenship and political education building. As 
pointed out by the Joint Research Centre, “media literacy involves teaching users to 
switch from fast to slow thinking in the assessment of news” (Martens, Aguiar 2018: 
48).

This issue of media literacy is that it requires an in-depth knowledge of the issue 
and cooperation between platforms, civil society, government, fact-checkers and 
citizens. As the European Audiovisual Observatory pointed out in its mapping of media 
literacy practices and actions (European Audiovisual Observatory 2016), there is a huge 
discrepancy between EU countries on the number of projects on media literacy. 

The High-Level Group on fake news and online disinformation highlights all 
these needs. It calls on the member states to focus more on including media literacy 
in education programs, but in cooperation with qualified people like civil society 
organisations who can deliver quality trainings, keep up with the latest evolutions 
and avoid governmental bias. It also encourages to build European networks when 
it comes to media literacy to share practices. Media should be part of these networks 
and ensure that they apply to themselves the highest standards to avoid mistakes and 
rebuild trust (European Commission (f) 2018). 

Media literacy is probably one of the strongest tools we have at our disposal. 
However, it is also one of the most threatened by the growing distrust in traditional 
media, in politics and due to the new prominent role of social media as sources of 
news. All these factors tend to decrease vigilance of users, and as the internet hardly 
allows for gatekeepers to play their role, citizens are the ones assessing information 
often without being prepared to do so. In the long-term, media literacy should bring 
important benefits: citizens could be more aware of the techniques used to fool them 
and thus more resilient to disinformation campaigns. The transition from a generation 
which witnessed the rise of online news to a generation born with them is at the same 
time a risk and an opportunity, as this younger generation is likely to be more aware 
of the threat.

3.2.2. Promotion of quality and diversity in journalism 

As we have seen before, many online mechanisms reduce the plurality of content 
and especially the plurality offered to one specific user who is often locked in a 
homogeneous information bubble. To avoid disinformation, we need to find ways to 
burst these bubbles and allow users to enjoy the full diversity of content that the online 
world has to offer. As underlined by Renda for the European Parliament, the balance 
between freedom of expression and the right to be properly informed can be reached 
partly through a proactive media policy aiming at improving diverse exposure for the 
user (Renda 2018).  
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In a similar manner, the high-level expert group for the Commission made 
“safeguarding the diversity and sustainability of the European news media ecosystem” 
(European Commission (f) 2018: 35) one his five pillars to counter disinformation. 
The expert group underlines the complexity of the challenge, which requires state 
intervention to support diversity, but which also requires non-involvement of the 
states in the news ecosystem to avoid interference.

Surprisingly, in its Information Operations Report of 2017, Facebook is not 
mentioning the promotion of diversity as a direct objective. The report focuses mostly 
on data collection for targeting, cutting the waves of amplification and media literacy. 
We can understand why, as the main source of revenue for Facebook comes from 
their ability to target precisely what someone wants, to make the user spend more 
time on the platform. This targeting leads to the decrease of diversity because the 
platform will increasingly show the few pieces of content that someone truly likes 
to make sure the user engages with them. Their business model is built on reducing 
diversity even in the number of people we interact with. For example, Facebook does 
not show all the posts by our friends and the pages we like. It selects the ones we 
like the most and decides to show these as a priority. We can easily understand why 
platforms are reluctant in engaging in the debate of diversity of content as it would 
probably lead to the reshaping of their algorithm which in turn could lead to a sharp 
decline of revenues.

However, this question is worth asking and we could maybe think of ways to avoid 
bubbles and allow for more diversity. Indeed, if algorithms can precisely track people’s 
preferences, they are able by deduction to understand their needs in terms of diversity. 
Such a tool could be discussed with the platforms, as they are the only ones able to 
adjust the displayed content to their users. 

3.2.3. Building resilience

In June 2018, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy published a communication titled “Increasing resilience and bolstering 
capabilities to address hybrid threats” (High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy 2018). The report lists the number of threats that the EU 
is facing and among them there is the disinformation and cybersecurity threat. The 
communication mentions the success of the East StratCom Task Force which led to 
the creation of two other task forces, the Task Force for the Western Balkans and 
a dedicated Task Force South for the Arab-speaking world. It further underlines 
the role of the Hybrid Fusion Cell in the EU Intelligence and Situation Centre of the 
European External Action Service. It has access to classified information and can 
brief member states on certain threats. The communication insists on the need of 
strengthening the capacity of the EU StratCom forces and their coordination to allow 
them to quickly respond to any attempt of destabilization through disinformation 
campaigns. Indeed, the number of task forces is quite impressive and could even be 
counterproductive.
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According to Melissen “civil society involvement in fighting fake news deserves 
more emphasis, and greater resilience of persons – as the smallest units of our 
society – starts with the systematic introduction of meta-literacy in education. This 
probably remains the best antidote to fake news” (Melissen in AIPOL 2018: 23). To 
Melissen, the main role lies in the civil society as it is the most efficient and most 
legitimate actor to intervene against disinformation. The author makes the point 
that we should not focus too much on the production, which gives attention to the 
ill-intentioned people, but on the consumption part which ultimately creates the 
news by trusting it. “Fake news is ultimately turned into news by readers and viewers 
who are mesmerized by negative and provocative headlines. Media consumers-cum-
producers turn fiction on the town square of the global village into news – simply 
by believing, liking, sharing, reposting, forwarding and retweeting it” (Melissen in 
AIPOL 2018: 22).

The issue of resilience is also tackled in the communication from the Commission 
which underlines that due to the cross-border nature of disinformation, the EU has 
a role in supporting member states in their efforts to build resilience (European 
Commission (h) 2018). This is to be achieved through projects like “Media Literacy for 
All”, media literacy through Erasmus+, support to education in member states and 
sharing good practices between actors at the EU level. Furthermore, the Commission 
encourages support to fact-checkers, continuous monitoring of the media literacy 
and of disinformation campaigns to evaluate successes and weaknesses. 

Building resilience is truly a long-term project which can only be achieved 
through a comprehensive strategy addressed to the entire society. The effects of 
it will probably not be spectacular but on the long-term it is very likely to be the 
most efficient solution, as it tries to identify possible weaknesses and find a durable 
solution that can be implemented virtually by any citizen at a nearly insignificant 
cost.

4. Policy analysis of French, European and British approaches

4.1. The French content-focus approach 

The French approach to disinformation was quickly implemented by the new 
government. The approach is not only legal as it seeks other solutions, especially 
through fact-checking, but it is indeed a very powerful tool. The bill surprisingly 
came from the MPs of the majority and not from the government. However, it has 
been argued by the opposition that this is a way to circumvent the obligations that 
the government has when proposing a bill, particularly the impact assessment. The 
text was debated heavily even inside the majority and had to go through the whole 
legislative procedure up to the Constitutional Court. The text was finally adopted in 
November 2018 and is applied for the first time for the European election of 2019 
(Assemblée nationale (b) 2018). The text only applies to the three months of campaign 
before any general election.
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The text is focusing on three main pillars. The first is the obligation for 
online platforms to be transparent on ads revenues, their strategies to tackle 
disinformation and the means they put in this. The second pillar is the possibility 
for the CSA (Conseil Supérieur de l’Audiovisuel), the French broadcasting regulator, 
to refuse or suspend a convention with a broadcasting service which would be 
under the influence of a foreign state and broadcasting disinformation. The last 
pillar is the possibility to legally ask platforms to remove content that is considered 
disinformation. This is possible through a special procedure in front of a court 
which lasts 48h and another 48h in case of an appeal.

For online platforms, the obligation of transparency covers the obligation to 
disclose the identity of the entity giving payments for sponsored content related 
to a debate of general interest, transparency on the use of users’ personal data in 
the promotion of content of general interest, transparency on the revenues from 
such content, transparency on the algorithms and statistics on their functioning 
(part of direct access, part of algorithm related access) and they also have to 
provide the user with a tool to flag disinformation. On the other hand, everyone 
with an interest in bringing an action can force the platform, if the judge deems it 
necessary, to remove content.

This law is interesting in order to analyse how to operationalise the definition 
of disinformation into an applicable text. The text has its own definition of the 
content it aims to prohibit which is “allégations ou imputations inexactes ou 
trompeuses d’un fait de nature à altérer la sincérité du scrutin à venir sont diffusées 
de manière délibérée, artificielle ou automatisée et massive par le biais d’un service de 
communication au public en ligne”4 (Assemblée Nationale (b) 2018 : 3). This definition 
was one of the debated parts because it needed to be comprehensive enough 
to encompass all cases that could be encountered, but also precise enough to 
avoid censoring content widely and infringe the freedom of expression. Therefore, 
the text was brought to the Constitutional Court which examined several points, 
among which the definition. On this point, the court underlined that the limitation 
is only temporary because it concerns only the three pre-electoral months, and 
that it only applies to platforms above a certain connection threshold (thus not 
censoring content per se but viral disinformation). Finally, the court argues that

Le législateur a strictement délimité les informations pouvant faire l’objet de la 
procédure de référé contestée. D’une part, cette procédure ne peut viser que des 
allégations ou imputations inexactes ou trompeuses d’un fait de nature à altérer 
la sincérité du scrutin à venir. Ces allégations ou imputations ne recouvrent ni les 
opinions, ni les parodies, ni les inexactitudes partielles ou les simples exagérations. 
Elles sont celles dont il est possible de démontrer la fausseté de manière objective. 

4 “inaccurate or misleading allegations or imputations of a fact that would affect the sincerity of the upcoming 
vote are disseminated deliberately, artificially or automatically and massively through an online public 
communication service”
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D’autre part, seule la diffusion de telles allégations ou imputations répondant à 
trois conditions cumulatives peut être mise en cause : elle doit être artificielle ou 
automatisée, massive et délibérée.5 (Conseil Constitutionnel 2018: 8)

This interpretation of the text led the court to conclude that the legislator found 
the right balance between the objective of preserving elections’ sincerity and the 
freedom of expression which is not hampered by this limitation. Many commentators 
thought that the definitions in the text are vague and that references to “contents 
of information related to a debate of general interest”, “placed under influence”, 
“safeguarding public order”, “fundamental interest of the nation”, “false information” 
or “likely to alter the vote” could lead to a restrictive interpretation especially by the 
platform who could be encouraged to anticipate proceedings and preventively censor 
content in their community standards.

The court concluded that 

Les dispositions contestées se bornent à imposer aux opérateurs de plateforme en ligne, 
d’une part, de mettre en œuvre, selon les modalités qu’ils déterminent, un dispositif 
accessible et visible permettant aux utilisateurs de signaler des fausses informations, 
ainsi que des mesures complémentaires telles que la transparence de leurs algorithmes 
ou la lutte contre les comptes propageant massivement de fausses informations. Elles 
leur imposent, d’autre part, de rendre publiques ces mesures ainsi que les moyens qui y 
sont consacrés.6 (Conseil Constitutionnel 2018: 22)

This decision was commented by the government which underlined the new 
transparency obligations for the platforms, the proportionality of the measure in 
accordance with the objective, and the respect of the jurisprudence of the European 
Court of Human Rights regarding the notion of general interest. Moreover, the 
government insisted on the fact that only objectively verifiable facts which risk 
altering the vote are targeted and that they need to be intentionally and artificially 
spread. Finally, the government thinks that there is no risk of censorship and that the 
obligations are very limited 

Loin que celles-ci, comme il est soutenu, mettent à la charge des opérateurs de plateforme 
en ligne une obligation générale de surveillance des contenus aux fins de la détection de 
fausses informations et leur donnent à ce titre un pouvoir de censure, elles se bornent, 
sans d’ailleurs prévoir de sanction, à leur imposer de mettre en place un dispositif 

5 “the legislator has strictly defined the information which may be the subject of the contested interim 
proceedings. On the one hand, this procedure can only refer to inaccurate or misleading allegations or 
imputations of a fact likely to affect the sincerity of the forthcoming vote. These allegations or imputations do 
not include opinions, parodies, partial inaccuracies or mere exaggerations. They are the ones whose objective 
falsity can be demonstrated. On the other hand, only the dissemination of such allegations or imputations 
meeting three cumulative conditions can be called into question: it must be artificial or automated, massive 
and deliberate”
6 “The contested provisions merely require online platform operators, on the one hand, to implement, in the 
manner they determine, an accessible and visible device allowing users to report false information, as well 
as additional measures as the transparency of their algorithms or the fight against the accounts propagating 
massively false information. They require them, on the other hand, to make public these measures and the 
means devoted to them”
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accessible et visible permettant aux utilisateurs de signaler de telles informations, 
notamment lorsqu’elles sont issues de contenus promus pour le compte d’un tiers, et à 
les inviter à mettre en œuvre des mesures complémentaires telles que la transparence de 
leurs algorithmes, la promotion de contenus issus d’entreprises et agences de presse ou 
l’éducation aux médias et à l’information.7 (French government 2018: 8).

The text was adopted and started to be implemented through a decree which 
sets at 5 millions of unique connections per month the threshold for a platform to be 
subjected to this law, and at 100€ the threshold for which revenues are required to be 
transparent (Premier Ministre 2019).

France is one of the countries where the state is active in trying to tackle 
disinformation and where the rules go the furthest. Some interesting points are 
that, other than for transparency, no sanction is foreseen in the law especially for 
the people disseminating disinformation. We can clearly see that the law is made in 
a more efficiency focused way because the disinformation is not tackled in all of its 
components but only its dissemination. Moreover, the judge is still in a position to 
assess the truth and remove content from a platform, a measure which, cases of hate 
speech aside, is highly debated and could lead to candidates overusing the possibility 
to censor unproved claims against them. Moreover, transparency is an interesting 
approach, but we already saw that new techniques are developing to avoid these 
requirements. Indeed, during Ukrainian elections, Russia managed to “circumvent 
Facebook’s new safeguards by paying Ukrainian citizens to give a Russian agent access 
to their personal pages” (Schwirtz, Frenkel 2019). As we know, Ukraine is often a testing 
ground for Russian services, and it means that those tools could be quickly developed 
in the EU.

The decree only came into force the 15th of April 2019, so the details of 
implementation still need to be tested and the first cases might bring some clarifications 
on the possibilities of implementation. 

Finally, we could also be worried on the consequences this could have on the 
freedom of expression as very few countries dared to go as far as France in the drafting 
of tools that can tackle disinformation but could have consequences on the political 
debate. 

One very recent example of the consequences of this law, is the ban of all politically 
related ads on Twitter in France. The social media platform decided to adopt a hard 
line in order to avoid being held responsible for specific content. This means that 
the French government is not able to run a sponsored advertisement to encourage 
people to register for European elections, as the platform prefers not to incur the risk 

7 “Far from imposing a general obligation on online platform operators to monitor content for the purpose 
of detecting false information and giving it the power of censorship, they limit themselves, to impose on 
them an accessible and visible device allowing users to report such information, in particular when it comes 
from content promoted on behalf of a third party, and to invite them to implement complementary measures 
such as the transparency of their algorithms, the promotion of content from companies and news agencies or 
media and information education”
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of breaking French law. As the Independent reported “Twitter has told the French 
government it will not run adverts promoting the Interior Ministry’s campaign urging 
the electorate to vote, following a new law clamping down on misinformation and 
covert political advertising” (Tidman 2019).

4.2. The British approach, focused on platforms and risk assessment

The British approach is, for now, more liberal than the French one because it does 
not create new obligations, but rather tries to correct the issue without interfering too 
much in the public debate. The House of Commons published several reports making 
bold recommendations to the government on the way forward. The government itself 
published a white paper in April opening for a consultation period ending the 1st of 
July 2019.

The House of Commons is making recommendations on all aspects of 
disinformation to try to avoid another attempt of election disruption like the 
referendum on Brexit. In its final report titled Disinformation and ‘fake news’ 
(House of Commons 2019), the House of Commons is making recommendations 
which are clearly influenced by the British context. Indeed, a lot is said about 
the misuse of data by online companies to create micro-targeted political ads. 
This is a concern in the UK after the scandal of Cambridge Analytica. The main 
assessment is that the current regulations, especially the electoral code, are not fit 
for the digital age. Moreover, the good faith of companies is questioned and the 
need for a shift from self-regulation to legal regulation is pointed out. The main 
recommendations are:

- Establishing legal liabilities, midway between the role of platforms and the one 
of publisher, for tech companies failing to act against disinformation on their 
website, the monitoring could be done by a new independent regulator funded 
by a levy on tech companies.

- Create a compulsory Code of Ethics to define harmful content and appropriate 
behaviours from platforms.

- Audit on the respect of the use of data by tech companies and their potential 
anti-competitive behaviours. Implementation of a Code of Practice on the use of 
personal information in political campaigning.

- Create legal certainty for data protection after Brexit.

- They call for investigations on past campaigns on all aspects from funding to 
foreign interference. 

- Absolute transparency in online political advertising (persistent banners on all 
paid-for political adverts and videos, indicating the source and the advertiser; 
a category introduced for digital spending on campaigns; and explicit rules 
surrounding designated campaigners’ role and responsibilities). Possibility for 
the electoral commission to levy fines on companies no cooperating (based on 
turnout).
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- Modify the electoral code to include digital campaigning, future-proof definition 
of political advertising and oversees contribution to campaigns.

- More regulation on strategic communication companies, like Cambridge 
Analytica, which are mostly self-regulated and can change name to pursue 
harmful practices. 

- Create an educational framework dedicated to digital literacy. 

- Raising awareness on the possibility to flag content and claim their rights over 
data. 

- More transparency of algorithms.

These recommendations are in some ways similar to what has been put in place 
in France without introducing a procedure for specific content removal. After that, the 
government published its white paper in April which foresees to implement several 
measures (UK Government 2019). Indeed, the document points out that “there is 
currently a range of regulatory and voluntary initiatives aimed at addressing these 
problems, but these have not gone far or fast enough, or been consistent enough 
between different companies” (UK Government 2019: 6). To make internet a safer 
place, the government wants to:

- Set standards for companies and encourage them to share technologies and 
practices.

- Establish a new statutory duty of care enforced by an independent regulator.

- Create an independent body with relevant powers (fines, liability on senior 
officials or blocking non-compliant websites) to enforce the duty.

- Set out codes of practices to explain the behaviours to adopt. 

- Require annual transparency reports from companies, the regulator will also 
have powers to require additional information, about the impact of algorithms 
on content.

- Easy-access to flagging and an independent review mechanism for “super-
complaints”.

- Develop a risk-based approach with a focus on companies that pose the biggest 
and clearest risk of harm to users.

- Potential tax on companies to finance the regulatory body and the activities 
linked to it.

- The white paper reminds that it still complies with the E-commerce Directive, by 
limiting platforms liability until they have knowledge of the content existence 
and have failed to remove it from their services in good time.

- Developing online media literacy strategy in cooperation with stakeholders.
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We can clearly see a shift in UK’s approach from a self-regulated market to a 
more legally regulated environment. This is linked to the consequences of the Brexit 
referendum and to the trend coming from neighbouring countries to regulate the 
matter. The legislation is being discussed for a long time, but the UK should not have 
held European elections, and the liberal nature of the country forces the government 
to think through any intervention which could lead to content regulation. The risk-
based approach and the mixed liability regime, creating a status between the platform 
and the publisher, is a clever way of regulation of the online sphere by also making the 
rules more applicable.

4.3. The European strategic approach

The EU has a different approach due to the nature of its competences. Indeed, 
the EU does not regulate national elections and does not have strong competences 
on the regulation of online disinformation. In this perspective, the EU focused on hate 
speech first, then on the defence aspect of disinformation campaigns with hybrid 
strategies and worked with the High Representative and NATO on media literacy and 
on safeguarding European elections. 

There are numerous documents on “securing free and fair elections”, fighting 
disinformation in the context of election, increasing resilience against hybrid threats, 
tackling disinformation, and there is also an action plan and recently a code of practice 
agreed with the platforms. 

The main pillars of the EU action are the communication from the Commission of 
28th April 2018 and the Code of Practice and its annexes agreed in January 2019 with 
major online platforms.

The communication tackles several points. First, it defines disinformation as 
“verifiably false or misleading information that is created, presented and disseminated 
for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public, and may cause public harm. 
Public harm comprises threats to democratic political and policy-making processes 
as well as public goods such as the protection of EU citizens’ health, the environment 
or security” (European Commission (h) 2018). It underlines that the social context 
determines the degree of penetration of disinformation, particularly factors such as 
the education level, trust in institutions or the democratic culture. The communication 
differentiates mechanisms of proliferation in algorithm-based, advertising-driven, 
technology-enabled or user-driven. 

Then, the communication sets four pillars for action which are 1) improving 
transparency, 2) promote diversity of information, 3) foster credibility and 4) fashion 
inclusive solutions. The approach chosen is self-regulatory through the code as the 
Commission has little legal basis for intervention. Finally, the Commission calls on the 
member states to help fostering cooperation between fact-checking organisations, 
creating a digital literacy culture and contributing to the task forces.
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Another system which is more detailed in the action plan is the Rapid Alert System. 
This allows for a coordinated response from EU countries thanks to a contact point 
and an alert system, which foresees a quick response – as the first moments are the 
most critical for the spread of a disinformation campaign. 

The Code of Practice (European Commission 2018 (a)) is the main tool, and although 
it has only been recently implemented, its monthly evaluations allow us to already see 
some improvements. The Code is based on five main topics, which are:

1) Scrutiny of ad placements 

Here the goal is to try to reduce revenues for purveyors of disinformation by 
refusing remuneration from these websites and limit ad placement. Help from fact-
checking organisations can provide data and help disrupt monetization incentives.

2) Political advertising and issue-based advertising

Ensuring transparency on political advertising and the reasons of the targeting. Ads 
should be marked as such and the remuneration and identity should be made public.

3) Integrity of services

The focus is on closing fake accounts and bots while still allowing for pseudonyms 
online.

4) Empowering consumers

Diluting visibility of disinformation without deleting content on the sole claim 
that it is false. Embedding tools that help consumers report and increase their trust 
through indicators and transparency of ranking parameters.

5) Empowering the research community

The main point is access to data for fact-checking and research.

The Code of Practices is still in a one-year assessment period but came with 
an annex (European Commission 2018 (b)) of best practices from signatories and 
monthly reports are carried out to try to analyse and share efficient practices against 
disinformation.

After three months of feedback, we can already see some improvement in ads 
transparency, with platforms having ads libraries open for consultation and clear 
labels of political ads for European elections. There is still improvement to do on issue-
based advertising according to the last report. An efficient work has been done to 
ensure integrity and remove bots. Some additional features have been implemented 
such as warnings before sharing, especially on Facebook. Overall, the Commission 
seems to be satisfied by the commitments taken by the platforms even if there are 
still some improvements to be implemented. Moreover, no major attempt of election 
manipulation has been reported yet, which allows the Commission to think that its 
strategy is for now relevant and efficient.
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As a conclusion, we can use parts of the analytical framework by Florence Morestin 
(Morestin 2012) and Eugene Bardach (Bardach 2012) to create a chart of the policies.

After this overview of the work being carried out to tackle disinformation in differ-
ent legal systems, we can conclude that every entity is reacting according to its threat 
model. The British government is focusing more on data and micro-targeting than 
other countries because of the Cambridge Analytica scandal. The Commission focuses 
on election periods and voluntary cooperation because of the nature of the organisa-
tion and its limitations in terms of powers. The French government is focusing more 
on content as it considers this the main threat for the political debate. Many tools, 
legal solutions or cooperation are available to tackle disinformation. The last part of 
this thesis will focus on giving policy recommendations based on the strengths and 
weaknesses of each solution.

5. Policy recommendations 

Solutions to disinformation are numerous and depend on the strategy adopted by the 
regulatory institution. The context influences the focus of the policy which consequently 
will use different tools. In this last part, I make recommendations outside of any specific 
context and try to assess the most efficient solutions in general. It might happen that 
specific cultural or technological contexts require different solutions. For example, in the 
EU the main source of online disinformation is on social media, whereas in Brazil, the 
main source is WhatsApp where content is not public and thus cannot be controlled that 
easily. In the recommendations, we can differentiate between several kinds of solutions. 
First, user-based solutions, then solutions focusing on platforms, civil society, media and 
the authorities. I am going to detail ten solutions then summed up in a chart.
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5.1. Empowering individuals and building resilience

One of the first and most efficient solutions is the use of flagging to tag disputed 
stories and create warnings for users before they share. Indeed, flagging is not the perfect 
solution as it is based on the cooperation of users, but the high number of users allows 
for a quick detection of contested content. Using flagged content to introduce warnings 
before a story is shared reduces quite significantly the virality of a story as it allows the 
user to take a step back and carefully consider the story itself and not the emotions it 
generates. Even if this solution is not quite a silver bullet, it gives users a sense of agency 
and helps reducing the quick spread of disinformation stories and their harm.

Media literacy is the classic example of a way to build resilience among the 
population. It gives the population the tools necessary to defend itself from 
disinformation campaigns without any direct intervention by the state or third-parties. 
Media literacy is complex to implement as it requires comprehensive programmes 
addressed to the whole population and not only through school. It requires the 
involvement of the states which are the only entities capable of running programs 
of this size. However, the benefits of media literacy are important and it is probably 
the only way to solve the issue of disinformation on a lasting basis and without any 
interference of the state in the freedom of expression. The level of media literacy 
depends on the level of education and thus needs constant and important involvement 
by the state and its citizens.

5.2. Modification of platform policies and behaviours

Another solution to explore, is to allow for more diversity online. Building an 
algorithm is not a neutral work and having guidelines, codes of practices or ethical 
requirements could be a way to introduce more diversity in the displayed content. 
Indeed, algorithms are able to detect precisely the preferences of individuals and could 
use these preferences to punctually offer counter arguments or narratives to the user.

Introducing codes of practices for platforms and related stakeholders enforced by 
independent regulators can be a way to quickly force platforms to take responsibility 
for the content which is published on their website. In this way, we can allow for more 
transparency, flexible regulation and self-applied discipline of monitoring content.

A very efficient tool is the creation of a mixed liability regime as is suggested by the 
UK government. Indeed, as argued by Niam Yaraghi (Yaraghi 2019), platforms can no 
longer hide behind their status of platforms, which exempts them from responsibilities 
for what is posted, as algorithms are a form of editorial choice. It would be not apt 
to grant them the same status as traditional news media. However, this should not 
refrain us to think of a new regime of mixed liability where the platform is responsible 
for not acting according to a code of practice or guidelines, a similar model as the one 
in place for hate speech or terrorism online. They would have a duty of care which 
would not make them responsible for the content per se - an impossible task - but for 
not adopting the proper behaviour.
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5.3. Implication of civil society

Fact-checking is one of the most wide spread techniques against disinformation. 
Fostering more cooperation between newspapers, researchers and fact-checkers is 
important to strengthen their capacities and allow them to be more efficient. Introducing 
fact-checking articles next to disputed stories is a way of tempering the effect of a 
story. However, the risk of fact-checking is the introduction of an implied truth effect. 
To avoid doing so, one solution could be the introduction of a “verified story” tag and 
an “unreliable story” tag, or even a constant offer of related articles under any news.

Research and transparency are two important pillars for fighting disinformation. 
Indeed, little research work had access to a wide range of data from platforms 
and is still mostly relying on small samples and deductions on the functioning of 
algorithms. Having more transparency and a systematic access to data for research 
and understanding is key to be able to map and regulate the online space. A deeper 
knowledge on the functioning of social media could also raise awareness on the biases 
which can occur or the underlying mechanisms.

5.4. Reaffirming the role of traditional media

Supporting quality journalism is another key to rebuilding the trust of citizens in 
traditional media. Moreover, quality journalism is also a way to improve the quality 
of news online, as more and more newspapers are forced to rely on their online 
presence. Different business models are developing for online media, ranging from 
fully subscription-based to fully ads-based. The problem is that quality journalism is 
often connected with a subscription-based model and many users cannot afford it 
and thus choose to turn to low quality but free journalism.

5.5. State or international interventions 

Content removal is much debated for disinformation as well as for copyright or 
hate speech. The fact of censoring content online is always risky as the number of 
stories makes it likely that some legitimate stories are going to be removed as well. 
However, interesting attempts are being built, like in France, which try to allow for 
temporary removals of obviously false and intentionally misleading stories. Creating 
special procedures for special times like elections or topics like vaccines based on the 
risk can be a way to avoid over-censoring large amounts of content and still reduce the 
dissemination of the most problematic stories.

It is important to have a constant monitoring and efficient systems of cooperation 
between task forces of different countries. Creating task forces is primordial for being able 
to counter disinformation campaigns, especially if they are run thanks to the support of a 
foreign actor. These task forces are also a very good source of information for researchers 
and can shed light on current developments of techniques for disinformation campaigns. 
A strong cooperation between EU task forces could strengthen their efficiency through 
shared means and lead to minor overlaps in their missions.
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Summing up, I present a list of measures that can be taken to tackle disinformation 
on a short and long-term basis.

6. Conclusion 

I showed that disinformation is not a new phenomenon, but its online version is 
new to us and its mechanisms are still not fully unravelled. It is challenging to define 
disinformation as it can cover different situations which cannot be treated in the same 
way. The novelty of the technological application of disinformation is a challenge that 
democracies are trying to address without intervening too much and risking reducing 
the freedom of expression.

The need for an operationable definition forces us to seek a definition which 
can be future-proof, by being able to adapt to new tools, while at the same time 
not being too wide, to avoid encompassing content which is perfectly legal, such as 
parody or satire. We choose to define disinformation as false, inaccurate or misleading 
information which causes harm by abusing the limits of the freedom of expression. 
This definition can be used to regulate disinformation. This definition still needs to be 
adapted depending on the contexts to which it is applied, but it works as a generally 
operationable definition.

We also analysed the mechanisms that are sustaining the spread of disinformation 
and we could see that the way internet is structured favours the spread of viral and 
novel information, which disinformation often happens to be. We need to understand 
the numerous mechanisms behind the spread of information online to be able to act 
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on them, change them or use them to spread the truth. Moreover, human biases make 
the task harder as we are more prone to validate information which confirms what we 
already think or information coming from trusted peers. These mechanisms should 
be studied more in depth as we could see examples of mapping of filter bubbles, but 
there is still a general lack of access to the data from online platforms for research. 

We learned from the cases studies that many different initiatives have been put 
in place to try to regulate disinformation mostly at the national level but also at the 
EU level. These initiatives are highly dependent on the context of the country where 
they are implemented and often focus on a few aspects that are identified as the most 
problematic ones by the legislative body of the country. The French government has a 
more content-focused approach based on a temporary possibility of content removal, 
whereas the UK is presently focusing more on the protection of data and micro-
targeting as well as on the creation of a new status for platforms which would create 
stronger obligations than those currently in force, without being as restrictive as the 
ones in place for editors. At the European level, the Commission tries to act within its 
powers and decided to cooperate with platforms on a code of practices, which gives 
guidelines on how to handle disinformation, and encourages them to share good 
practices with others. The implementation of the code is monitored every month, and 
the Commission underlines the successes as well as the points where more work is still 
needed on the platforms’ side.

Finally, I set up a list of policy recommendations, based on the most efficient 
practices, to serve as a basis for political intervention. This list is made of different 
measures. On the one hand, these focus more on short-term fixes often based on 
technologies to reduce the influence of disinformation. These are flagging, adjustment 
of algorithms, fact-checking, content removal and the creation of codes of practices. On 
the other hand, some measures are aiming at a more lasting effect on disinformation 
by building resilience among the population. These measures are media literacy, 
quality journalism, research, task forces and mixed liability regimes.

States can use these methods to act against disinformation, but as mentioned, the 
focus for them should be to firstly assess their threat model to evaluate which parts of 
the society are the most vulnerable. Indeed, if a country believes it is at risk of foreign 
interference, the focus should be put on countering disinformation campaigns run 
from the outside. In this case task forces and fact-checking could be efficient solutions. 
However, if the country’s main issue is that the population has trouble assessing the 
trustworthiness of online content, the focus should be rather on media literacy and 
quality journalism.

Concluding, we can say that disinformation is very unlikely to fully disappear, it 
is part of the information ecosystem and no measure will be a silver bullet. The main 
goal of these policies is to try to reduce the effect of disinformation, which is on the 
rise. The new mechanisms of information production, sharing and consumption, took 
many of us by surprise as we did not expect social media to become so quickly one 
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of the main sources of information. We need to build a framework which allows for 
a better containment of disinformation online as it was done for traditional media 
decades ago. The evolution of technology was once again quicker than regulation, but 
the awareness on disinformation is likely to help regulation catch up. We have recently 
seen that many institutions decided to regulate online interactions not only because of 
disinformation but also because of hate speech or copyright. In case regulators follow 
this logic of efficient frameworks, the risk of censorship is likely to remain very limited 
and the mechanisms of spreading should be monitored and contained properly.

To answer the title of this research “How informed are we on disinformation?”, I 
would argue that we are unevenly informed on disinformation. Indeed, the recent focus 
of media on fake news allowed for a generalisation of the term in the public discourse. 
However, we still have little cross-checked evidence on the mechanisms which help 
the spreading of disinformation. We have identified many issues, research projects are 
being conducted and many case studies are being published. Still, the lack of access 
to data and to the algorithms of platforms puts the hurdle very high for research work, 
which is thus not able to produce a comprehensive study on disinformation covering 
all of its aspects.
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List of abbreviations

AI - Artificial Intelligence

API - Application Programming Interface

CSA - Conseil Supérieur de l’Audiovisuel

IMCO - Internal Market and Consumer Protection

NATO - North Atlantic Treaty Organization

EU - European Union

FR - France

UK - United Kingdom

US - United States
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1 Continuing presence of United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo, European Union Rule of 
Law Mission in Kosovo, and NATO Kosovo Force - KFOR. In addition, Kosovo received the largest flow of aid in 
per capita terms ever given to a developing country (Hehir 2016).
2 Term “entity” is the most appropriate when considering Kosovo due to the historical aspects of its emergence 
within the international community and present divisive issue of its “being” (some recognize it as a state, 
others do not). Recognizing its “existence” as a specific entity is a key factor for the following analysis.

Outside perception of a political entity in international relations: 
the case of “Kosovo”

Ela Brglez

1. Introduction

“We become egos, it is said, via the internalization of significant other’s objectification of 
ourselves. Our unity is located in the regard de l’autre.” 

Jonathan Friedman (quoted in Neumann 1996: 142)

If we accept the idea that identity is the source of international actors’ behaviour, 
the question of its formation becomes key for understanding their (re)actions within 
the international society. However, the concept of identity offers an interesting paradox 
– it is almost as impossible to “know” someone else’s identity, as it is impossible to 
“know” your own identity without the regard of the ‘other.’ At most, one’s identity can 
be “perceived” by others as an external image, which in turn can inform the identity-
construction of both parties (the perceiver and the perceived). The question of external 
perception and its formation then plays a crucial role in any attempt to understand 
the international system. 

In addition to being part of the region long perceived to be standing on the 
periphery of Europe, the external perception of “Kosovo” has been significantly 
distorted due to its complex internal situation, long-lasting conflict in the region, 
partial recognition of its statehood, and unprecedented international supervision it 
has been subordinated to.1 Almost thirty years since the dissolution of Yugoslavia, two 
decades since the end of Kosovo war and more than ten years since its proclamation 
of independence, there seems to be no clear answer to the question “what is 
Kosovo?” What is clear, however, is that the image the external players establish of it 
significantly affects its own identity. Very symbolic of this tendency is the choice of 
Kosovo’s “state” symbols (official flag, anthem, and constitution), which have all been, 
to a certain degree, imposed on Kosovo by the external actors (Hehir 2016). While 
these points make the question of Kosovo’s identity that much more complicated, 
they also make Kosovo a rewarding example for examining the role and formation of 
external perceptions of a political entity.2 In turn, due to its continued dependence 
on the international community, how its members perceive it greatly affects Kosovo’s 
political (domestic and international) present and future.



The present thesis has a twofold aim. First, it looks to examine the concept of 
“perception” within the international sphere as an important identity-forming element 
– of both the entity perceiving and the entity being perceived. This will be attempted 
by emphasizing the concepts and areas where the theories dealing with “identity” 
and “perception” interact and inform one another, and further by applying them on 
the field of international relations. Second, my aim is to examine the external image of 
Kosovo, constructed within the perception of other international actors. Different states 
generally establish different external perceptions of the objects of their observations 
due to their changing viewpoints, historical situation and political circumstances. 
What makes the case of Kosovo specific is its late(er) emergence on the international 
stage, persisting visibility on the international level, continuing existence of divergent 
views and still-open questions about its position in international systems (manifested 
in the open issue of (non)recognition). Kosovo was thus selected because of the rich 
and multidimensional image it can offer and expectation that it will prove fruitful for 
understanding how external perception of an entity is constructed. The second aim 
of the thesis – observing the manifestations of the external perceptions of Kosovo in 
international context – could also be considered as an empirical attempt to uphold 
the first aim by showing that external perceptions of an entity play an important role 
in external-identity-construction of said entity, its observers and their positions in the 
international order.

As has been established above, the external perception of a specific political 
entity reveals a treasure trove of information – both about the entity observed and 
the observer. It should then be expected that the external perception of Kosovo 
unveils a picture of, not only Kosovo but also its perceivers. The textual report of 
my research will attempt to corroborate this thesis in the four chapters. Following 
the introduction, the second chapter provides a theoretical, methodological, and 
empirical framework of my work. The theoretical approach explained at the very 
beginning and followed throughout the research leads to a short examination of 
the concepts of identity and perception and their application within international 
relations. Discourse analysis was chosen to conduct the research. The methodological 
part thus shortly describes the concept of discourse, provides justification for its 
application, and defines how the discourse analysis will be used. How the research 
was conducted is described in the chapter laying out the empirical framework. The 
third chapter is dedicated to the execution of the discourse analysis. In the three 
subchapters, it focuses on three historical periods (1980s, 1998/9, and 2008) that 
are considered important milestones of Kosovo’s history and have contributed 
significantly to the formation of contemporary external perception of Kosovo. 
External perceptions formed through time by selected international actors are 
examined and interpreted within the historical and geopolitical context. Finally, the 
last chapter, the conclusion, looks to summarise the discoveries by attempting to offer 
a comprehensive contemporary external image of Kosovo within the international 
system as it is formed through the analysis, and presents conclusions and findings 
gathered within the research process.

140 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

Outside perception of a political entity in international relations: the case of “Kosovo”



2. Theoretical and methodological framework 

2.1. Theoretical framework

While “Kosovo” is a viewed or perceived object in this thesis, it is not “Kosovo” 
as such that concerns my research. Rather, its focus is the perceptions or images 
that are created of “Kosovo” by the various actors in the international community. 
“Kosovo” thus serves as a centre of gravity that pulls together various images of 
itself as they are created by other international actors. To answer the question – 
What is the external perception of Kosovo and how was it formed? – an appropriate 
theoretical framework should be established, clarifying the theories and approaches 
applied.

Creation of perceptions, images, even stereotypes of any object or concept requires 
two actors – a subject who is viewing or considering and an object who is being seen 
or considered. Viewing, considering, and perceiving are purely human activities taking 
place in the process of interaction between the actor and its observed object. When 
the latter is another actor, the two-way nature of such processes should be recognized, 
while their inclusion into the whole international system should also be considered. In 
any case, to enter this process, a state obtains anthropomorphic qualities, while beliefs 
that are constructed within it encompass both information about the other as well as 
of self (Herrmann 2003: 286). 

Our analysis – of how “Kosovo” is perceived from the outside – therefore requires 
acknowledging two further points: (1) the international actors should be considered as 
persons (only by attributing to the international actors those same properties a person 
has – “rationality, identities, interests, beliefs, and so on” (Wendt 2004: 289) – can we 
consider, how they “see” or “perceive” certain object) and (2) the interaction should be 
understood as a constitutive process (within it meanings to phenomena are ascribed 
and the state’s interests and identities shaped (Wendt 1992: 401)). Related to the latter, 
it should be pointed out that external perceptions or outside images constituted 
within inter-state interaction form one of the important aspects of national-identity-
construction and as such influence the state’s self-perception. How one is seen thus 
affects one’s identity and actions originating within it, and those, in turn, affect how 
one is perceived.

Considering those premises social constructivism emerges as the appropriate 
approach for my research. Social constructivists have adopted the concept of “state 
personhood” based on the notion of intentionality (Wendt 2004: 291). In their view, 
the world is understood as a social construct formed within the continuous process 
of social practice and interaction rather than by material forces while identities and 
interests of purposive actors are constructed “by these shared ideas rather than 
given by nature” (Wendt 1999: 1). Adopting the notion that ideas, identities, and 
images – in terms of their external perception – are socially constructed offers us a 
way forward.
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2.1.1. Identity (construction) in international relations

The rise of social constructivism introduced the concept of identity into the 
discourse of international relations in various manners and scopes, reflecting 
diverse theoretical and methodological orientations (Ashizawa 2008: 572). Kuniko 
Ashizawa, presenting a “lengthy, yet exhaustive, list” of authors and theoretical 
works dealing with the concept of identity, concludes that they all share a common 
“notion that identity is a source of an actor’s behaviour, and therefore fundamental” 
(Ashizawa 2008: 573). Without identity, states Michelle Murray, “states cannot have 
interests nor understand how they are to act in pursuit of those interests” (Murray 
2015: 70). Realist view, that national interests of any state can be explained by taking 
into account the three basic needs of any state (physical survival, autonomy, and 
economic prosperity) does not offer a satisfying definition of identity. As social 
constructivists argue, actors’ identities within international relations are not self-
evident or pre-given. They are constructed, developed, sustained, or transformed in 
interaction with others (Zehfuss 2001: 318). State identity is thus not fixed and does 
not exist as a property of a state – rather, it can be assumed in the form of a concept 
perceived by others within the policy-making process (Ashizawa 2008: 576).

While modernists, according to Zygmunt Bauman, focused on the construction 
of identity and its preservation as a strong and fixed concept, postmodernists 
questioned its reliability, striving to preserve its openness (Baumann 2009). Today, 
identity-construction is seen as a complex process that demands a multi-level 
study (Zehfuss 2001: 333; Neumann 1996: 167). According to Anna Gets, Caroline 
Fehl, Christopher Daase and Georgis Kalliarakis “the formation of a state’s collective 
identity” is “a permanent and dynamic process that is shaped by domestic actors 
and discourses, as well as by international structures and ‘significant others’” (Geis, 
Fehl et alii 2015: 12). In other words, it is based on self-understandings which 
concern both domestic (identity founded within the national discourses and 
historical experience, and as the product of power balance within the polity) and 
international aspects (Murray 2015: 70). Those should be defined as “a social (both 
symbolic and relational) interaction between the Self and the Other” that includes 
both dialectical (presupposing sameness and the difference between Self and the 
Other) and dialogical (conditions the existence of ‘the others’ for the construction 
of ‘the thinking self’) logic of interaction (Šabič and Brglez 2002: 70-71). Within this 
framework, national identity-constitutive relations can function on two levels – as 
an “outside-in” and “inside-out” process. Inside-out process is a domestic one, and 
the national-identity-building within it establishes common meanings, norms, and 
values (meaningful “space” of national identity) among the relevant domestic actors 
(Šabič and Brglez 2002: 71). On the other side, the outside-in process, which I am (to 
some extend) considering in this thesis, concerns “the interrelation between states 
and other international actors” influencing the national-identity-building within the 
actors entering this interaction (Šabič and Brglez 2002: 71).
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Authors dealing with the subject of external identity in international relations 
have argued that social identities can exist primarily within the language.3 For 
self-understanding to become an identity, it needs to be framed, articulated, and 
recognized as an international social structure (Murray 2015: 70). This is a process that 
takes place within a discourse. Material and discursive practices are then constitutive 
to the identity (Murray 2015: 69). Discursive practices, defined as speech acts, take a 
form of fait accompli as states demand others to recognize their identity as it already 
is, as well as to assert the meaning of their identity – to give them “a fleeting sense of 
social security” (Murray 2015: 71-72).4 Among scholars, Maja Zehfuss’ research (2001) 
looks at how an external identity, identity with which a political community enters 
into international relations, is constructed within the community itself, following the 
process of encounters and confrontations of its competing interpretations (Zehfuss 
2001: 335). Lene Hansen (2006) adds another process as crucial for constructing 
identity and meaning – linking and differentiating. Linking constitutes the relations 
of sameness and as such works as a stabilator of identity (Hansen 2006: 37), while 
differentiation exposes the meaning to the potential destabilization (Hansen 
2006: 17-18). Signs are then located within a larger system according to the logic 
of articulation connecting the meanings within those two simultaneous processes 
(Hansen 2006: 37). David Campbell’s (1992) view emphasises the importance of 
difference for the establishment of identity – that in turn is constituted in relation 
to identity (Campbell 1992: 8). It follows that identity is formed through the 
inscription of boundaries demarcating “‘inside’ from an ‘outside,’ a ‘self’ from an 
‘other,’ a ‘domestic’ from a ‘foreign’” (Campbell 1992: 8). This logic of differentiation 
is expressed in the form of binary pairs (Us/Self versus Them/Other). In this, he 
follows Derrida’s idea, that identity-construction is always based on the expulsion 
of something and enforcement of hierarchy between both poles (Vezovnik 2009: 
106). The result of such practice can be seen in a negative stereotypical view of the 
Other and, in more extreme forms, in the development of nationalistic discourses 
and actions (Vezovnik 2009: 106).

To conclude, within social constructivism national identity has been defined as 
a “relatively stable, role-specific understanding and expectations about self” (Wendt 
1992: 397), which shapes state’s interests, according to what is seen as important to 
the state (Feklyunina 2009: 19). International actors define their interests within the 
social context (interactions), in the process of defining situations they exist in (Wendt 
1992: 398). Realists’ belief that the three basic needs that form the national interests of 
any state are sufficient for the comprehending state’s identity has been challenged. In 
the view of social constructivists, another dimension should be added – collective self-
esteem (Feklyunina 2009: 19-20). It forms a collective self-image largely determined by 
the outside perception of the state – “on how the Other (significant Other) perceives 
the state” (Feklyunina 2009: 20). It is this aspect of identity, termed external perception 
that my research will focus on.

3 For more see Campbell (1992), Zehfuss (2001).
4 Similarly, material practices also give a sense of pre-existing state identity.
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2.1.2. International relations and role of perception 

Our understanding of actions, objects, and situations is generally based on the way 
we perceive the world and not necessarily on the way the world “really” is (Boulding 
1959: 120). That is why Campbell emphasises the importance the interpretation plays in 
international relations, where meanings of things, situations, phenomena are ascribed 
and not pre-given (Campbell 1992: 2). As such, interpretation does not depend “upon 
the incidence of ‘objective’ factors for its veracity” (Campbell 1992: 2), but has its basis 
in the actors’ interpretation of those same facts. Actor’s actions are therefore products 
of both objective external environment and actor’s beliefs – about Self, others, and 
environmental situation. Perception then becomes an important element for the 
identity-construction process.

The image one country holds of another includes information about its values, 
role in the international system, its economic and political system as well as that same 
information about Self (Herrmann 2003: 286). The process is, of course, mutual. The 
important perceptions are not only those a state constructs of Self and the other bodies 
in the system but also images of Self, constructed by ‘others’ (Boulding 1959: 121). The 
perspectives others hold of us and images they construct as a result of those perceptions 
are crucial in attempting to understand and predict their actions, reactions, and potential 
outcomes of our actions (Alexander, Levin et alii 2005: 28). Self-understanding and self-
images are established in “diverse interactions and practices on different political and 
societal levels” (Gets, Fehl et alii 2015: 12), however, how we are viewed, what image of 
us is created, influences how we act and in turn how our identity will be constructed.

The question of the origins and consequences of the perceptions or images 
formed between the states, especially when it comes to international conflicts has 
played an important role within the studies of international relations (Alexander, Levin 
et alii 2005: 28). A distinct direction was developed – image theory. It is described as 
“a theory of strategic decision making that identifies the primary judgements guiding 
international images, or stereotypes, and the selection of international policies” 
(Ametbek). Its origins can be traced to the 1950-1960s and increasing interest in 
psychological factors in politics (Feklyunina 2009: 13).

The first studies conducted were those of national images,5 which focused on 
the role of perceptions in foreign policy decision-making while remaining within 
the rationalist understanding of international relations (Boulding 1959: 14). National 
images were considered solely as “instruments for achieving the goals that are defined 
by objective material interests of the state” (Boulding 1959: 14). By accepting the 
assumption of rationality of state’s actors (Boulding 1959: 15), they failed to demonstrate 
the link between the existing international images and inter-state interactions and, by 
considering national images in isolation, to “suggest how the images of one’s own state 
and of foreign states could fit” into the international system (Boulding 1959: 16). As an 
answer, the “theory of strategy and international interactions” was developed,6 which 
5 Concept was established by Boulding (1959).
6 Its main authors are Richard Herrmann and Michael Fischerkeller, James F. Voss, Tonya Y.E. Schooler and 
Jospeh Ciarrochi.
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views the ideas held by foreign policy decision-makers about other states as structured 
(Feklyunina 2009: 17). Image concept takes into account four notions: relative power, 
perceived threat, perceived opportunity, and cultural status and is designed to describe 
the understanding of a relationship between subjects (Herrmann 2003: 292), which is 
crystalized in the form of the so-called ideal-type images and stereotypes (Herrmann 
2003: 288-9). They provide “a degree of simplicity and orderliness” (Herrmann 2003: 
289) – by offering a schematic framework within which an image of Self and Other 
can be constructed (using the prior knowledge about the general stereotype) and 
within which connections are established between perceptions of past, present and 
future actions and their evaluations (Feklyunina 2009: 17). Five general ideal-types 
are defined: those of an “enemy”, a “degenerate”, a “colony”, an “imperialist” or an 
“ally”, which, with the application of game theory, enable researchers to estimate the 
possible results of their interactions (Feklyunina 2009: 17). 

However, critics argue, that while the theory of strategy and international 
interactions is useful for analysing the broad picture of a possible foreign policy 
strategy, it fails in two important ways (Feklyunina 2009: 17). It is unable to describe 
the variety of existing images and as such to offer a more in-depth insight into the 
details of international images (even authors themselves agree that stereotypical 
images do not necessarily provide useful descriptions (Herrmann 2003: 292)) and it fails 
to explain the changes in policies of the states that take place over time (Feklyunina 
2009: 18). In addition, the fact that certain images are formed in some cases and not 
in others shows that there must be other factors involved in their creation, not only 
(self-)perceptions of actions taken and situational environment, but also the potential 
influence of national leaders and competition in the domestic political sphere (Cottam 
referenced in Herrmann 2003: 298). 

I am inclined to agree with the points critics make. Nevertheless, I believe that the 
theories dealing with the question of perception in international relations do provide 
some good points that should not be discounted. Firstly, images constructed in the 
process of perceiving are historical in nature in a sense that they contain pictures of 
the past, present, and future (Feklyimoma 2009: 15), while being updated over time 
with interpretation and incorporation of new information (Herrmann 2003: 30). This 
secondly affects their formation and transformation, which occurs in two opposing 
ways: by continuous affirmation of a certain view (a process of stabilization) and in 
response to “reorganizing” events (a process of destabilization) (Herrmann 2003: 30). 
Thirdly, image-construction is thus seen as a dynamic process that affects the state’s 
position in the international order – its decision-making, mostly (but not exclusively) 
when it comes to foreign policy and consequently its bilateral relationships with other 
actors (Li and Chitty 2009: 2). Lastly, they consider images as “designed to capture 
the understanding of relationships” (Li and Chitty 2009: 288) in the broadest sense 
– within this “type” a more detailed and layered image can be recognized and better 
comprehended. These points will be applied and used in my research design, as 
outlined below.
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2.2. Methodological framework

While the maxim “actions speak louder than words” is arguably well suited for 
the purposes of the study of perceptions within international relations – after all, the 
way states act and react does tell us a lot about their images of the world and others 
– adopting such an analysis would require too much speculation and acknowledging 
my own biases and perceptions of said actions. In any case, international actors’ 
perceptions, while not always and not necessarily fully, generally are articulated by 
their official representatives – in official policies, documents, speeches, both within 
domestic and international frames. Views expressed do not necessarily reflect 
public perception.7 All the same, on the inter-state level public opinion can be easily 
disregarded. What matters is the official position and policy that determine a state’s 
position within the international system. Subsequently, it is only official representatives 
whose words carry legal implications.8 In a nutshell: it is understood that the view 
state representatives express is the official view of the state.

How an actor is perceived by other actors can be most clearly observed by 
considering statements made by them concerning said actor. Before the dissolution 
of Yugoslavia, when Kosovo was not present on the international agenda, the images 
about it were formed within the Yugoslav context. After the dissolution, the discussion 
moved to the international stage, where it remains. The key question then becomes 
the one of language, of naming, classifying and assigning words to the phenomena. To 
examine a real-life manifestation of the images constructed in regard to Kosovo by the 
external actors – in the form of official statements and speeches made by authorized 
officials – a discourse analysis will, therefore, be used. The application of this approach 
and its implications are discussed in the chapters below.

2.2.1. Discourse in international relations

In its basis, the concept of discourse was established within the structuralist school 
of thought.9 It argues that meanings are not the result of a pre-existing connection 
between words and objects or inherent features of objects and practices but rather 
constructed through differentiation with other objects within the system (Vezovnik 
2009: 14). Relations established within the system are arbitrary in nature but not stable 
or permanently fixed. They are developed and transformed – within time (historical 
dimension must be taken into account) and social groups (social role of subjects 
should be considered).10

7 How the public “sees” certain concepts, objects, or actors might diverge from the official stance. Perceptions 
adopted by official representatives do form one of the aspects of the public perception; however, they usually 
enter public consciousness through media, which can be (and is) in this sense used as a powerful tool of 
public-opinion-creation; more on that in Li and Chitty (2009).
8 Today “the competent authority” on the international level as defined by the Vienna Convention on the Law 
of Treaties from 1969 is ascribed to Heads of States, Heads of Governments and Foreign Ministers as well as 
ambassadors in bilateral relation to another state or in multilateral relations within international organizations 
(such as in particular UN) (Clapham 2012: 318).
9 Based on the idea of structural linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure, works of Roman Jakobson and Louis 
Hjelmslev.
10 That led to poststructuralist turn and later works of Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan and Ernesto Laclau.
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According to Andreja Vezovnik, discourse is defined as a historically specific system 
of meanings which forms identities of the objects and subjects (Vezovnik 2009: 16). 
Discourse does not solely refer to words, texts, or conversations, it encompasses a 
broader spectrum of social practices and phenomena. It is also not one single statement, 
but rather a chain or a group of statements that are formulated in specific circumstances 
about a certain topic or a certain event (Vezovnik 2009: 55). Its emergence within a 
particular temporal and social context makes it unique and unrepeatable (Vezovnik 
2009: 55). That underlines the importance of the historical aspect for the analysis as it 
is exactly its historical specificity that reveals openness, instability, and changeability of 
discourses. In certain later historical period a new, different discourse will emerge that 
will take over the former one, opening a new discursive formation and producing a new 
view which will interpret societal practice in new ways (Vezovnik 2009: 55).11 In addition, 
a discourse that is considered as hegemonic in certain social conditions can soon be 
overturned – the fight for prevalence/supremacy is always political (Vezovnik 2009: 16).

It should be noted that discourse does not reflect pre-existing reality as reality 
itself is constructed through language – language, in turn, is structured by different 
discourses, meanings of which are determined by prevailing or hegemonic discourse 
(Vezovnik 2009: 16). Discourse as a structure of meaning-in-use allows us to discover 
“more general structure of relational distinctions and hierarchies that order persons’ 
knowledge about things defined by the discourse” (Milliken 1999: 231). According 
to Jacques Derrida, we look the world as if organized around binary dichotomies, 
hierarchical in nature, and always excluding one of the two poles as marginal or 
external in comparison to the other (Vezovnik 2009: 48).

Discourse does not exist in a vacuum. It is always tightly connected with other 
discourses, both previous ones, and co-existing present ones, all of which influence the 
formation of future discourses (Vezovnik 2009: 112). This concept of intertextuality12 
explicitly reveals openness of society, its structures, and identities and at the same time 
shows that discourses can be temporally fixated as empirical phenomena (Vezovnik 
2009: 38). Every text reveals a different representation of certain world views but not 
every new representation will be considered as a new discourse. Discourses transcend 
concrete representations also because a concrete discourse can create many specific 
representations (Vezovnik 2009: 134). While language and the construction of identity 
within language, are highly structured, they are also inherently unstable, and even 
though discourses attempt to fix themselves as stable, slips and instabilities are always 
present (Hansen 2006: 18).

Studies of the discourse within the sphere of international relations follow the 
idea of constructivists that the “things” have no meaning in itself but rather that their 
meanings are constructed. They refer to discourses as “systems of signification which 

11 For example, “Kosovo” changed through the history. Its meaning in 1945 was not the same as in 1999 and that 
in turn is different than in 2008. In each period a certain discourse developed that constituted it as an object in 
its own way. Often it became totally transformed, reconstructed or modified in relation to its previous image.
12 The idea was introduced by Julia Kristeva in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art. 
She sees intertextuality as transposition of one or more systems of signs into another (Vezovnik 2009: 42).



construct social realities” (Milliken 1999: 229).. Discourse (re)produces things defined 
within it. It defines subjects authorised to speak and act as well as relationships 
between them, their knowledgeable practices towards the objects defined by the 
discourse, and audiences (Milliken 1999:  229). Discourse unfailingly always interprets 
the subject which conducts it. In turn, each individual action is, to a certain degree 
socially produced and part of shared social patterns, and this, following Alfred Schutz, 
necessitates consideration of individual viewpoint in order to interpret it (Ruiz Ruiz 
2009).

Adopting one mode of representation over the other can lead to significant political 
consequences (Campbell cited in Milliken 1999: 225). The discourse used to address 
the subject of Kosovo, of constructing its external identity, by other external actors has, 
in turn, political consequences both for the said external actors using that discourse 
as well as Kosovo itself. The analysis of the discourse used to address the question of 
Kosovo contributes to the picture/identity of the state. According to Zehfuss, social 
identities of the actors engaged in international relations are political constructions, 
and those, in turn, are produced within a discourse (Zehfuss 2001: 327). 

2.2.2. Discourse analysis

According to Jorge Ruiz Ruiz, there are three levels of discourse analysis, which 
should be conducted simultaneously: textual, contextual, and interpretative (Ruiz 
Ruiz 2009). The analysis itself is circular and bidirectional in nature, conducted as a 
continuous dialogue. 

To analyse concrete discourses (or sequences of statements temporarily totalized 
into discursive formations), we will apply textual analysis, which allows us to characterize 
the discourse (Ruiz Ruiz 2009). It considers four basic categories: (1) words (all word 
types carry their own connotative meanings, reflecting social values and judgments), 
(2) grammar (differentiation between active and passive sentence construction, 
modality), (3) cohesion and (4) structure of the text. Contextual analysis perceives 
discourse as a singular event – when, where, in what circumstances the discourse 
emerged and by what actor/speaker. It allows us to understand the discourse and 
should consider both situational and intertextual analysis (Ruiz Ruiz 2009). The third 
level, interpretation, is present all through the analysis and consists of establishing 
connections between the social space within which discourse emerges and discourse 
itself, providing an explanation of the discourse (Ruiz Ruiz 2009).

While each individual text constructs an identity of its own, it is important to consider 
the social and structured nature of language itself as well as placement of the content 
within a context – larger discursive and political field (Hansen 2006: 46). Texts converge 
around common themes, constructions of identity, and set of policies. It is, however, 
the intertextuality that plays the most important role within the discourse analysis. Each 
individual text exists within a shared textual space and is, explicitly or implicitly, linked 
to other previous or simultaneous texts. In that way, it establishes its own reading as well 
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as the meaning and status of others (Hansen 2006: 49). Every text is always a product 
of other readings and interpretations, and it does not stand on its own – may it be by 
explicit references or quotes of earlier works, more subtly by secondary sources or via 
conceptual intertextuality or programmatic catchphrases (Hansen 2006: 50-1).

2.3. Empirical framework

My analysis will focus on official discourses that appeared in the context of the 
Kosovo debate from 1980 onwards. After all, to see what something is today, its 
past images should be taken into account. The decision to start in 1980 was made 
due to political changes that took place in Yugoslavia at that time, which led to the 
construction of Kosovo-image on an international level.

The analytical focus of the thesis is official discourse, presented by heads of 
states and governments, as well as diplomats and senior civil servants within the 
UN. It is precisely the ideas and representations expressed at the inter-state level that 
influence international actors’ perceptions of each other. To accommodate the length 
of the thesis, I will narrow the scope of observed discourse-producers and moments 
observed. The analysis will observe the discourse of the most important international 
actors within the chosen context: European Union (EU) as the main regional (and 
increasingly global) actor,13 and the United States of America (US) and Russia as the 
two key international powers within the European continent.14 In addition, the images 
of Kosovo created within the region should not be overlooked. Interesting images of 
Kosovo are constructed by its two immediate “neighbours” Albania and Serbia, each 
with their own claim over the territory and population within it. During the Yugoslav 
period – that is in pre-1993 discourses – Kosovo was not present on international 
agenda; however, it did appear in discourses on the federal level (mainly Serbia and 
Slovenia) which informed the construction of its later perception.

The discourses of these main players will be considered in the context of accessible 
United Nations (UN) discussions concerning Kosovo – held in the General Assembly and 
Security Council as well as chosen official statements given by their representatives.15 
It should, however, be recognized already at this point that Kosovo first appears on 
the UN agenda only at the time of Yugoslavia’s dissolution. A presumption adopted to 
manage the scope of work will be that Kosovo (not only as an international actor but 
as an issue) before that time did not exist outside Yugoslavia’s borders.16 Its external 
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13 Both the official position in the EU (expressed by the at-the-time Presidency holder state) as well as views 
expressed by its member states will be observed. This is especially important when considering the image of 
post-2008 Kosovo.
14 China, despite becoming increasingly important on international stage, has been left out of the analysis due 
to the necessary limitations and geographical distance.
15 Official statements and speeches will be used as a complementary tool in order to confirm or interpret 
official state position. Only politically and analytically significant and rich texts will be chosen – where the 
most common and most radical discourses appear, and which have been characterized as important in later 
accounts.
16 Apart from in Albania; however, due to its isolation from its neighbours and international community during 
the Communist era it did not truly address the question of Kosovo until 1990s.



perception before 1992 can then be observed only through the official statements 
given by authorized representatives within Yugoslavia. An individual text is always 
situated within a larger intertextual web, in which traces of intertextual references 
to other works support or repudiate their and its own claims (Hansen 2006: 53). So, 
secondary, direct and secondary intertextual references and other texts on the topic 
will be used to contextualize my analysis. 

The analysis will be comprised of three parts, corresponding to what I consider 
three events in Kosovo’s history that echoed the loudest outside the borders of 
Yugoslavia and later Serbia. The first part looks at the significance of Kosovo in the 
1980s. It was the moment when the question of Kosovo, latent for a time, again raised its 
head. Serbian claim over Kosovo was put to the test for the first time, resounding even 
outside Serbia (Socialist Republic of Slovenia). The second part deals with the question 
of Kosovo’s external perception during the time of war that followed Yugoslavia’s 
dissolution (1992-1998), when Kosovo first appeared as an “international problem.” 
This period – mostly concentrated on the discussions taking place between 1998 and 
1999 – introduced the first divergent images of Kosovo and its different perceptions 
constructed by the international actors. The third part of the analysis considers the 
emergence of Kosovo as a new state after its unilateral declaration of independence 
in 2008 and its consequences for the “state’s” external perception. 

The question “How is Kosovo perceived from the outside?” can be answered by 
observing the discourse taking place within the international community, while at the 
same time understanding historical and intertextual dimensions of its formation.

3. External perception of “Kosovo”

To paraphrase the words of Maja Zehfuss: naming plays a crucial role when it comes 
to expressing identity (Zehfuss 2002: 109). Both for our own internal identification and 
external differentiation, the name we decide to use to talk about a certain phenomenon 
carries a great significance. The same can be said for the words we chose to use to describe 
it. Adopting a certain mode of representation over other carries with itself significant 
political consequence (Milliken 1999: 225).17 That certainly seems to be the case for 
Kosovo, whose external image remains a highly contested issue within the international 
community. Is Kosovo today a European state, a region in the Balkan peninsula, or a 
Serbian province? Does it hold any other significance or importance in the relations 
to the other international actors? What is the external image of Kosovo that has been 
constructed since its emergence on the consciousness of the international community?

Kosovo, situated in the centre of the Balkan peninsula, is today home to 
approximately 2 million inhabitants.18 It has no tradition of autochthonous 
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17 That was most significantly shown during the ‘Kosovo’ crisis, when Western powers consistently used Serbian 
version of the name ‘Kosovo’ to identify both the territory and the existing political entity (instead of Albanian 
naming ‘Kosova’), seemingly legitimizing Serbian claim over Kosovo (Zehfuss 2002: 109). Due to simplicity and 
established practice name “Kosovo” is nevertheless used throughout the thesis.
18 Since 1981 no reliable population census had taken place, so the number is a working hypothesis – various 
state departments operate with different numbers of population, average of which is 2 million (Bideleux and 
Jeffries 2007: 512).
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statehood – through the history its territory was divided, annexed to neighbouring 
countries, occupied and made part of the territory of foreign invaders (Bebler 2011: 
337). Anton Bebler points out that historically, even a century ago, Kosovo was 
not present on the consciousness of Europe (Bebler 2011: 335), and even less so 
international community. Joined with Sandžak (later divided between Serbia and 
Montenegro) and Macedonian Vardar it constituted a province within Ottoman 
Empire.19 As such, it was considered only as a “subchapter of broader Albanian 
national question” (Bebler 2011: 335). Kosovar Albanians played a crucial role in 
founding independent Albania in 1912.20 However, using parole of “liberation” 
from the Ottomans, Serbia entered Kosovo territory in 1912 and occupied it (Bebler 
2011: 338). After the First World War, the newly acquired Serbian territories were 
joined to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croatians, and Slovenes (later the Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia).

The form it is today derives from 1945 when Kosovo became a special administrative 
unit within Federal Yugoslavia.21 At that time, it was defined as an autonomous rule 
within Federal Serbia, named Kosovo and Metohija (Bebler 2011: 337). Its autonomy 
gradually increased with constitutional amendments strengthening the position of 
autonomous provinces.22 In 1968 the name of the province changed to “Kosovo”. 
However, in 1989 its autonomy was completely terminated by the Milošević regime.23 
The name “Kosovo and Metohija” was reintroduced. Today, it is still used as an official 
Serbian name for the region amidst the protests from Kosovar Albanians (Republic of 
Serbia 2006).24 This move on the part of Serbian leadership rocked the whole Yugoslav 
order and is today often considered as an important factor of Yugoslav disintegration 
and as such a moment that put Kosovo on the path towards first appearing on the 
international stage.

As was argued in the theoretical part of the thesis, images created of international 
subjects are historical in nature. Discourses are interconnected – informing and 
influencing one another. This short historical overview should then be understood as 
a foundation upon which later perceptions of Kosovo have been built on – on the way 
of developing a contemporary external perception of Kosovo.

19 Ottomans ruled this territory from 1459 to 1912, leaving a strong oriental influence in Kosovo’s cultural, social 
and religious sphere (Bebler 2011: 338).
20 Albanian national movement was started in Kosovo, organized by Hasan Prishtina, Isa Boletini and Bajram 
Curri (Skendi 2015: 427).
21 The issue later resonating in Kosovo was that the organization established in 1945 did not follow the 
resolutions of the Conference of Bujan (1943), which stated that Kosovo wishes to be joined with Albania and 
fights within Liberation Front of Yugoslavia and Liberation Front of Albania to achieve this goal (Hadalin 2011: 
78). 
22 From 1963 until 1974 several amendments were added to the 1963 Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(SFRY) Constitution; a short overview is provided in Annex I.
23 Constitutional Republic Amendments were passed violating the provisions of the Federal Constitution, 
followed by violent police repression of Kosovar deputies and military presence in the province; see Annex I.
24 Within the governmental structure a Serbian Ministry for Kosovo and Metohija and dislocated municipal 
administration for Kosovo and Metohija exist. Suffix Metohija translates to the “land of monasteries” and 
implicitly stakes Serbian Orthodox claim to the land (Bideleux and Jeffries 2007: 514).
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3.1. Kosovo’s emergence as an external factor 

“Kosovo is now the biggest problem confronting Yugoslavia.”

Josip Broz Tito (quoted in Mertus 1999: 22)

3.1.1. Kosovo: “cradle of Yugoslav identity” or part of “Greater Albania”

At the time of Tito’s death (1980), Kosovo’s external status was twofold.25 It was 
considered an integral part of Serbia (and as such a part of Yugoslavia), and, based 
on the last SFRY Constitution of 1974, a province with extended self-rule and as such 
an autonomous and component part of the Yugoslav federation.26 Throughout the 
1980s, the tensions in the region were gradually increasing. After almost eighty years 
under Serbian rule, the Albanian population in Yugoslavia greatly rose in numbers, 
reaching 77.5 per cent share of the total Kosovo population (Bideleux and Jeffries 
2007: 531). Despite that, Kosovar Albanians remained politically subjugated in regard 
to their collective rights, which added to their dissatisfaction and emergence of the 
political and national struggle. 

On the other side, the belief prevailing in the Serbian political scene was that “only 
the Serbian people in Yugoslavia did not have their own state” (Boži� Roberson 2007: 
272). It originated from the fact that two autonomous zones existed within the Socialist 
Republic of Serbia (Kosovo and Vojvodina), which were mainly self-governed. Raising 
political, social, and economic crises and perceived marginalization of the Serbian 
population in Kosovo contributed to the rise of Serbian nationalistic sentiments.27 

The first clashes between the two national groups happened as early as in 
1981.28 Albanian students in Priština organized the first major protests demanding 
the establishment of a “Kosovo republic” within Yugoslavia (Kurspahić 2003: 29). The 
events stirred Yugoslavia, especially Serbia, which saw demands as the work of anti-
revolutionary groups from abroad (Meier 2005: 22). Serbia’s harsh response – purges, 
an increase of Serbian police and paramilitary activities in the province – marked 
the start of the Albanian resistance campaign against Serbian domination (Hayden 
2013: 31). With the publication of the Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Arts 
and Science in September 1986 tensions became even more pronounced.29 The idea 
of Them versus Us was firmly in place. However, the events at the time had no true 
impact on international, regional, or state level. Other Yugoslav republics considered 
the events and how the Serbian government dealt with them entirely as a Serbian 
internal affair.

25 External in relation to other Yugoslav provinces/socialist republics.
26 Kosovo was defined as autonomous province of Serbia but granted a status nearly equivalent to that of the 
republic; however, the right to secede was not granted (Krieger 2001: xxxi).
27 In 1985 signs of Serb nationalism were very much present in the public life – Chetnik insignia, nationalistic 
songs and Kosovo mythology (Kurspahić 2003: 27).
28 Some minor clashes of lesser consequences took place even during Tito’s era.
29 Main point of the Memorandum 1986 also called the Greater Serbian Ideology was supposedly promotion 
of restoration of Yugoslav unity, however, it focused almost exclusively on portraying Serbs as victims of 
economic subjugation and genocide (in Kosovo) (Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences 2006).
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The view of Kosovo constructed by Serbia in the 1980s can be summarized in 
a phrase popularized by Serbian Orthodox Christians and nationalists: “cradle of the 
Serbian nation.” The territory of Kosovo was considered as the “heart of medieval 
Serbian kingdom” (Hayden 2013: 31), celebrated by a long line of epic poetry, religious 
arts, and folksongs. Kosovo as Kosovo Polje (Field of Blackbirds) was the site of a great 
Serbian military battle (and subsequent defeat) of 1389, which in Serbian tradition has 
been considered as a battle fought for Christian faith and Serbian nation. While the 
validity of those ideas has been questioned and examined,30 the myth of Kosovo and 
Serbian unity ensuing from it had a strong sway over the Serbian population, obtaining 
near mythical importance. Kosovo was considered as central to Serbian history and a 
source of Serbian pride. The strength and conviction of Serbian claim over Kosovo can 
be summarized in the words of Matija Bećković who 

declared that Kosova’s soil had absorbed so much Serbian blood and had been home 
to so many sacred Serbian relics and graves that it would ‘remain Serbian land, even if 
not a single Serb remains there (quoted in Bideleux and Jeffries 2007: 514-15)31.

The image of Kosovo as of essential importance for the Serbian nation was revived 
at that time by Serbian leadership, most notably Slobodan Milošević (Božić Roberson 
2007: 275). Despite officially remaining silent about the Memorandum of 1986,32 he 
recognized its ideas as a powerful political driver. In his three key speeches from this 
period (Kosovo Polje 1987, Belgrade Meeting of the Brotherhood and Unity 1988, 
Gazimestan 1989), we can observe strong references to Kosovo myth (Milošević 1987; 
1988; 1989). He reinforces the Serbian character of Kosovo – from “nobody should 
dare to beat [Serbs]” (quoted in Božić Roberson 2007: 274) in Kosovo to promising 
that “no power can hold up [unification of Serbia]” (Milošević 1988) and threats that 
“[armed battles] should not be excluded yet” (Milošević 1989). The symbolic meaning 
of the Serbian “return to Kosovo” in this context sounds rather ominous, calling to mind 
massacres of Albanians and Turks from 1912 (Meier 2005: 24). In general references to 
Albanians and the ideas of brotherhood among Yugoslav people gradually diminished. 
The historical myth of Kosovo became the main allegory for contemporary problems, 
calling for unity of Serbian leadership, presenting Serbs as victims of their past and 
implicitly threatening a new battle for Kosovo to come. Image of Kosovo constructed 
in Milošević’s speeches is that of a “symbol for” Serbian “disunity and treason” that 
needs to be overcome and defeated for the good of the Serbian nation.33 

30 Bideleux and Jeffries point out that the “earliest expressly Serbian stronghold and Orthodox ecclesiastical 
centre was /…/ in nearby Raska” (today Sandzak) and that “the earliest expressly Serbian polity was centred 
/…/ on the medieval principality of Zeta” (today’s Montenegro and Herzegovina). However, it was after a new 
bishopric at Pec in Kosovo was established in 1297 that the Serbian medieval kingdom reached its fullest 
power and extend and it has been argued that it is from this time the sacred and mystical significance of 
Kosovo for Serbs originates (Bideleux and Jeffries 2007: 514).
31 Matija Bećković is a Serbian writer and poet, a prominent Serb nationalist and member of Serbian Academy 
of Sciences and Art. 
32 He denounced it in a closed circle and authorized publication of a text condemning it (Ramet 2006: 321).
33 Milošević lamented the disunity of Serbian nation, its victimhood and “humiliations” over history over the 
“concessions that many Serbian leaders made at the expense of their people” (Milošević 1989).
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An interesting view of Kosovo is offered from the side of Albania as well, despite 
not necessarily connected with the period of the 1980s due to Albania’s inability to 
develop a consistent approach towards the Albanian population living in Yugoslavia 
(including Kosovo).34 Despite both being Albanians, the slight division between them 
grew into a general acceptance of two distinct cultural and political identities – that 
of the Albanians and Kosovar Albanians (Elsie 2008). While the political elites of both 
are known for speaking of “spiritual and cultural unification, economic common 
perspective and complementary processes in other matters,” that had seemed to be 
more or less lip-service and not an official Albanian stance (Kalemaj 2014: 19). The first 
ideas of unification in the post-communist period (post-1992) have been marginal and 
purely rhetorical (Kalemaj 2014: 14);35 however, it should be noted that they have been 
present (not necessarily on official level) since 1912. 

Albanian perception of Kosovo is that of a territory belonging to Albania but 
existing outside the “mother country.” Their claim over the territory is based on their 
supposedly longer historical presence in the region. They argue that they have been 
living in the region before the arrival of Slavs who appeared somewhere in the 12th 
century (Skenderi 1993: 732). However, centuries spent under the rule of more powerful 
empires left the Albanian nation fragmented, existing in multiple states, and “unable 
to establish a unifying central authority” (Kola 2003: 383). Due to historical reasons, the 
Albanian image of Kosovo is much less stable and potent – it shifts: from the support 
of Kosovo as an independent state to (usually short-term) visions of Kosovo as a part 
of “Greater Albania.”36

Two claims over Kosovo were thus established early (before 1980) – Serbian and 
Albanian. Both states picture(d) Kosovo as being part of them, having exclusively Serbian 
or Albanian character. Both images also laid dormant for a time, openly manifesting 
themselves only later (in the 1980s in Serbia and 1990s in Albania). Both claim it as 
part of Self: Serbs based on a national myth, while Albanians point to their established 
national majority. However, the images constructed are diametrically opposite. On the 
one hand, Kosovo is seen as being a crucial factor, even the foundation, of Serbian 
identity; on the other, it is seen as being part of historically fragmented “mother 
Albania.” This necessarily pinpoints the other side as the ‘other,’ even a threatening 
other, that presents a threat to Self. Thus, even before the conflict truly took off, all 
predispositions for it were set up. 

Even in this earliest stage, we can see that the external image of Kosovo (in so 
much as it exists) is a complex and divisive one. The one common denominator of the 
two sides can be found in a fact that they both believe that Kosovo “belongs or is a 
part” of one and not the other.

34 Reasons for that can be found in “geopolitical and ideological context in the interwar and communist periods” 
- changeable relations between Belgrade and Tirana, weak position of Albania in political, military, economic 
and diplomatic terms, and Tirana’s generally reactive policy towards Belgrade (Kalemaj 2014: 13-14).
35 Sali Berisha was the former opposition leader who advocated such a development.
36 One of the latter happened in 2015 when Albanian Prime Minister explicitly stated that Kosovo is a part of 
Albania and expressed expectation of their eventual unification (Bytyci and Robinson 2015).
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3.1.2. Kosovo: “death-knell” for Yugoslavia

By the end of the 1980s, the impact of the Kosovo problem began to be 
increasingly felt outside the borders of the province and Serbia. With Kosovar 
Albanians’ continuing calls for greater autonomy, and Serbian refusals to grant it, 
a question of external perception of Kosovo became more visible. Europe and the 
world still kept quiet.37 Documents from 1987 show that while in general Kosovo was 
considered as an issue of all Yugoslavia, its republics took little interest in it (Meier 
2005: 37).

In 1989, new amendments to the Serbian constitution were passed (Annex I), 
totally abolishing Kosovo’s autonomy. The foundation of Yugoslavia’s constitutional 
order shifted. Kosovo was no longer considered as a constituent factor of Yugoslavia 
but rather as an indivisible part of Serbia (Meier 2005: 93). In turn, Kosovo became a 
convenient symbol of two different ways of development proposed by Yugoslavia’s 
elites: federalist, reformist and liberal path, a path towards Europe (proposed by 
Slovenia) and dogmatic-centralist state based on Greater Serbian hegemonism 
(advocated by Serbia) (Meier 2005: 66).

Within republics, a question of Kosovo was generally not addressed, or the Serbian 
position was adopted.38 The exception was Slovenia, where a more sympathetic image 
of Kosovo struggle developed. This was best manifested on February 27, 1989, when 
a meeting was held in Ljubljana in support of striking Albanian miners in Trepča.39 
The situation was seen as an opportunity to “express concern for the current political 
tendencies in the country as a whole” (Meier 2005: 82). In the words of the leader 
of Slovene Communists, Milan Kučan: “Constitutional order of Yugoslavia is being 
defended in the Trepča mine” (Kurspahić 2003: 49). The struggle of Albanians was 
described as just, and strong imagery was used (Meier 2005: 83). The position of 
Albanians in Yugoslavia was equated with the position of Jews in Germany during 
World War II – that of persecuted people in danger of being exterminated by their 
oppressors (Serbs) (Kurspahić 2003: 49).40 The image of Kosovo constructed in Slovenia 
at that time was that of a victim of Serbian hegemonistic aspirations that undermined 
the very constitutional order of Yugoslavia, which Slovenia as a progressive-minded 
and towards-Europe-leaning republic should protect.41 

37 Even Albania was unwilling to get involved (Meier 2005: 96).
38 Reasons differed – in Vojvodina most political leaders were Serbs and as such not sympathetic to Albanian 
cause (Meier 2005: 74). Croatia, Bosnia and Hercegovina, and Montenegro feared the spread of Serbian 
nationalism and adopted Milošević’s view in hopes of containing it (Meier 2005: 76).
39 The 1300 Albanian miners protested the imminent passing of the amendments to Serbian constitutions 
terminating Kosovo’s autonomy (Repe 2008). The ensuing strike was one of the biggest political strikes in the 
history of Yugoslavia, joined by the students and later the whole Albanian population (Hladnik – Milharčič 
2009). Meeting was organized by Odbor za varstvo človekovih pravic na Kosovu (Committee for the Protection 
of Human Rights on Kosovo) and Zveza socialistične mladine (Socialist Youth Union) and had broad support of 
almost all political organizations within Slovenia (Meier 2005: 109).
40 Interestingly, similar comparison will be later made by the Serbs to legitimize their own position during the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) intervention. 
41 Within the federal structures support for Kosovo, even by Slovenian politicians, was much less prominent 
(Meier 2005).
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In Serbia, meanwhile, the discourse set up by Milošević continued. The prevailing 
tendency was to see Kosovo as a base of counterrevolutionaries, looking to destabilize 
Serbia and the whole of Yugoslavia (Meier 2005: 73). Appropriately, Serbian response 
to Slovenian expressed support of Kosovo was sharp. Political relations between Serbia 
and Slovenia were practically terminated (Škerl 2008). The unified Yugoslav polity 
ended (Hladnik-Milharčič 2009). While the events of 1989 did not register on such an 
official political level as in Slovenia and Serbia anywhere else in the SFRY, region, or 
Europe, it has been later recognized that the “Kosovo question sounded the death-
knell for Yugoslavia” (Meier 2005: 210; Bagwell 1992: 495-6). At the time the idea of 
Kosovo being its own independent entity was still contained within the Yugoslav 
framework, but the image of Kosovo as a start of the end soon became the central 
image of Yugoslavia’s dissolution.

3.2. Kosovo’s entrance on international stage

“Today’s vote is not just on the problem of Kosovo /…/.”

Sergey Lavrov42 

3.2.1. Kosovo: international “humanitarian catastrophe” or Serbian “internal issue”

In bilateral relations of western Yugoslav republics with non-Yugoslav actors in 1990 
Kosovo was used as an example to demonstrate the unsustainability of the situation in 
Yugoslavia (Meier 2005: 92). However, on the level of international discussions in the UN, 
the Kosovo question first appeared only as a side point to the concerns about violence 
erupting in Yugoslavia. Between 1991 and 1993 various resolutions were passed in the 
UN Security Council with an aim to establish and guarantee peace and stability in the 
Balkans, and Kosovo was seen only as a part of this broader picture.43 Three prevalent 
images of Kosovo were adopted: internal Serbian problem, humanitarian problem, 
or a minority question (Meier 2005: 96, 212). Tellingly, within the framework of the 
EC Conference on Yugoslavia of 1991, the question of Kosovo was not addressed and 
barely touched upon at the subsequent London Conference.44

In the frame of the Security Council, Kosovo was first explicitly mentioned in 
August 1993.45 However, until 1998, it was overshadowed by the war in Bosnia and 
Hercegovina, and Croatia. In this period the debate on Kosovo was framed in the UN 

42 Statements made during UN discussions observed in the analysis and quoted in the thesis are compiled in 
Annex II.
43 In September 1991 Security Council expressed “deep concern” regarding the fighting in Yugoslavia, loss of 
lives, great damages and response of neighbouring countries (S/RES/1991/713). Reaching an agreement that 
the situation is endangering global peace and security efforts to establish peace and dialogue were supported.  
As such, in February 1992 United Nations Protection Force was established to create conditions for peace and 
security necessary to solve Yugoslav crisis.
44 Carrington’s plan of Yugoslav dissolution presented within the Conference did not mention Kosovo at all, 
which has been interpreted as a concession to Serbia (Meier 2005: 225). It was also not mentioned by Badinter 
Arbitration Commission (Krieger 2001: xxxi).
45 Condemnation of FRY’s ban on the entrance of Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
mission to its territory (S/RES/1993/855).
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General Assembly due to the reports of OSCE, Non-governmental organizations, and 
Special rapporteurs to the UN Human Rights Commission (Tadeusz Mazowiecki and 
Elizabeth Rehn). While Yugoslav’s rule over the territory was not questioned at any 
point and Kosovo was still considered the internal domain of Serbia, those reports do 
contribute to the development of the later Kosovo discourse.

Kosovo fully entered in the focus of the international community in the late 1990s. 
At this point its external image cannot truly be considered yet – apart from limited 
regional perception of the province introduced in the previous chapters, the territory 
of Kosovo was largely unknown on the international political level, while the “idea” 
of Kosovo’s image was not yet considered. However, by the time of the Kosovo crisis 
in 1998, two sides and two main divergent views were gradually formed within the 
international community.46 They can be comprehensively illustrated by the debates 
taking place in the UN Security Council at the time (S/PV. 3868; S/PV. 3930; S/PV. 
3937).

On the one hand, the western partners47 understood that the situation in Kosovo 
needed a response from the Security Council. It was deemed as deeply concerning, 
serious, even explosive, constituting a threat to international peace and security and 
the most dangerous problem in the former Yugoslavia since the last war in the region. 
In the discussions, the impact on the stability in the Balkans for Europe was emphasised. 
As such the example of the war in Bosnia and Hercegovina was recalled illustrating 
the need for a “rapid and appropriate response to crisis situations in the region” 
to “prevent a flare-up of new armed violence in the Balkans” and repetition of the 
cycle of violence.48 By the end of 1998, the term ‘catastrophic humanitarian situation’ 
became widely used. On the other hand, the Russian Federation viewed the events in 
Kosovo as an internal affair of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. It considered them 
as complex and extremely difficult; however, it did not agree that they represented a 
“threat to regional, much less international peace and security.”

What both sides emphasised was the importance of achieving a political solution 
through dialogue and with respect for the territorial integrity of the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia.49 The actors in the conflict were, however, viewed differently. By the West, 
Serbian use of force was described as excessive, causing several deaths and injuries 
to unarmed civilians. President Milošević, at first called upon to act and take steps to 

46 Despite harsh political repression and systematic violations of human rights, Kosovar Albanians believed 
in peaceful and political opposition to Serbian hegemony, employing civil disobedience methods. That fight 
was led by Ibrahim Rugova, head of Democratic Union of Kosovo. However, after Dayton agreement failed to 
include renewal of Kosovo’s autonomy, more aggressive approach was implemented, escalating into a full-
blown crisis in 1998. 
47 The term West is adopted for clarity to represent the views of EU, its member states, and US. Geopolitically 
this “common view” became possible with the process of first enlargement of NATO after the dissolution of 
Warsaw pact (1997-1999). As a side-note, other countries in the region generally follow this group, having 
established a goal of joining Euro-Atlantic integrations.
48 If not indicated differently, from this point on the quotations made in the framework of UN discussions can 
be found in Annex II.
49 Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) was established with the 1992 Constitution; see Annex I.
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ensure the resolution of the crisis, was by September accused of inflicting brutality and 
repression, being directly responsible for the situation, and characterised as an unreliable 
partner by October. Kosovar Albanian leadership was portrayed as committed to non-
violence and negotiated solution (even if admittedly ineffective), while acts of Kosovo 
Liberation Army (KLA) were condemned as terrorism. Comparably, the Russian view of 
the KLA and Albanian leadership was harsher, placing a greater share of the blame on 
their shoulders. Serbian actions, in turn, were judged much more leniently. 

Serbia’s stance coincided with Russia’s in general terms. But Serbia’s view was 
more expressive.50 Serbian nature of the Kosovo territory was emphasised – 

Kosovo and Metohija is a Serbian province that has always been, and is today, an 
integral part of the Republic of Serbia. That territory has never been part of any 
other State. 

The idea of Kosovo as a cradle of the Serbian State was recalled. Albanians were 
referenced as a minority within the Serbian State, their civil disobedience as resulting 
from pressure and blackmail of marginal groups whose goal is secession of “this 
Serbian land” from Serbia. In this way, Albanian leaders were seen as supporters of 
terrorism, one of those “who loath the idea of one integrated Serbia as a republic of 
equal citizens.”

The 1990s thus mark the moment when the “problem of Kosovo” becomes 
internationalized. In this context, two opposite images of Kosovo are formed. On one 
side, the West’s perception of Kosovo (as of Kosovar Albanians) is closely connected to 
the image of the victim introduced in the Slovenian discourse in the previous chapter. 
However, the idea of Kosovo’s independence is not yet adopted – in this sense, Kosovo 
remains considered as a part of Serbia. In a large sense, the West retains a certain 
amount of distance towards Kosovo, addressing its concerns to Serbia. As such Kosovo 
is not yet perceived as a separate entity – it is Serbia that is in need to be helped in 
its way towards Europe, Kosovo being just a symptom of the ways it has lost.51 On the 
other hand, Russia and Serbia build on the established Serbian image of Kosovo as 
an indivisible part of Serbia. As such, it takes on attributes of a dependant – entity, 
where irresponsible agitators (Kosovar Albanian leaders) prevent the development 
of a community in a positive direction (Herrmann 2003: 289-9). Serbia thus needs to 
“help” them in establishing the “rightful” order. This image on the Serbian side is visible 
in one form or another as early as in the 1980s and will persist through time.

With the exception of Serbia, the rhetoric of the states involved in the debate 
is generally restrained, becoming less so with time. Serious, concerning situation 
characterising the Western perception becomes a humanitarian catastrophe or the 
potential for its development. On the other side, the idea of Kosovo remaining an 

50 Its position in the issue was different, as Serbia was most affected by the results of the debate.
51 In terms of image theory Serbia obtains an image of degenerate – “seen as having glorious past but currently 
suffering from decadence and corruption,” as such the self-image of West is offering moral discipline and 
helping Serbia return to civilized status (Herrmann 2003: 290). 
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internal concern of Serbia is prioritized. With NATO’s decision to militarily intervene in 
the conflict without obtaining the UN mandate (on March 23, 1999) the rhetoric used 
will reach their peak. 

3.2.2. Kosovo: “humanitarian intervention” or “brutal aggression”

By following the discussions in the UN Security Council, we can observe a 
gradual progression of members’ view of the situation. As early as in October 1998 US 
representative stated: 

For too long the voices of reason and moderation in Kosovo have been muffled by 
repressive political, military and police actions and by those who advocate violence 
and the use of force over negotiation.  

“Those” was Serbian leadership. Condemnations of Serbian actions became louder 
and more direct, and the first threats appeared: “We will not tolerate the continued 
violence.” Preparations for the possibility of military intervention were taking place even 
within the discourse. The image of Kosovo obtains a new dimension – while the situation 
principally does relate to Kosovo, Kosovo itself mainly serves as a catalyst for the discourse 
focused on the intervention, closely connected to the characterisation of NATO and nature 
of the relationship UN-NATO. In this context, “Kosovo” becomes a secondary object.

In the debates held in the UN, the division established at the beginning of the 
crisis – with Western partners advocating one position and Serbia and Russia the other 
– continued.52 The start of NATO intervention and subsequential inclusion of national 
armed forces in the conflict pushed the issue of Kosovo – internationalized with the 
inclusion on the UN agenda – to enter the sphere of internal politics of the countries 
involved. That is why, in addition to the debates on the international level taking place 
in the UN, consideration of how the decision was presented to the internal public 
should not be dismissed.

By the time intervention began, Western partners considered the situation in Kosovo 
as of grave concern for international peace and security. NATO intervention was seen as 
justified and necessary, an exceptional measure to prevent a humanitarian catastrophe. 
However, in the absence of the UN mandate for intervention, a further legitimization of 
intervention was needed – both in front of the domestic and international public. On 
discourse level, it took place with the construction of a white-black, good-evil, aggressor-
victim binarity. Serbia was portrayed as the aggressor, its actions brutal, excessive and 
indiscriminate, “wanton destruction” and “escalating explosions of violence” result of 
which would be impending “humanitarian catastrophe of immense proportions.” 

The escalation of the situation can be illustrated by the changing view of President 
Milošević and his regime. At first, encouraging words about Belgrade taking “some 
positive steps” were replaced by direct accusations for the violence. He became the 

52 The debates were held in the framework of UN Security Council (S/PV. 3988; S/PV. 3989; S/PV. 4000; S/PV. 
4003) and UN General Assembly (Krieger 2001: 451-72).
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one who created the situation, the one who did not learn from past experiences and 
whose actions forced the international community to act in the only way left. By May 
1999 Milošević was considered as the sole man responsible for the crisis. Serbs had 
“rejected all efforts” to reach a peaceful solution choosing the “path of war” instead.  
Kosovar Albanians, meanwhile, innocent and defenceless, have accepted a “fair, 
just and balanced agreement” prepared by the West for the resolution of the crisis 
(referencing the signature of Rambouillet Accords) – a path of peace.53 

Another way of legitimizing the intervention can be recognized in the use 
of strong imagery: destroyed villages were called to mind, thousands of dead and 
displaced people were cited, their numbers contrasted with home populations (“over 
400,000 people in Kosovo have at some point been driven from their homes. /…/ 
In Britain, the equivalent would be over ten million people” (Robin Cook compiled 
in Krieger 2001: 410)). Similarities with the past wars in the region were referenced 
and used as a “never again!” call. Tragedy, disaster, bloodshed, brutality, slaughter, 
horror, murderous rampage, and evil were words used to describe Serbian actions. 
The horrors of Holocaust were implicitly referenced - “barbarism on the scale our 
continent of Europe thought we had seen the last of in the dark days of World War 
Two” (Tony Blair compiled in Krieger 2001: 412) – as well as the latest war in the region, 
with the possibility of a “new” Srebrenica front and centre:

We could not just watch, resignedly, those terrible pictures – the violence against 
civilians, the villages wiped off the map, the floods of refugees. We could not consent 
to being stunned witnesses of the preparation of fresh massacres.

Vukovar, Srebrenica, Sarajevo: to that list of martyred cities, we could not stand idly 
by and watch the addition of Priština, Klina, Srbica (Lionel Jospin compiled in Krieger 
2001: 394).

Thus, the idea that Europe itself and its identity (based on human rights, freedom, 
democracy and the rule of law)54 is at stake and should be defended was used to 
illustrate the severity of the situation: “What is at stake is peace, peace in Europe – but 
human rights are also at stake.”

Still, the decision for the military action has been made “only with the greatest 
reluctance.” NATO forces were presented as forced into action (“no alternative is open 
but to take military action” (Solana 1999)) and unwillingly pulled into a war (“we had 
to embark on the air strikes” (George Robertson compiled in Krieger 2001: 410)). That 
is clear from the verbs used expressing inevitability and necessity. The intervention 
was viewed as essential “to uphold civilization” (Blair compiled in Krieger 2001: 412), 
as the only way to “stop the flow of blood and human misery” (Robertson compiled in 
Krieger 2001: 410). In this way, NATO’s actions in Kosovo were hailed as contributing to 
the end of the Serbian “vicious campaign of ethnic cleansing.”

53 Rambouillet Accords were prepared within the NATO framework (NATO Contact Group), as an attempt to 
resolve the crisis. The proposed solution was later characterized as a provocation for Serbia (Bancroft 2009).
54 As established in Treaty of Amsterdam amending the Treaty on European Union, the Treaties establishing 
the European Communities and certain related acts [1997] OJ C 340, Art. 1 (8).
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On the other hand, Russia rejected “arguments about preventing a humanitarian 
catastrophe,” arguing that it would be precisely the intervention that will produce “truly 
devastation humanitarian consequences.” Accusations of genocide and humanitarian 
catastrophe in Kosovo voiced by the West were perceived as a “myth,” while the 
attack on Yugoslavia was seen as “an attack on the whole world community” (I. S. 
Ivanov compiled in Krieger 2001: 483). Employment of forces without UN mandate 
was considered as barbaric, military adventure and NATO-colonization, a dangerous 
precedent and “an act of open aggression.” Not only had Western partners, in Russia’s 
eyes, “dealt a very powerful, a very grave and probably an irrevocable blow” to the 
diplomatic work already done to reach acceptable political solution for Kosovo, their 
actions have harmed the security not only of the Balkans but the “entire modern 
multi-polar system of international relations.” This belief was based on the belief 
that the aim of the intervention was to “establish in the world, de facto, primacy of 
force and unilateral diktat.” Within Russia’s discourse, the enemy is then NATO and its 
member states. The alliance is accused of taking on the role of the “world’s policeman,” 
disrespecting the “fundamental basis of the system of international relations.” It is 
categorised as lawless, uncivilized, and as having “dirty hands,” while its methods are 
seen as illegal, a virus affecting the international community.

Apart from the two blocks formed within the international community, a look 
at Serbian rhetoric reveals an additional dimension. Diametral opposite to western 
position, Serbia established itself as a peace-loving and independent country. It 
was Serbia that had been a victim of the unilateral unprovoked, unlawful and brutal 
aggression. In its victimhood, a similarity with Jews persecuted in the Holocaust 
was established, and Serbia defined as a small nation always on the defence against 
great powers. The nature of NATO as a defensive alliance was questioned and even 
rejected. It was accused as acting as an extension of terrorist Kosovo Liberation Army, 
of perpetrating in a “mad orgy of destruction and havoc” directed against not solely 
Yugoslavia but all peace-loving peoples in an attempt to intimidate and punish the 
entire Yugoslav population. Even more radical, Western powers were accused of 
outperforming the Nazis in their “animosity towards and hatred of the Serbian and 
Montenegrin people.” 

While in Serbian eyes Kosovo continues to be described as sacred land, “soul of 
the Serbian national being,” currently under attack of agitators and in need to be 
returned on the right path, image of Kosovo finally constructed by the West is that 
of “already morally upright and driven by benign and altruistic motives,” in short, 
that of a Western ally (Herrmann 2003: 290). This image is two-fold: it additionally 
legitimizes alliance’s actions and, in this way, affirms the West’s (and within it 
Europe’s) own identity and values and attributes Kosovo with discarding its Balkan 
identity and choosing to join “Europe.” In a clear juxtaposition, Serbia, by refusing to 
accept the Western solution, is perceived as being regressive, stuck in the past and 
the Balkans. While within the framework of Yugoslavia distinction of being Balkan, 
of belonging to the Balkans did not play a significant role all until the country’s 
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dissolution, it soon became one of the main issues in the region due to adoption 
of traditional Balkanism discourse in which being described as belonging to the 
Balkans clearly defined country as not belonging to the “prestigious civilizational 
camp” of the West (Rasza and Lindstrom 2004: 634).55 The same can be seen in this 
case – “Europe” seems to have “(mis)used Serbia as well as Kosovo to acquire a sense 
of self, to temporarily and spatially define what it is not” (Van Ham 2018).

On another level, Kosovo’s external identity obtains a more significant aspect 
within the international community. Corresponding to ideologically different views 
of the international system and its role in the world, two general perceptions of 
the situation and Kosovo can be observed. Western powers establish a view that 
by oppressing their people and destabilizing the situation within the region that 
just obtained peace after the latest conflict (within which Serbia, it should not be 
forgotten, was seen as an aggressor), Serbia’s actions have given them a mandate 
to act to guarantee peace and security – despite not obtaining the Security Council 
mandate for the intervention. On the other hand, on the Russian and Serbian side 
acting without the mandate is seen as a violation of the international order based on 
the principle of non-intervention in the internal situation of a sovereign state and as 
an attempt to more firmly position NATO in the region and within world affairs.56 

The question of Kosovo’s image is no longer only limited to it being an “integral 
part of Serbia” or not. Kosovo becomes a turning point, a change of direction in 
the development of international relations, a driver towards recognizing and 
realizing the importance of human rights, and rethinking the “principles of national 
sovereignty and no-interference.” At the same time, it becomes a symbol of the 
conflict between the East and the West understanding of the international world 
order. In the words of the Secretary-General, the conflict “prompted important 
questions about the consequences of action in the absence of complete unity on the 
part of the international community” (SG/SM/7136). It opens questions important 
for further development of the organization and international principles – how to 
reconcile the “universally recognized imperative of effectively halting gross and 
systematic violations of human rights with grave humanitarian consequences” 
and the “legitimacy of an action taken by a regional organization without United 
Nations mandate” (SG/SM/7136). In this way, Kosovo contributed to the redefining 
of the mission of the United Nations, putting the prevention of conflict as the crucial 
concept in conflict-resolutions.

55 How the Balkans are viewed from the outside was elegantly described by Maria Todorova in 1994: a 
region “Geographically inextricable from Europe, yet culturally constructed as ‘Other,’” which has become 
“the object of a number of externalized political, ideological and cultural frustrations and have served 
as a repository of negative characteristics against which a positive and self-congratulatory image of the 
‘European’ and ‘the west’ has been constructed” (Todorova 1994: 455).
56 This geopolitical aim has been recognized by the alliance itself, US General Wesley Clark, Supreme Allied 
Commander of NATO at the time said that the intervention in Kosovo was “a battle about the future of NATO, 
about the credibility of the United States as a force in world affairs” (quoted in Hehir 2018).
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3.3. Kosovo firmly established in the international sphere

“We /…/ hereby declare Kosovo to be an independent and sovereign state /…/ 
a democratic, secular and multi-ethnic republic /…/.”

(Republic of Kosovo Assembly 2008)

3.3.1. Kosovo: sui generis case or precedent

In the aftermath of the intervention and implementation of the UN protectorate 
resolution (S/RES/1999/1244), Kosovo again became less visible in its relations to other 
international actors. While it still periodically appeared on the international agenda, 
the question of its status and identity was no closer to solving. UN Security Council 
Resolution 1244 that ended the Kosovo conflict provided a framework for Kosovo’s 
interim status and featured a provision that the final status should be determined 
during the process of international negotiations. Those began in 2006 but broke down 
in the fall of 2007.57 The unilateral proclamation of the Republic of Kosovo followed in 
2008.58 With it, the question of Kosovo’s external image again stepped to the front. 

The first responses from the international community came as early as on the 
same day. A day later, the Security Council meeting was called to address the latest 
development. The Declaration elicited mixed reactions in the international community. 
By the end of 2008, 53 UN member states have recognized Kosovo as an independent 
country. According to the Kosovo government, it has been recognized by 114 states 
as an independent state, while the rest of the international community views it as a 
territory under Serbia’s continued sovereignty.59 

Debates held in the UN following the declaration show different approaches taken 
in regard to Kosovo’s external perception at this time.60 Again, two main options were 
developed – one sees Kosovo as a sui generis case and its declaration of independence 
as establishing a new independent state, and the other considers it as a dangerous 
precedent that would, if accepted, transform the rules of international conduct 
and as such demands of the other international actors to employ a policy of non-
recognition.

This latter belief was reflected in the arguments presented by Serbia and Russia. 
They both pointed out the unilaterality and illegality of the declaration – “blatant 
breach of the norms and principles of international law.”61 The danger of this precedent 

57 The negotiations were based on Ahtisaari plan, which was prepared by the UN Special Envoy Martti Ahtisaari, 
former President of Finland. It stipulated so-called supervised “independence” for Kosovo while never actually 
using the word “independence” (S/2007/168/Add.1).
58 It was declared on February 17, 2008 by the Assembly of Kosovo.
59 It has been recognized by 23 out of 28 EU member states, 25 out of 29 NATO member states, 34 out of 57 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) member states (Republic of Kosovo, Ministry of Foreign Affairs).
60 In the framework of UN Kosovo’s declaration of independence has been discussed in UN Security Council 
(S/PV.5839) and UN General Assembly (A/64/PV.120).
61 At least on the claim of illegality, International court advisory opinion disproved it; see Accordance with 
International Law of the Unilateral Declaration of Independence in Respect of Kosovo, Advisory Opinion, 
[2010] ICJ Rep 403.
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for the maintenance of the established world order was indicated as “there are dozens 
of other Kosovos in this world.” Kosovo was seen as potentially encouraging other 
separatist movements, increasing international instability, and undermining world 
security. In short, it was viewed as a potential negative precedent case that could 
greatly affect the existing international order. On the other hand, Kosovo’s declaration 
of independence itself considered the case as unique; a “special case arising from 
Yugoslavia’s non-consensual breakup” and “not a precedent for any other situation” 
(Republic of Kosovo Assembly 2008). This view was adopted by the majority of the 
western partners.62 They asserted the uniqueness of the situation, appealing to the 
“reality on the ground” and the “will of a broad majority of the population.” This 
allowed them to support the “solution for Kosovo’s status” while safeguarding the 
principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity as pillars of the international system 
(Yannis 2009: 166).

The view of Kosovo being “one of a kind”63 has been contested – explicitly by 
experts and also implicitly by the International Court of Justice.64 The view that Kosovo 
does not represent a precedent has been described as being “extraordinarily naïve” 
(Galen Carpenter 2008) – as shown by the latest cases of de facto secessions of Crimea, 
Donetsk and Lugansk and separations of Abkhazia and Ossetia from 2008. In both 
cases, the example of Kosovo was cited as precedent justifying their secession.65 In 
addition, other potential cases for emulation of Kosovo exist around the world: in 
Russia (Chechnya), India (Kashmir), and China (Xinjiang, Tibet and Taiwan), and even 
within Europe: in Cyprus (Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus), Turkey (Kurds), Spain 
(Basque region and Catalonia), and United Kingdom (Scotland) to mention a few. 
Therein could be found a reason for the limited number of international recognitions, 
which should be understood as political in nature (Mekina 2015: 215). 

This is reflected in the continuing division the issue generates, not only as 
established in previous periods (West vs. Russia and Serbia) but also within western 
partners. Within the framework of the EU, only 23 out of 28 member states recognize 
Kosovo as an independent state. Among those not recognizing it are Cyprus, Greece, 
Romania, Slovakia, and Spain. Their arguments are mainly based on their interpretation 
of international law. Cyprus considered declaration as an “act which constitutes a 
violation of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Serbia” (Republic of Cyprus 
2008). While not making any official statement on Kosovo recognition at the time, 
Greece assured that the “new state of affairs /…/ can in no way serve as a precedent” 
(Bakoyannis 2008). Spain based its decision of non-recognition on the belief that 
declaration of independence “does not respect international law” (Moratinos 2008). 

62 With the declaration of the independence and subsequential recognitions of said independence the united 
approach to the question of Kosovo in the West has ended as it is seen by the division within EU and NATO. 
This issue will be explored later.
63 Position taken by 20 states in front of International Court of Justice (ICJ) (Mekina 2015: 201).
64 In its advisory opinion ICJ considered the validity of the Kosovo declaration of independence on the basis of 
existing international law and not as a sui generis case (Mekina 2015: 200).
65 For example, Catalonia’s pro-independence parties’ draft law on a referendum held on October 1st, 2017 
contained “an oblique reference” to Kosovo case (Vidal-Folch 2017).
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Slovakia’s argument followed the view that “Kosovo is not some independent territory; 
it is an integral part of Serbia.” The situation was compared to the pre-World War II 
redrawing of borders (Munich 1938) (Slovakia 2008). Romania based its decision on 
the view that “Conditions to recognize a new entity are not fulfilled” (Romania 2008). 
While not explicitly stated (at least not on the international level), internal concerns 
of the five states are most often viewed as a common factor of their non-recognition 
(Fazliu 2016).66 In addition, no reference was made to the geopolitical implications 
of their decision. Those should not be discounted however: in general, countries’ 
bilateral relations with Serbia, Russia, EU, and the US, as well as relations and alliances 
within the international system, should certainly be considered as an important factor 
of (non)recognition (Fazliu 2016).67

The question of “what is Kosovo?” thus again exceeds the sole question of 
definition or its external perception. Similar to the debate developed around the 
question of the intervention of 1998, Kosovo again became a catalyst for ideological 
clashes on the international level. On the one hand, it was seen as a sui generis case 
allowing the international community to move on from the conflict, on the other, 
it was considered as a negative precedent potentially destabilizing the region and 
the whole international order. Its image as a divisive factor of international relations 
continues.

3.3.2. Kosovo: the new European “state”

Following the declaration of independence, a partial recognition of Kosovo as an 
independent state was established. The US and a major part of EU member states saw 
the declaration of independence as “a step forward from the previous unsustainable 
stalemate” (Yannis 2009: 162). Their recognition of it was thus believed to be a stabilizing 
factor, leading to lasting peace, stability and prosperity for the entire region and 
enabling all parties to “move on to a new phase.”68 Kosovo was perceived as seeking 
“to become responsible, peace-loving State /…/ to take its rightful place among the 
community of nations as a democratic, secular and multi-ethnic State.” 

As such, the recognition would allow it to finally assume “responsibility for its 
destiny,” proceeding on the path towards Europe. Even within the eyes of the West, 
Kosovo’s independence was not unquestionable. It was conditional, guaranteed under 
international supervision. Kosovo was thus perceived as an independent state under 
strong international civilian oversight and continuing NATO presence (Yannis 2009: 
166).69 A new external image of Kosovo was established – that of a country in need 

66 Cyprus faced its own unilateral declaration of independence of the Northern part of the country. In Greece, 
relations with Albanians – in regard to minority living in Greece and Greek minority living in Albania – have been 
occasionally tense. Romania has a big Hungarian minority in Transylvania. There is a potential for separatist 
demands of Hungarian minority in Slovakia. In Spain, Basque Country and Catalonia have been vocal about 
their independence aspirations.
67 Among them are strong economic ties and traditionally friendly relations.
68 Again, the quotations made in the framework of UN discussions can be found in Annex II.
69 Two reasons for this decision can be presupposed: attempt to guarantee Russian and/or Serbian cooperation 
(Yannis 2006: 166) or the importance Kosovo has as a reflection of West itself (Hehir 2016).
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of assistance to become a true European state, to be “transformed into a democratic, 
free-market, multi-ethnic, independent state” (Hehir 2018) – or in other words, a 
dependent.

Serbia saw the situation differently. Over time it has managed to establish the 
clearest and most stable external image of Kosovo. It continues to reiterate its claim 
over Kosovo as a place of birth of Serbian State and central part of Serbian identity, 
emphasising that it “will forever remain a part of Serbia.”70 In their view Kosovar 
Albanians are being unfairly rewarded as they did “nothing to enable the remaining 
Serbs and other non-Albanians to live lives worthy of human dignity,” have even 
created “Serbian ghettos in Europe,” segregated and denied Serbs the freedom of 
movement, and forced them “to live in darkness and in constant fear for their lives.” 
Serbia, in turn, is presented as a “small, peace-loving and democratic country” being 
“once again” punished by the international community for the “mistakes” of Slobodan 
Milošević.71 This formulation, describing the policy of mass expulsions, murders, and 
repression, manages to diminish the crimes of the previous regime, enabling Serbia to 
legitimize its position as the wronged party and reinforce its own idea of Self. Russia 
is following Serbia’s view and continues to consider Kosovo as part of Serbia. No 
clear Russia-Kosovo image has thus been established. Instead, the allied relationship 
between Serbia and Russia has been pursued, and the West recognized as an actor 
willing to destroy the existing world order for its own gains. 

Significantly, Kosovo does obtain symbolic components for all – West, Russia, and 
Serbia and their identities/positions in the world. Apart from Serbia, whose view was 
established in the earlier chapters, the other two should be considered. A year before 
the Kosovo declaration of independence President Putin directly accused the West 
that their “unilateral, often illegitimate actions have not resolved one single problem,” 
but have instead “caused new human tragedies and more tension” (Putin 2007). 
The Kosovo case, in Russia’s eyes, provides a good illustration of Western intentions 
and values – disregard of the notion of state’s sovereignty, initiation of military 
operation without the consent of UN, and acceptance of the unilateral declaration 
of independence. Kosovo takes on a symbolic meaning of attempted destruction 
of the current international order. On the other hand, in the West, Kosovo is often 
presented as a success story, a symbol of “liberal internationalism” (Hehir 2016). In 
spite of suffering a great many internal problems that would generally characterise it 
as a failed state, its image is promoted as a “multi-ethnic country where Kosovo Serbs, 
Kosovo Albanians, all ethnicities can live in peace” and as an inspiring example for the 
whole planet (Victoria Nuland quoted in Hehir 2016). To acknowledge the persisting 
conflicts and failures that came in the aftermath of the so-called liberation would 
endanger this narrative (Hehir 2018).

70 This is clear even in the discourse adopted by Serbia today, where Kosovo is referred to as “so-called Kosovo”; 
see Annex II.
71 Tendencies of revisionist and apologist interpretation of Milošević’s legacy continue to be present in Serbian 
politics. On September 9, 2018 Vučić claimed that: “Milošеvić was a great Serbian leader, his intentions were 
certainly the best, but for us the results were much worse” (quoted in Luci 2018). 
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By granting Kosovo a partial status of a state, the conflict on the ground was not 
truly resolved, and the future of Kosovo and region is yet to be settled. However, it 
did have important consequences in two ways. It gave way for the EU proposing a 
new so-called “European solution” (Yannis 2009: 162). It is based on the idea that the 
“future of the Balkans is within the EU” and the accession of both countries (Serbia 
and Kosovo) to the EU (EU-Western Balkans Summit 2003). As such recognition of 
Kosovo’s independence would close a question of Kosovo’s status and moved the 
discussion towards the establishment of “post-status European future for both Kosovo 
and Serbia” (Yannis 2009: 163). This approach enabled the EU to adopt a more united 
approach despite initial divergence between EU member states’ positions in regard 
to the recognition of Kosovo. Kosovo has moved closer to being perceived as a state. 
And this is an important second point: from being seen as a solely political entity, the 
external image of Kosovo shifted. It has turned into an entity becoming a state which 
is in itself a constitutive image.

4. Conclusion

Using discourse analysis the thesis tried to re-construct how Kosovo has been 
perceived by different international subjects (each with their own pre-formed 
identity, interests, beliefs, world-views, and geopolitical leanings) in specific historical 
situations (today recognized as the milestones for its development – 1980s during 
which the tensions with Serbia erupted, 1998-1999 when finding a solution for 
the “Kosovo problem” came to be considered a key issue on international agenda, 
and 2008 which marks partial settlement of its status). Multiple images have been 
established through time – on the legal, symbolic, ideological, and geopolitical level. 
By examining them in their totality, the contemporary external image of Kosovo 
starts to take form.

During the 1980s, Kosovo went from being considered an autonomous province 
of Serbia where both its Serbian and Albanian elements were acknowledged to 
becoming the “first victim” of the rise of Serbian nationalism, which highlighted its 
“undeniable” Serbian character and introduced the phrase “Kosovo a cradle of the 
Serbian nation” to the public discourse. In turn, its Albanian elements were completely 
denied, and in Serbia’s official discourse Kosovo became an indivisible part of Serbia. 
Kosovo was put on the map of Yugoslav politics – it became a two-sided symbol: of 
the fight for a more progressive vision of Yugoslavia (federalist, reformist, liberal and 
Europe-oriented) and of the prevailing dogmatic-centralist based state where Serbia 
reigns supreme. In most general terms Kosovo (or in Serbia still Kosovo and Metohija 
province) continued to be considered a part of Serbia. That image was at first also 
adopted by the international community – during Yugoslavia’s dissolution in the 
early 1990s Kosovo was not seen as anything other than a Serbian internal issue. 
In the international consideration, mainly two images were applied when talking 
about Kosovo – humanitarian problem and a minority question. However, they were 
both perceived as a part of broader Serbia’s image. 
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That was the foundation on which the first “true” external perceptions of Kosovo 
were constructed within the international community.72 While it has, in general 
terms, continued being considered as part of Serbia, two main external perceptions 
were established within the discourse. On the one hand, it was described as a threat 
to international peace and security, a catastrophic humanitarian situation greatly 
attributed to the actions of Serbia. On the other side, its potential danger to regional and 
international peace and security was denied. Serbia’s image of Kosovo in terms of image 
theory has been and remains that of a dependant that needs to be helped back to the 
Serbian fold.73 In juxtaposition, Western and Russian discourse did not yet see Kosovo 
as a true entity. While this view has persisted in Russia (we cannot talk of a real image-
relation established between the two), the West gradually succeeded in establishing 
a clearer image of Kosovo owing to its own geopolitical aspirations (strengthening its 
position in the world order and the region) and as a tool of its own legitimization. 

By 1999 it became imperative for Kosovo to be presented as a Western ally, whose 
morally superior, freedom-oriented democratic values are being repressed and violated 
by the threatening other (Serbia). By being seen as aligned with the Western ideas, 
Kosovo became a symbol for Europe/West.74 Threatening Kosovo meant threatening 
the whole West. In this way, the elements of the European traditional other – “the 
Balkans” – were prescribed to Serbia, which needed to be defeated and directed to 
the European path. In the context of intervention Kosovo took on another symbolic 
image – a turning point in the development of international order, with Russia and the 
West presenting two different views legitimizing a military intervention in a sovereign 
party. One saw it as a destruction of international legal order that is in its core based on 
the principle of non-intervention, and the other as a case of a new norm of customary 
international law in the making, authorising intervention in case of grave human rights 
violations (even without Security Council authorization).

Interestingly, with the end of the conflict (Serbia’s military retreat from Kosovo) 
Western perception of Kosovo shifted. It was no longer seen as representing European 
values but instead the elements of its “other” (“Balkan”) nature were highlighted and 
the need for it to find a way to Europe emphasised. In the West, Kosovo’s ally-image was 
transformed, and the perception of a dependent was established – Kosovo needed to 
be helped to join the West and should thus accept Western guidance to achieve this aim. 
The best illustration of its new Western image can be seen in its (partial) recognition 
of Kosovo as an independent state – established under international supervision. A 
question if this view is sustainable is pertinent. With each “independent” step Kosovo 
makes that is considered “out of line” by the West, its external perception becomes 
more Balkanised, perceived more similar to Serbia, and less European – Western Self-
image as a guide and mentor is reinforced, while Kosovo’s external image obtains 
elements of the degenerate-type. 
72 Previous images were not necessarily applied to Kosovo itself but were considered as a broader image of 
Serbia.
73 Illustrative of this position is the name for Kosovo Serbia continues to use in its official statements – “so-
called Kosovo.”
74 It should be noted that the idea of Europe has become more rather than less equal to the European Union, a 
process that has been called ‘Euzurpation’ of Europe (Petrović).
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Kosovo contemporary image is thus complex, multi-layered, and highly symbolic. 
It has been constructed through time by utilizing the foundation of previously 
established images, changing them to fit the modern needs and views of the actors 
involved in its conception. The main divisions established in earlier periods remain 
salient, and new ones are appearing. While its nature of “separate entity” has been 
accepted to a certain degree (and even validated by international recognitions of its 
independence), Serbia, Russia, and the five EU member states continue denying its 
statehood due to various reasons – mythology, geopolitics, internal political situations. 
The strongest stance has been (due to obvious reasons) taken by Serbia which has 
been reflected in the language used to refer to Kosovo – a “so-called Kosovo.”75 It 
should be stated, however, that the situation on the ground does not necessarily 
reflect official policies of those who (officially) see it as an integral part of Serbia, with 
many of the states establishing some kind of bilateral relations with Kosovo. With the 
question of Kosovo’s status not yet solved, its symbolic perceptions play that much 
more important role. On the one hand, it continues to be seen as a symbol for the 
Serbian nation. On the other hand, it is considered an example of Western decadence 
in the eyes of Russia. And lastly, the EU and the US continue to present it as a story of 
the success of Western liberal internationalism. 

What the analysis has shown then is the importance of the historical development 
of external perception in understanding its contemporary actualization. After all, 
images that states establish of one another do not exist in isolation. They are a result of 
historical developments, (re)action to specific situations, internal political conditions, 
and international relations, exposed to both affirming and transformative tendencies. 
That the historical aspect must be considered, contextualized and build upon is 
especially true for an entity such as Kosovo whose formal status is still contested. Analysis 
has also highlighted that the examination of its external perceptions constructed by 
‘others’ does not talk solely of Kosovo but of the international system itself and actors 
forming it. It has shown that how a political entity is perceived reveals the observers’ 
own bias, preconceived notions and ideology, and further (this is especially so when 
we talk about the international sphere) also uncovers the geopolitical and political 
identity and interests of players involved – normally more so than of the entity 
observed. “Kosovo” can then be also understood as a reflection of the international 
system and its current geopolitical and international reality. This corroborates the 
premise presented at the beginning of this thesis that in the act of perceiving not only 
an image of the observed object is constructed but also of Self. While my question 
initially concerned the external perception of Kosovo, the research has shown that the 
external image of Kosovo (observed object) necessarily also leads to the construction 
of the external image of the Self (observer(s)). 

While theories of perception (in particular the image theory) in international 
relations have long been established to explain the relations within the international 
system, their implications for this thesis proved to be insufficient. The ideal external 

75 Serbia considers Kosovo’s actions as misguided and dangerous for Kosovar Serbian population – the idea 
that it needs to protect Kosovar Serbs remains very much present (Vučić 2018).
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type-images they have established (applicable to the study of Kosovo in this thesis 
were degenerate-, ally-, and dependent-image) did provide the general schematic 
framework for understanding the relationships established between Kosovo and its 
perceivers. However, they do not allow for the complexity of the external-images-
constructions, overlook their apparent symbolic value, and are to a certain degree 
reductive. 

On the other hand, discourse analysis applied in the research has been proven 
very fruitful. By combining textual and contextual analysis and interpretation in 
the external-image-construction process, a complex picture of Kosovo (and of its 
perceivers) was painted as it is seen from the outside. While I expect that the overall 
external image-perception could be even more nuanced if different discourses and/
or different (and a bigger number of) international subjects would be chosen for 
observation, I also believe that relevant subjects and historical moments have been 
chosen from the outset and they have provided a good overview and representation 
of the most common positions. For further research, it would be interesting to see how 
the complex external perception established through the analysis, contributes to the 
construction of Kosovo’s self-perception and identity. And as ever, how this process, in 
turn, affects other actors (and their views) within the international community. 
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Annex I

The table below provides a short overview of the changing legal status of Kosovo within 
Yugoslavia: 
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The table below presents a short overview of the changing legal status of Kosovo within 
Serbia.

Annex II

Statements made during UN discussions observed in the analysis and quoted in the thesis are 
compiled in the table below:
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1. Introduction

The EU has established itself as one of the most prominent international actors 
in peace-building and conflict resolution, yet its role has been largely limited due to 
internal dissensus and inability to reach a comprehensive model of governance. The 
endless discussions about discourse and practice feed the international scholars with 
debates about the effectiveness, credibility and necessity of EU’s foreign policy – one 
of the most contested areas of EU’s influence.

This thesis revolves around two distinct areas of EU’s foreign policy ambitions: 
contributing to the Middle East Peace Process (MEPP) and facilitating the process of 
enlargement in the Western Balkans. Both areas have been permanent commitments 
of the EU throughout the years, yet the latter’s credibility and effectiveness have been 
limited due to a number of internal and external reasons. Within those areas, the 
presence of states that experience contestation, (both internally and/or externally) have 
had an impact on the EU’s role in bringing a real change in both policy domains. 

This research draws upon these debates and aims to introduce a well-reasoned, 
comprehensive and justified research on the EU’s role in peace-building within the 
framework of contested environment by introducing the case studies of Kosovo and 
Palestine.

Both states are examples of EU state-building projects and to a great extent have 
defined the EU’s role as a peace-builder in their respective regions. The peculiarities 
around their statehood questions have had a number of intended and unintended 
consequences on the EU’s involvement. The aim of this thesis is to present those 
challenges and place them in the context of the EU state-building approach in 
contested states.

2. Methodology

2.1 Operationalisation, Methodological Approach and Data Collection 

The operationalisation of this research places the concept of contested states in 
the centre of analysis. States that lack sovereignty either on external, or internal level 
are considered contested and this thesis takes the idea of sovereignty as a starting 
point of reference.
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Contested states are considered square pegs in a world of round holes (Geldenhuys 
2009: 1), they remain less appealing and under-conceptualised by researchers. 
The conventional understanding of the nation state-system is not fit to provide an 
adequate analysis of their existence and their importance has been underestimated 
and neglected.

Furthermore, contested states are important in the context of the EU and its external 
relations. In 2003, the EU classified failed states as one of the five important threats for 
the security of the Union (European Council 2003). Thus, putting an extra emphasis 
on contested states was considered an important step in avoiding the process of their 
‘failure’. Currently, the EU interacts with nine contested states within and outside its 
borders without having developed a tailored approach in dealing with such states. 
This leads to the same level of interaction as with other conventional member and 
non-member states. The presence of contestation suggests a different impact on the 
EU’s involvement, leading to different effects on the EU approach. Analysing those 
effects has been under-researched and it is the originality and relevance of this thesis 
to fill this gap.

Referring to the type of EU involvement, this thesis builds upon EU state-building 
and state-building missions, because they are one of the most widely applied policies 
at EU’s disposal in the context of contested states. Furthermore, since such states often 
relate to a conflict, those missions are part of the EU’s conflict resolution strategies. 
The EU has been determined to contribute to restoring those societies and building 
stable and democratic institutions, which can maintain stability and security (European 
Council 2003). Thus, analysing the effects of contestation on the EU’s state-building 
approach is the most adequate and relevant methodological tool.

The methodological approach for this thesis resorts to qualitative analysis. 
The nature of the research suggests that qualitative approach is the most suitable 
epistemological tool to analyse concepts and conceptual terms and then apply those 
in the context of case studies.

In addition, the method of analysis draws upon semi-structured interviews and 
personal interactions, conducted in Brussels in April 2018 and April 2019. Among 
others, they involve a representative from Cabinet to Commissioner Johannes Hahn, 
Heads of Units (Western Balkans; Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus and Eastern Partnership) 
and a Policy Officer (Kosovo Desk) of Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and 
Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR) of the European Commission, Managing 
Directors (Europe and Central Asia; MENA region) at the European External Action 
Service (EEAS), and a coordinating spokesperson to President Jean Claude Juncker. The 
interviewees were selected, based on their level of experience and current position 
in the relevant EU institutions. They are either currently working on the files of the 
chosen case studies or have been involved in the process of negotiation of EU’s active 
participation in conflict resolution and state-building.   

The questions asked were open-ended, allowing for an elaborate answer. They 
revolve around the issues of EU’s involvement in contested states and the process 
of implementing state-building missions, their challenges and intended and/or 
unintended consequences. Analysing data gathered from semi-structured interviews 
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and interactions is considered fit for the purpose of answering the research question, 
quoted below. For ethical considerations, the interviewees will remain anonymous.

When it comes to data collection, this thesis draws upon primary and secondary 
sources of literature. Primary research is based on evaluating official United Nations 
(UN) documents and Resolutions, EU documents, concerning the legal and political 
relationship between the chosen case studies and the EU, such as Association 
Agreements, Action Plans and Progress Reports, Commission publications and 
communications, Council Conclusions, primary reports and official statements. 
Secondary literature is applied to explain the evolution of concepts and the scholarly 
debates around them, forming the basis of the conceptual framework. Monographs, 
edited books, academic journals and publications will address the concepts of 
sovereignty and recognition, as well as the emergence of contested statehood and the 
EU approach to state-building. In addition, secondary literature will be used throughout 
the empirical analysis in order to support the main line of argumentation.

2.2 Case Studies – Selection and Justification

The thesis takes two EU state-building projects under research – one under 
the framework of the EU policy of enlargement in the Western Balkans (Kosovo) 
and another, under the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) in the MENA region 
(Palestine, hereafter, the Occupied Palestinian Territories OPTs). This choice refers to 
the following justification.

Examining two state-building missions under two different EU policies allows 
for a much broader analysis of the effects of contestation on the EU’s involvement, 
than comparing two contested states with similar contractual relationship with the 
EU. In this regard, in the context of the Western Balkans, the EU involves as a member 
state-builder, trying to build sovereignty (sovereignty concentration) and then pool 
it back to itself through the process of accession (sovereignty diffusion) (Denti 2014: 
23). In contrast, within the ENP framework, the EU is only able to act as a state-builder 
without the promise of EU membership. This allows to examine whether the different 
contractual relationship could play any role in establishing different effects on the EU 
approach to state-building, or quite the opposite, it would have no relevance.

Kosovo and the OPTs are chosen as the most relevant case studies for the following 
reasons. To begin with, Kosovo is a state in the Western Balkans, which in 1991 emerged 
out of conflict and began the road towards reconstruction and EU integration. Currently, 
it receives a broad popular support for a potential candidate EU member state, thus 
following the EU policy of enlargement. In addition, the EU is involved as a member 
state-builder by trying to re-build basic government institutions, which can maintain 
sovereignty and independence and then transfer it back to itself through the process 
of integration (Denti 2014: 23). 

In addition, the state lacks full international recognition and basic domestic 
structures, which leads to the presence of internal and external contestation, making 
Kosovo a contested state. Having gone through separatism, international supervision 
and self-declared independence (1991, 1999, 2008), Kosovo has experienced several 
rounds of contestation, making it a unique case study for the purpose of this research 
(Geldenhuys 2009: 107).
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On the other hand, the OPTs is a peculiar contested entity, located in the MENA 
region. The thesis chooses the term OPTs among other names, to show that the 
territory of Palestine is largely dispersed, subject to occupation and different political 
administration. ‘Palestine’, ‘The State of Palestine’ or ‘The Occupied Palestinian 
Territory’ do not emphasize enough on the presence of different territories within the 
land of Palestine, being highly disconnected from each other and following a different 
political model of governance.  

Emerged out of the dissolution of the former Ottoman Empire, the OPTs has 
experienced similar path of contestation, going from decolonisation, to occupation 
and self-proclaimed independence (Bouris 2019: 94). The relationship between the 
OPTs and the EU is based on the ENP. This revolves around bilateral and multilateral 
relations, based on mutual interests - economic and political - which does not promise 
an EU membership perspective. 

Moreover, the territory of the OPTs is largely dispersed, with large portions of land 
under Israeli occupation (Bouris 2014: 53). This obstructs the domestic governance 
and prevents the exercise of legitimacy. The whole territory is governed by two 
different political structures (Hamas and the Palestinian Authority (PA)), which leads to 
domestic instability and prevents making progress towards reconciliation with Israel. 
All of these are factors of contestation, which influence the EU’s involvement as an 
active state-builder on the ground.

There is an ongoing expansion of research on contested statehood, both in 
the EU and in the near abroad and Kosovo and the OPTs have been studied both 
independently, but also compared to other case studies (Bouris 2014, 2017, 2019; 
Bouris and Isleyen 2018; Dobrescu and Schumacher 2018; Kyris 2015, 2018; Noutcheva 
2018; Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012). Yet, there has not been an extensive attempt 
to compare Kosovo and the OPTs together. This research fills this gap, by presenting 
an authentic, unique and original approach to the limited research on contested 
statehood and its impact on the EU state-building. 

To narrow down the scope of research, this thesis will focus on two EU state-
building missions. In the context of Kosovo, this will be the mission, establishing the 
rule of law – EULEX Kosovo. The mission was deployed in 2008 and it was the first 
EU state-building attempt to face the new political development in Kosovo, after the 
latter self-declared its independence. It is also relevant for a more practical reason. 
Since Kosovo’s future has been shaped to follow the EU integration path, the mission 
is one of the main instruments of EU in Kosovo. Thus, contestation, arising out of this 
context risks derailing broader reform process, and this is important for the EU’s role 
in the region (Mahr 2018: 76).

Originally, the mission had the intention to incorporate an executive mandate, 
but the peculiarities around Kosovo’s statehood question were a reason to reduce the 
EU’s ambition to a civilian mandate (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 756). This thesis 
will examine other potential unintended consequences, deriving out of Kosovo’s 
contested circumstances. 

In the context of the OPTs, this research will analyse the EU Police mission EUPOL 
COPPS, based and operational in the West Bank. Out of the two deployed EU missions 
in the OPTs, EUPOL COPPS is still operational on the ground, yet again only with a 
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civilian mandate. The mission focuses on the police reform and establishing the rule of 
law, through training, assistance and support to the Palestinian local police (Council of 
the EU 2005). Building security in a territory that is highly fragmented is a difficult task 
and the mission has been faced with a number of challenges on the ground. The aim 
of this thesis is to shed light on and analyse those challenges.

2.3 Research Question, Hypothesis and Limitations

Having identified the methodology and operationalisation of the research, this 
thesis sets up the following research question:

“To what extent does the lack of sovereignty (internal and external) affect EU state-
building policies on the ground?”

Two follow-up research questions are set up to narrow down the scope of analysis: 

“Kosovo: What are the consequences of Kosovo’s contestation on the mission EULEX 
Kosovo?”

“The OPTs: What are the consequences of contestation of the OPTs on the mission 
EUPOL COPPS?”

Having identified the relationship between the concepts of sovereignty and 
contested states, as well as the different contractual relationship between those states 
and the EU, this thesis presents the following hypothesis:

“The different contractual relationship between Kosovo and the EU and between 
the OPTs and the EU results in different effects of contestation on the EU state-building 
missions.”

The hypothesis identifies two types of variables (independent and dependent) and 
one intervening factor. The independent variable is the one, which influences, affect 
or cause variation in another variable (Halperin and Heath 2012: 144). In the context of 
this hypothesis, the independent variable is the different contractual relationship (EU 
Policy of Enlargement and the ENP). The dependent variable depends on the variation, 
caused by the independent variable, and in this context that is the EU state-building 
missions (EULEX Kosovo and EUPOL COPPS). The intervening variable has an impact 
on the relationship between the dependent and the independent variable (Halperin 
and Heath 2012: 144). Thus, the states (Kosovo and the OPTs) are the link and mediator 
between the contractual relationship and the EU state-building missions.

Referring to the limitations of this research, the thesis identifies several restrictions. 
Firstly, a qualitative content analysis does not bear the same level of certainty as a 
quantitative one. This demonstrates that the findings of this research might not be as 
statistically significant as a quantitative research and not credible enough for the policy-
makers (Rahman 2017: 105). Furthermore, qualitative analysis suggests the presence 
of different interpretations and conclusions. This may result in interpreting the same 
concepts in a different way, which would impact the quality of the paper. In addition, 
the author’s own interpretation of those concepts has pre-defined the general scope 
of analysis, allowing for a subjective interpretation of concepts and ideas, yet based on 
academic literature. Furthermore, analysing primary EU documents is a biased exercise 
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as it is based on normative projections of common values, concerning disputed areas 
of EU’s foreign policy. This often leads to utopian assumptions of EU’s actions abroad.  

A further potential limitation is the scope of research that this thesis undertakes. 
The main point of analysis is concentrated on the effects of the contested states on the 
EU policies of state-building, i.e. only analysing the issue from the point of view of the 
EU. This makes the research less valuable, when these effects might also concern other 
international or intergovernmental organizations worldwide.   

Another limitation relates to the interviews/personal interactions as a research 
approach and the so-called ‘Hawthorne effect’ (Halperin and Heath 2012: 259). In 
this respect, a key consideration should be the likelihood of bias and validity of the 
answers of the interviewees, knowing that they are under observation (Halperin and 
Heath 2012: 259). It is important to foresee that they are likely to change or tailor 
their answers in accordance to what the interviewer would like to hear. Furthermore, 
interviewing EU representatives, policy and desk officers, working in Brussels and 
not involved in the work of the missions on the ground is another possible limitation 
of this research. Due to financial and time constraints, the latter could not have 
been achieved, but the formulation of the research question does not restrict in this 
regard.

3. Literature Review

3.1 The politics of sovereignty and state recognition

Sovereignty is an absolute concept, which emerged in the 16th and 17th Century in 
the context of European rivalries and battles (Jackson 2007: 1). Throughout the centuries, 
it has adopted different forms, but today it is most widely recognised as the assertion of 
final authority within a given territory (Krasner 1988: 86). This is known as conventional 
or contemporary sovereignty and it could take three different forms: international legal 
sovereignty, Westphalian sovereignty or domestic sovereignty (Krasner 2004: 87). The 
first one refers to juridical recognition of independent territorial entities (Geldenhuys 
2009: 14). The second implies refrain from international intervention into the domestic 
sphere; and the third stipulates a domestic structure, which exercises effective control 
over its territories (Krasner 2004: 88). In reality, the combination of all three constitute 
the general definition of the sovereign nation-state. 

This research will distinguish between external and internal sovereignty, which 
are in fact overarching determinants of the same classifications (Krasner 1999: 47). 
External sovereignty refers to the recognition of the state from the outside. It implies 
independence from international entities, actors and polities (Krasner 1999: 47). 
In the conventional understanding of sovereignty, this supposes an international 
legal recognition from the United Nations Security Council (the UN-SC), as the sole 
international organisation, vested with the legal responsibility to recognise states. 
Internal sovereignty refers to the presence of independent, credible and legitimate 
domestic structures, which shall effectively exercise control over their territories and 
population and shall be legally entitled to enter relations with other states (Krasner 
1999: 47). Moreover, they shall be able to regulate their internal affairs without evoking 
internal dissensus, fragmentations or conflicts. 
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The external form of sovereignty refers to a de jure recognition (legal recognition 
from outside), whereas the internal form refers to a de facto recognition (exerting 
authority from inside). Ideally, the presence of both define the contemporary state-
system, which is de jure recognised and de facto autonomous (Geldenhuys 2009: 15). 
However, in practice there exist number of entities, in which certain attributes to the 
conventional state-system are disputed and contested. 

For instance, there is a subtle and ambiguous relationship between the international 
actors and the state recognition, due to which certain states lack external sovereignty 
(Bouris and Molina 2018: 312). This implies that they lose international accreditation 
and are isolated from any state-to-state relations. Nevertheless, this does not imply 
that they lose their right to claim their statehood (Bouris and Kyris 2017: 756). According 
to Geldenhuys, this refers to the so-called titular recognition, or an acceptance of the 
right to claim their statehood (Geldenhuys 2009: 20). In other words, the recognition 
only symbols the willingness of other states to enter relations with this entity, but 
absence of it does not in itself deny the right to statehood (Geldenhuys 2009: 20).

Claiming state’s right to a statehood brings up a different categorization, which 
is equally important, namely the concept of the state. The Montevideo Convention 
on the Rights and Duties of the States (MCRDS) is the legal document, which gives a 
general definition of what a state is. According to Article 1 of the MCRDS, the state as 
an agent of international law possesses the following characteristics: ‘(a) a permanent 
population; (b) a defined territory; (c) government; and (d) capacity to enter into 
relations with the other states’ (MCRDS 1934: Article 1). Since it emerged in 1933, 
the MCRDS has been subject to several clarifications and adjustments. For instance, 
in today’s reading, the provision implies that the state does not need to have fixed 
borders in order to have a defined territory, nor does it need to have a permanent 
settled population (Ker-Lindsay 2012: 28). This demonstrates that even if the state is 
not in full control over its territory and only has a popular support of its population, it 
could still be classified as a state.

All of the above suggests that the concepts of state, sovereignty and recognition 
are interdependent. A conventional nation-state is externally and internally sovereign 
and enjoys de jure and de facto recognition. However, as already hinted, this does not 
run without problems in practice. When some of the state’s attributes are disputed or 
non-existent, then the states’ right to statehood is also disputed and this is where the 
concepts of sovereignty, state recognition and contestation are mostly intertwined. 

The Western models of statehood are inadequate to capture the peculiarities of 
states with contested nature, for which they ignore their every-day existence, agency 
and importance (Visoka 2018: 23). The literature offers various definitions of such 
states, which experience different degrees of contestation, regarding their ‘statehood’. 
For the purposes of being overarching, this thesis will call them ‘contested’.

3.2 Conceptualisation of contested statehood

Definitions, dealing with contested statehood, usually draw upon the concept of 
sovereignty as a starting point (Dobrescu and Schumacher 2018: 4). Different scholars 
(Berg and Toomla 2009; Caspersen 2011; Kolsto 2006; Pegg 1998; Papadimitriou 



188 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

The EU’s Involvement in Contested States: Insights from Kosovo and Palestine

and Petrov 2012; Thomassen 2009) provide a variety of names to such entities, from 
‘unrecognized states’, ‘quasi-states’, de facto or de jure states to de facto trusteeships, 
protectorates, liminal actors, etc. Another research broadly categorises them into 
three groups a) territorial units with limited internal sovereignty and consolidated 
external one; b) units with limited external sovereignty and consolidated internal 
one; and c) entities that have both limited external and internal one (Noutcheva 2018: 
7). A third area of research focuses on the concepts of space and territoriality. Jessop 
acknowledges between different forms of statehood, which if combined with other 
political authorities, results in different kinds of state and polity, thus in a different 
form of statehood with a distinct form of sovereignty (Jessop 2016: 15).

All of the above denominations place the concept of sovereignty in the centre 
of the debate, due to its importance in the way states - contested or not - are being 
approached by scholars (Bouris and Kyris 2017: 757-758). Furthermore, they suggest 
that the different level of sovereignty causes different statehood-related challenges 
(Kyris 2018: 2). For instance, when the level of sovereignty is weakened, this could result 
in cases of problematic sovereignty or contested, rather than confirmed statehood 
(Dobrescu and Schumacher 2018: 4). In order for this research to be neutral, but at the 
same, acknowledging that there exists a “stateness problem”, this thesis prefers the 
concept of ‘contested statehood’ to other alternative designations for several reasons.

On one hand, the term provides for a broader definition of entities that enjoy certain 
characteristics of the conventional nation-state system such as territory, population 
and ruling government. However, they fall short when it comes to recognition of those 
characteristics, which in turn limits their external or internal sovereignty. On the other 
hand, the concept does not take a stance on what the origin of contestation is, but it 
only denotes the presence of state-related issue, in comparison to other terminologies, 
which rather characterise what the state “is” or “is not”.

Drawing upon the definition of sovereignty, provided by Krasner, as well as the 
research on contested states, conducted by Ker-Lindsey, Kyris and Papadimitriou and 
Petrov, this thesis utilises an all-encompassing definition of contested statehood, 
where one of more of the following is present:

- An internationally recognised state authority is unable to effectively maintain 
control over its respective territory, either due to an ongoing conflict or as a result of 
a profound disconnection to its population (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 749);

- A de facto governing authority has declared independence and is willing and able 
to enter the standard array of relations with other states, yet it does not fully enjoy 
diplomatic recognition by the international community (lack of de jure recognition, 
as a UN membership categorization) (Geldenhuys 2009: 24);

- The capacity of an internationally recognized government to exercise authority 
is severely compromised due to the weakness of its state institutions and the 
ineffective state apparatus (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 749);

- Political or ethnic relations to another state present a conflict. This could relate to 
the process of secession, or occupation, in which case the other state becomes 
the veto power of the fragmented entity (i.e. Serbia to Kosovo; Israel to Palestine) 
(Kyris 2015: 21).
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This is not an exhaustive list of characteristics, but it shows that these entities 
indeed “speak like states, act like states, but are not accepted as confirmed states” 
(Geldenhuys 2009: 28). In addition, it provides a solid foundation for the definition of 
contested states that this thesis will apply.

In addition, the list suffices to determine that international recognition or non-
recognition, as well as lack or incomplete sovereignty and claims of secession or 
occupation are all factors of contestation, which define the nature of contested states. 
Due to their different effects, they are also opportunities or obstacles for any external 
involvement. It should be acknowledged that the EU is not necessarily active in all cases 
of contested states, as in certain contexts, it is unable to engage with the authorities 
of such entities. Nevertheless, since the majority of those cases are to be found in the 
EU’s immediate neighbourhood, the latter has developed a strong necessity to get 
involved in many different ways (Kyris 2018: 1). This has become known as a process 
of EU state-building, implying a process of building state apparatus by strengthening 
and reconstructing legitimate state institutions in countries, emerging out of conflicts 
(Paris and Sisk 2009: 1). Moreover, the EU has gradually build a capacity for civilian 
and military intervention in such contested zones (Noutcheva 2018: 2). To present 
a comprehensive overview of this process of EU state-building, the next chapter 
introduces the concept by gradually placing the EU in the centre of it.

3.3 The politics of EU state-building

State-building is considered a specific component of peacebuilding - a concept, 
developed by the UN in the aftermath of the Cold War to refer to a process of building 
and maintaining peace between and among nations. Over time the idea of ‘building 
peace’ has been both undertheorized and overworked, as there is no universally 
accepted definition of what ‘peace’ is and how does one achieve it (Heathershaw 2008: 
598). The concept was invented, and therefore it has an implied subjectivity. 

After a few controversial UN peace-building missions in 1994 and 1995 (known 
as the 1st generation missions), the international community realised the need of a 
more comprehensive and sustainable mechanism to bring about peace in countries, 
emerging out of conflict. The idea was to shift the previous approach towards a more 
pragmatic one, with a focus on building governance structures, which will be capable 
of providing the citizens with physical and economic stability - all of which will be 
essential for maintaining peace (Chesterman 2004: 5). This is the moment when the 
idea of peace-building operationalised into a process of state-building.

By definition, the international state-building could take variety of forms: when 
state structures are divided (or there exist several ethnic/religious groups contesting 
the governance); when state structures have collapsed; or when those structures 
exist, but they do not function adequately, in a way that they are not capable of 
managing their internal affairs (Chesterman 2013: 613). The most controversial and yet 
demanding form of state-building is in the context of a post-conflict society, as this 
intervention requires political, societal, and economic shift from a war to a post-war 
transition period (Paris and Sisk 2009: 1). Due to the complexity of this process and the 
interdependence between different actors and interests, over time the international 
state-builders have been confronted with several dilemmas (footprint and duration 
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dilemmas) and issues of legitimacy, accountability, coherence and local ownership 
(Edelstein 2009: 83). This is to show the high level of responsibility, which at the time 
was vested solely in the UN and its Security Council.

Until the second half of the 1990s the UN was considered the only international 
actor, involved in any kind of peace and state-building activities. This approached 
shifted, when in 1993, the EU (now as part of the Maastricht Treaty), officially adopted 
its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and thus presented for the first time its 
foreign policy agenda. This step was seen as an attempt of the EU member states to 
develop a whole new area of integration, in addition to the already running economic 
integration and cooperation. The CFSP was established as an additional pillar to the 
EU’s activities under Maastricht and even though the pillar system was removed with 
the Lisbon Treaty, the CFSP is considered an important step for the EU to become 
a foreign policy actor (Council of the EU 2011). It is regarded as the first time the EU 
began to assume responsibility for the foreign affairs of the Union and involved in its 
first state-building projects abroad.

This political shift could also be explained with the historical development of the 
EU as a peace project on its own. After two world wars, the EU was founded on the 
principles of liberal democracy, the rule of law, human rights and fundamental freedoms 
(even though they are only mentioned in one EU Treaty) (Consolidated Version of 
the Treaty on the EU 2012: Articles 6, 11). Therefore, based on its experience, it has 
developed an approach, which proclaims that only stable and free liberal democracies 
are capable of building and maintaining peace. Thus, the EU has long considered 
itself as the responsible actor for bringing peace in the world. Having mentioned the 
self-centred inducement of acting as a state-builder, it should be noted that the EU 
approach to this process cannot be studied in isolation from the original UN approach. 
In fact, most of the mechanisms, tools and instruments at EU’s disposal are borrowed 
from the UN (Duke and Courtier 2010: 23).

In general, the EU’s role in state-building projects could take different forms, 
involve different actors and assumes different priorities. Normally, the EU can act as an 
actor, or as a frame (Tocci 2010: 60). Under the first, the EU undertakes a direct state-
building action through various incentives, carrots and sticks (Noutcheva 2004: 24). 
When acting as a frame, the EU assumes the responsibility of being a role model or a 
point of reference to various practices and standards of governance (Noutcheva 2004: 
24). 

In addition to these practices, the EU relies on secondary tools, such as socialisation, 
conditionality or passive enforcement. Socialisation refers to a process of providing 
trainings and advice to local authorities without the power to enforce policies on the 
ground. It often refers to the least binding tool at EU’s disposal, or a characteristic of 
the EU as a “soft” power (Tocci 2010: 66). Conditionality could be positive and negative. 
The ability of the EU to present ex ante or ex post benefits, after a completion of certain 
requirements refers to a positive conditionality, often called “a more for more” principle 
in the 2011 revision of the ENP (Tocci 2010: 67). Negative conditionality makes reference 
to reduction, termination or suspension of benefits, or restrictions and sanctions, if 
the state violates certain conditions (Bouris 2014: 30). And finally, applying passive 
enforcement implies a direct implementation of EU policies, executive missions and 
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operations on the ground. This is the most binding instrument as it implies that the 
rules are directing imposed and the local authorities are rather subordinated to the 
state-building process.

The decision which tools and instruments are to be applied depends on the 
context of the relationship between the country and the EU. Nevertheless, for a state-
building project to be considered successful, it needs to comply with legitimacy, 
accountability, local ownership, inclusiveness, etc. Those challenges have become 
more salient when the EU started to involve in states with a contested nature. After the 
end of the Cold War, the EU was faced with several contested situations with countries 
either emerging out of conflict, or still in conflict and striving for recognition and 
independence (Bouris 2014: 32). Evidently, those new type of challenges point out to 
the issues of sovereignty and recognition as main denominators (Kyris 2018: 427). The 
next chapter introduces this specific area of EU state-building in contested states and 
the challenges and opportunities of this involvement.

3.4 The EU’s involvement in contested states 

The reason for the EU’s involvement in contested states refers to the presence of 
fragility, which in 2003 the EU pronounced to be one of the five main threats under 
the European Security Strategy (ESS) (European Council 2003). Back then, the ESS 
suggested that fragile states cannot be re-build by military means, but that a new 
approach is required to address this challenge and the need for stability and security. 
Furthermore, the Strategy indicated that those states pose a security risk to Europe 
and the EU member states must cooperate together to put ‘failed’ states back on their 
feet (European Council 2003). In 2008, the progress of the ESS showed that the EU has 
already identified certain areas that are of pivotal importance for those states and for 
their reconstruction efforts. The progress report identified the areas of security sector, 
the rule of law, demobilisation and disarmament as a new focus for the EU missions 
and operations (European Council 2008: 8).

The EU involves in nine contested states within the framework of Enlargement 
and the ENP (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 750). As already hinted, the tools and 
instruments, as well as the general strategy at EU’s disposal differ from state to state 
and it mostly depends on the established legal relationship between that state and 
the EU. Papadimitriou and Petrov (2012: 751) and Bouris (2014: 38) suggest a list of 
tools, applied by the EU in all of the nine contested states:

- High diplomacy for conflict resolution or mediation. Since, 1998, the office of the 
High Representative for Foreign Affairs has been given the task of undertaking 
intense diplomacy and intensive contact with key players of the conflict; 

- Provision of aid to the country/areas under multilateral reconstruction efforts (for 
example, Palestine and Kosovo) or through mainstream EU programmes, such as 
the Instrument for Pre-Accession and European Neighbourhood Instrument; 

- The implementation of the ‘accession carrot’ is used as a promise of EU 
membership for diplomatic leverage or ending or pacifying conflicts. In the 
context of this thesis, this instrument would only be relevant to the case of 
Kosovo as a potential candidate for EU membership, rather than for Palestine, 
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which as part of the ENP, has not yet been granted membership credentials, or 
that such are (although not explicitly rejected) too remote to be relevant; 

- The deployment of civilian or military missions, which focus on bringing about 
‘softer’ security concerns and forms of civilian crisis management. 

- The direct deployment of executive powers by the EU in a contested area, as 
a mean to achieving international settlement (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 
752). 

Evidently, the EU has been most active through all of those tools in almost all 
cases of contested states. Some authors (Ker-Lindsay 2015) refer to this process as 
“engagement without recognition”, whereas the EU tries to apply its policies on the 
ground without touching upon the question of recognition or statehood. Another area 
of scholarship implies that this form of engagement is an “existential discourse”, as the 
EU policies are not only important for the success of the state-building projects, but 
they are of existential importance for the actual survival of those states (Papadimitriou 
and Petrov 2012: 751). However, this does not reveal the vice-versa effect, namely, what 
are the implications that the contested nature has on the relationship with the EU. 
Even though, there exists a vast amount of literature on contested states, the impacts 
that those states have on the EU initiatives still lack a substantial scholarly input. This is 
considered to be in the core of the success of the EU state-building process.

The list of EU tools presented earlier is not an exhaustive one, but it clearly 
demonstrates the existing mechanisms at EU’s disposal to involve with states marked 
by contestation. The list is important in identifying a substantial element of this 
thesis, namely that contested states have an impact on EU’s involvement and that 
this involvement needs to adjust, depending on the context (Noutcheva 2004: 7). 
Those impacts differ as to the different degree of contestation. For instance, as some 
authors suggest, they may facilitate or obstruct this process, but they may even lead 
to an inconsistent behaviour on the side of the EU (Denti 2014: 19). But establishing 
precisely what the effects are, would mitigate substantially any future relationship 
with this state.

The next chapter introduces a comprehensive review of the aforementioned 
concepts, by operationalising their interconnectedness and interdependence, before 
going into a detailed overview of the chosen case-studies.

3.5 Operationalisation of the literature in an analytical nutshell

The purpose of this section is to connect all concepts and build up correlation 
between and among them in order to explain their further application for the purposes 
of this thesis. 

States without internal and/or external sovereignty or recognition are considered 
contested. Such states can facilitate or hinder any external involvement. The EU 
involves in such states through the process of state-building as a way of building state 
structures, which can develop sovereignty and acquire recognition. Furthermore, 
those states often relate to an ongoing conflict and as such, they are important for 
the security of the Union. Therefore, the EU has developed varies types of conflict 
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resolution policies and strategies in order to bring those societies back on track and 
develop a sustainable peace. However, the process of EU’s involvement in those states 
is affected by the level of contestation, which has a different intended and unintended 
impact on the EU policies on the ground. Establishing what those effects are is 
important in maintaining peace and security and creating a credible and sustainable 
future relationship between the EU and those states.

Drawing upon the literature of sovereignty and recognition, the next chapter 
introduces the historical context of two such contested-considered states – Kosovo and 
Palestine, in which the EU has been extensively involved. The chapter elaborates on 
the history of their contestation by gradually making a reference to the EU’s role in the 
conflict resolution of their respective regions. The EU’s role is presented through two 
specific EU state-building missions - EULEX Kosovo and EUPOL COPPS. The missions 
are introduced to make a reference to the type and focus of EU’s involvement and the 
state-building ambitions behind the EU’s approach.

The operations aim to show the varies types of intended and unintended 
consequences which the EU has faced throughout its engagement as a state-builder 
both in Kosovo and the OPTs. On a larger scale, identifying those consequences will 
show what kind of reverberations the contested environments have on the EU and its 
conflict resolution policies, which presents the main task of this thesis. 

Upon identifying those challenges, the chapter will conclude by answering the 
research question and referring to the hypothesis and presenting the main findings 
of the research.

4. Case Studies – Historical overview

4.1 Kosovo: History of contestation

Having experienced several rounds of contestation (1991, 1999 and 2008), Kosovo 
is a unique example of contested statehood (Geldenhuys 2009: 107). After the 
Second World War, the state was considered an autonomous region within Serbia, 
a classification, which lasted until 1991, when the Former Yugoslav Republic (FYR) 
disintegrated and Kosovo was one of the newly emerged entities. 

As a response to Kosovo’s secession from Serbia, in 1998 the latter initiated ethnic 
cleansing of Albanians from its territory, which at the time constituted the majority of 
Kosovo’s population (Stratfor Worldview 2015). The action was interpreted as a serious 
threat to the security of the region and in 1999, the UN SC with Resolution 1244 initialled 
a military intervention in the region (UN S/RES/1244 (1999)). The Resolution placed 
Kosovo in a de facto UN administration and established the United Nations Military in 
Kosovo (UNMIK) with a mandate to exercise substantive administrative authority and 
control over the state (Geldenhuys 2009: 115). The mission was active for eight years, 
yet it did not succeed in establishing ‘substantial sovereignty and self-government’ in 
Kosovo (Geldenhuys 2009: 116). 

After eight years of political turmoil, in 2008 Kosovo self-issued its declaration of 
independence without Serbia’s consent, nor UN’s approval. The International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) ruled that the unilateral declaration of independence was not against 
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international law (ICJ Advisory Opinion 2010) and Kosovo entered into a new period of 
legal obscurity, facing a statehood conundrum (Krasniqi and Musaj 2015: 144). 

Drawing upon this thesis’ definition of contested states, Kosovo fulfils several 
characteristics of contestation. On one hand, the state’s de jure acceptance is 
compromised by the lack of full UN-SC recognition, as only three out of the five 
permanent members recognise Kosovo, with Russia and China vetoing it (UN: Kosovo 
2018). Non-recognition from permanent members of the UN SC implies that the 
state cannot enter diplomatic relations with other states. Among other reasons, the 
international community considers that support for Kosovo would mean opening the 
“Pandora box” for other aspirant states to seek recognition (Geldenhuys 2009: 122).

On the other hand, Kosovo is a de facto self-governing territory, which has declared 
independence and has the ability and desire to enter bilateral relations with other 
states. On an EU level, Kosovo is recognised by 23 EU member states. Spain, Slovakia, 
Greece, Cyprus and Romania obstruct Kosovo’s recognition, due to domestic cases of 
separatism (Newman and Visoka 2018: 24). Lack of full EU recognition implies that the 
latter cannot conclude bilateral relations with Kosovo or assume any other political 
commitments without the consent of all EU member states. Nevertheless, the EU has 
been vocal enough in establishing a legal policy ground in its relations with Kosovo, 
which is to be observed in the next section.

Another point of contestation appears on the domestic level, where the issues of 
state capacity and scepticism are most salient (Bieber 2011: 1788). Kosovo is unable to 
fully govern its territory, which is mostly evident in northern and some southern parts 
of the state. Mainly Serbs, who oppose the status of the state and further obstruct 
the domestic claim for international recognition (Papadimitriou and Petrov 2012: 
749), populate those regions. This claim is additionally limited, due to the possibility 
of alienating Serbia by recognising a disintegrated entity (Geldenhuys 2009: 113-114). 
This leads to two opposing positions, regarding Kosovo’s statehood question. On one 
side, it is argued that Kosovo’s independence can be supported by international law, 
taking into account the secessionist claims and the failed process for conflict resolution 
and state-building. On the other hand, this is challenged by the international norms 
for state sovereignty and territorial integrity and the dangerous implications that this 
might have for future cases of separatism (Visoka 2018: 3).

These factors of contestation played an important role in the socio-economic 
development of Kosovo in the years before 2008. Even though some state structures 
and institutions were in place, Kosovo was still underdeveloped with a high rate of 
poverty. In 2007, the EU Commission emphasized the need to resolve the statehood 
question, as it severely hindered the economic development of the state (EU 
Commission 2007). Furthermore, the EU highlighted the importance of building up 
meaningful relations with Serbia, which is still a priority under the ‘Pristina-Belgrade’ 
dialogue (Personal Interaction with Managing Director for Europe and Central Asia at 
EEAS 2019). Therefore, in 2008, when Kosovo declared its independence and adopted 
its Constitution, it did not come as a surprise that the EU was given the supervisory 
role from the UN under the latter’s authority. Consequently, this resulted in a re-
arrangement of the UNMIK and the full involvement of the EU in Kosovo (Geldenhuys 
2009: 123).
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4.2 The EU in Kosovo

The EU was partly involved in the political administration of Kosovo since the very 
beginning of the UN intervention. Under Pillar IV of the UNMIK, the EU took control 
of the monetary and banking system of Kosovo, the customs service, the privatisation 
process through the Kosovo Trust Agency (KTA) and the regional economic integration 
(Papadimitriou et al. 2007: 229). 

The first EU agency, established in 1999, was the European Agency of Reconstruction 
(EAR), which focused on institution-building, economic recovery, humanitarian aid 
and political reform (EU Commission 1999). In 2000, the European Union Monitoring 
Mission (EUMM) was established with the objectives to transfer information on the 
security situation, inter-ethnic violence and refugee returns (Papadimitriou et al. 2007: 
230). Additionally, in 2004, a CFSP office and an EU Commission Liaison Office were 
established to further facilitate the EU presence.

The policy framework of relations between the EU and Kosovo was concluded 
in 1999, when the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) for the countries of the 
FYR was initialled. This policy instrument constitutes one of the most important EU 
commitments towards reconstructing and stabilising the region and is claimed to be 
the classic tool of EU enlargement through state-building (Aybet and Bieber 2011: 1919). 
The legal ground for the SAP is the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA), 
which presents the legal route to EU integration and accession and sets obligations to 
implement certain activities within a strictly defined timeline (Chandler 2006: 32). 

The context of Kosovo was peculiar, because, due to its contested statehood 
question, it had first to enter a parallel framework, known as the Stabilisation and 
Association Tracking Mechanism (SATM). The SATM was devised in 2005 to guarantee 
Kosovo’s access to the content of the SAA without prejudice to its statehood status 
(Krasniqi and Musaj 2015: 145). In 2012, the Council issued a feasibility study in which it 
confirmed that “Kosovo is largely ready to open negotiations for the SAA” (EU Commission 
2012). To implement this commitment, the EU had to come up with a feasible alternative 
to the non-recognition by five of its member states.

In 2012, when the international supervised independence of Kosovo officially 
ended, the EU developed a tailored approach to Kosovo, by introducing the concept 
of ‘the asterisk’. The idea was to insert an asterisk ‘*’ after the name of Kosovo in any 
legal and contractual documents, so that it does not imply a de jure recognition (Van 
Elsuwege 2017: 401). The asterisk leads to a footnote, referring that “[t]his designation 
is without prejudice to the positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ 
Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence”. The decision was a result of an 
agreement between Kosovo and Serbia and after a mediation from the EU (Council 
of the EU 2012). The reference to UNSCR confirms the territorial integrity of Serbia, 
whereas the disclaimer to the ICJ stipulates that Kosovo’s declaration of independence 
is not illegal. Therefore, the EU declares a ‘status-neutral’ of Kosovo, by taking a middle-
ground position on its statehood question – an approach which was seen as innovative 
and has been applied in other cases of contested states (such as the OPTs).   

The final adoption of the SAA in 2015 considerably facilitated the EU presence 
in Kosovo. Through a variety of initiatives, the EU has been consistently vocal in 
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establishing the rule of law and democratic governance in the state and has made 
them requirements for progress towards accession. Currently, the EU is implementing 
280 funded projects, it is active through the European Union Special Representative 
(EUSR) office, as well as through one of the most extensive civilian rule of law missions, 
EULEX Kosovo, which is later to be researched.   

4.3 The Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPTs): History of contestation

Unlike Kosovo, the history of emergence and existence of the OPTs is a widely contested 
matter, starting from decolonisation, to occupation and self-proclaimed independence. 

In 1916, under the Sykes-Picot Agreement, France and Great Britain secretly agreed 
to divide the entities, emerged out of the collapsed Ottoman Empire, which placed 
the land of Palestine under French and British protection (Khalidi 2016: 347).

The Balfour Declaration of 1917 for the first time declared the intentions of Great 
Britain to establish ‘a home’ for the Jewish people, who have been displaced after 
the war. Those intentions were formally endorsed by the newly emerged League of 
Nations in 1922, which established a solely British mandate over the OPTs. This lasted 
until 1947, when Britain eventually handed over the status of the OPTs to the UN. The 
UN Resolution 181 divided the entity into two states – the Arab and the Jewish and in 
1948 the State of Israel officially emerged (UNGA A/RES/181 (II) 1947). 

In 1967, Israel invaded several Palestinian territories, among which the Gaza Strip, 
the Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) and the Golan Heights 
(Bouris 2019: 94). In 1988, the President of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation 
(PLO), Yasser Arafat, unilaterally declared the independence of the OPTs, based on UN 
Resolution 181 (Bouris 2019: 94).   

The Oslo Accords from 1993, marked a new period of diplomatic developments, 
when Israel, the US and the rest of the international community officially recognised 
the PLO as the ‘sole legitimate representative’ of the Palestinian people (Bouris 2014: 
51). In return, the PLO recognised the Israel’s right to exist.

In 1995, the Oslo Accords II established the so-called Interim Agreement, which 
divided the West Bank and Gaza strip into three areas: A, B and C. Area A, comprising 
of 17,7% of the whole territory was given under the full authority of the Palestinian 
Authority (PA). Under area B (21.3%), the PA took the civil control and Israel took charge 
of the security and under area C (61%), Israel would have full administration (Bouris 
2019: 94). This territorial fragmentation explicitly feeds into the discussion about the 
contested nature of the OPTs and indicates the near impossibility to talk about a state 
with defined permanent borders.

Regardless of its ambitious attempt, the Oslo process was defined as overly 
unspecific, making no attempt to territorialise the Palestinian statehood. Despite the 
agreed division of territories, Israeli forces were still present on Palestinian areas, which 
led to an increased number of Israeli settlements and a new set of violent atrocities 
(known as the Second Intifada). In 2002, Israel invaded areas in the West Bank, which 
have been given to the PA under the Oslo Accords (Bouris 2014: 53). The current 
territorial situation in the OPTs is highly fragmented and dispersed.
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In 2006, the tension further escalated, when EU froze financial support to the OPTs, 
after Hamas won the Palestinian elections, during what the international community 
acknowledged as ‘fair, peaceful and democratic process’ (The Carter Center 2006). 
This was seen as the EU taking a step back in resolving the statehood conundrum by 
dispositioning itself on the matter. 

By 2008, the willingness of the international community to settle the statehood 
question did not materialise. The territory of the OPTs was largely dispersed and 
politically disconnected from each other. Hamas was in charge of the Gaza Strip and 
the PLO was in control of the West Bank. Despite the Fayyad’s plan (the then Prime 
Minister) of building a Palestinian state by 2011, his attempt was not enough in winning 
the ‘hearts and minds’ of the international community and the promised statehood 
remained only a dream (Bouris 2014: 53).

Nevertheless, on an international scale, the recognition of the OPTs is much higher, 
compared to Kosovo. In 2012, the status of the entity on the UN level upgraded from 
‘a non-member observer entity’ to a ‘non-member observer state’ (UNGA A/RES/67/19 
2012). This reconfirmed that the OPTs is the most recognised of the existing unrecognised 
states on an UN level, enjoying the previously mentioned ‘titular recognition’ 
(acceptance of its claim to statehood) (Geldenhuys 2009: 20). As of February 2019, 137 
out of 193 members of the UN recognise the OPTs. The most recent UN SC Resolution 
2334 (2016), condemning the Israeli settlements in Palestinian territories, occupied 
since 1967, passed with a 14 to 0 votes, in which the United States abstained, being the 
only member state of the UN SC to oppose recognition (UNSC S/RES/2334 (2016)). Most 
recently, in December 2017, the US President Trump announced his intentions and later 
formally declared Jerusalem as the capital of Israel (The White House 2017).

As far as the EU foreign policy is concerned, “the EU can be as effective as its 
member states allow it to be” (Personal Interaction with the Managing Director for 
the Middle East and North Africa at EEAS 2019). Out of the present 28-member states, 
only eight recognise the OPTs, making it really difficult for the EU to be fully active in 
resolving the issue (Bouris and Huber 2018: 4). 

To sum up, drawing upon this thesis’ definition of contested states, the OPTs 
still does not enjoy full diplomatic recognition from the international community. 
In addition, the territorial fragmentation of the land does not suggest fixed borders 
within a defined territory. Furthermore, the OPTs are governed by two separate state 
authorities, out of which only one has established contractual relation with the EU. This 
feeds very much into the discussion about representation and effective governance. 
The next chapter brings up the role of the EU in the OPTs, by presenting a concise 
overview of the EU’s involvement and the internal difficulty in making a real impact on 
the Palestinian statehood question. 

4.4 The EU in the OPTs

In the early years of its existence, the European Community’s (EC) approach in 
resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was based exclusively on issuing declarations 
and joint statements (Müller and Zahda 2018: 126). This is primarily because the EC-9 
(nine-member states at the time) did not have the ability, nor the mandate to engage 
in the conflict (CFSP as a foreign policy commitment emerged in 1993).



198 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

The EU’s Involvement in Contested States: Insights from Kosovo and Palestine

The first time the EC mentioned the OPTs was within the framework of the Schuman 
Declaration in 1971 (Bouris 2014: 1). This document was never published, and many 
states contest its existence, however, this was the first time, the EC demonstrated some 
form of deliberation on the matter.

In 1980, the Venice Declaration marked a new era of the EU’s involvement in the OPTs, 
by declaring for the first time the EU’s ambition to resolve the conflict by recognising 
the legitimate right of the Palestinian people (EU Council 1980). The declaration put an 
emphasis on developing a comprehensive solution for the “Palestinian issue”, which 
was seen as a breakthrough approach by the international community. 

In 1991 the Madrid Conference was held to present the international commitment 
to restore the peace in the region, which was considered a further step in putting an end 
to the conflict. In 1993, the Oslo Accords followed, often regarded as the next logical 
step in transforming the international commitment into action. The Accords present the 
first and most important international attempt to begin the process of state-building 
in the OPTs and recognise the Palestinian right to statehood, which can later create a 
legitimate Palestinian state (Bouris 2014: 1). Their significance was not only important 
for the process of international state-building, but also for the EU attempt to emerge as 
an important actor and state-builder itself. However, despite its ambition, the EU was 
not actively involved in the negotiations (Bouris 2012: 257). According to a US official, 
“the EU was invited to the conference, but had no role, other than cheerleader for what 
was essentially a US-created ‘fait accompli’” (Schumacher 2005: 150).

Establishing a common EU position towards the conflict has been ‘a laborious 
and time-consuming process’ (Müller 2017: 202). Therefore, the contractual relations 
between the EU and the PLO commenced as late as in 1997, with the adoption of 
an Interim AA with the PLO on behalf of the PA within the framework of the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership (Müller 2017: 204). On the basis of the agreement, the EU 
signed an Action Plan with the Palestinians in 2005, which emphasized on the political 
conditionality and ‘a new partnership perspective’(Müller 2017: 204).

The EU Seville Declaration from 2002 introduced specific details on the final status 
solution by implementing a Road Map in an attempt to facilitate the negotiations on the 
two-state solution (Bouris and Brown 2014: 2). The idea was that by 2005, Palestinians 
would be given a state – something, which has not materialised.

The Roadmap suggested the deployment of two civilian EU missions in 2006 (Tartir 
and Ejdus 2018: 143). As already mentioned, CSDP missions are one of the most widely 
applied EU state-building policies and the deployment of such missions was regarded 
as an important phase of EU’s commitment and ambition, marking the beginning of 
the second more active period of EU state-building in the OPTs.

The EU Border Assistance Mission to Rafah (EUBAM Rafah) was deployed in 
2006/2007 at the Rafah Crossing Point between Gaza and Egypt but has remained 
largely inactive (Bouris and İşleyen 2018: 23). The EU Police Mission in the West Bank 
(EUPOL COPPS) was deployed with the objective to assist in reforming the security 
sector, by improving the civil police component (Bouris and İşleyen 2018: 23). The 
importance and characteristics of the mission are observed in the next chapter.
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In 2012, the Council Conclusions went a step further and declared that all EU 
agreements are inapplicable in the territories, occupied by Israel in 1967 (Council of 
the EU 2012). This was the first time the Council referred explicitly to the 1967 borders, 
stating that all settlements occurred after are illegal.

The third Gaza war of 2014, regarded as one of the most devastating and atrocious 
conflicts in the last years, only demonstrated the failed international attempts to bring fresh 
air in Gaza and the MEPP (Bouris 2015: 111). The same year the European Parliament adopted 
its first resolution on the Palestinian question, declaring the support to the recognition 
of the Palestinian statehood and the two-state solution (EU Parliament Resolution OJ 
18/09/2014). Issuing a Resolution and not a Declaration, the EU firmly positioned itself on 
the matter. The position developed further in 2015, when the EU Commission applied an 
‘indirect’ economic sanction to Israel, declaring that products, made in Israeli settlements 
on the Palestinian land are illegal (EU Commission C (2015) 7834).

Currently, the EU is active through a number of channels in the OPTs, having 
contractual relations only with the PLO on behalf of the PA. Similar to Kosovo, the name 
‘Palestine*’ is accompanied with an asterisk, emphasizing the internal EU dissensus on 
its statehood matter. Through technical and financial assistance, as well as humanitarian 
aid and different projects for development, the EU has positioned itself as the main 
partner on the ground. This shows that the EU has time and again committed itself in 
resolving the issue and building a legitimate and functioning Palestinian state.

4.5 Chapter Summary

The table below presents a comparative analysis of the case studies, by summarising 
the points made and by making a subtle referral to the situational context of the EU’s 
involvement as a state-builder, which is presented in the next chapter. 

Table 1: Comparative analysis of Kosovo and Palestine (the OPTs)

* Founded is the year of secession (Kosovo) or self-proclaimed independence (the OPTs)    
** EU’s Full Involvement – the year of concluding contractual relationship with the entity, without prejudice  the previous EU support

Source: Author
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5. Empirical Analysis

5.1 EU State-building in Kosovo and EULEX Kosovo

In the years before the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo, the EU 
put a lot of effort in building a stable democratic environment, which can develop 
and sustain the long-waited statehood, while seeing Kosovo’s future in the EU. A 
greater emphasis was placed on the judicial justice system and law enforcement 
(Papadimitriou 2008: 12). It was envisaged that the EU would deploy a mission with a 
considerable political mandate, which can reflect on the priorities of establishing the 
rule of law and democratic governance.

It started in 2007, when the UN Special Envoy Martti Ahtisaari proposed a 
Settlement Plan for Kosovo, under which the latter would become an independent 
state after a transitional period of international supervision (UNSC S/2007/168/Add.1). 
The proposal aimed to replace UNSC 1244 and to give the mandate to the EU to 
reconstruct the state through the mission EULEX Kosovo. The initial ambition turned 
upside-down when in 2008 Kosovo self-declared its independence, which led to the 
UN rejection of the proposal, by maintaining the UNMIK and thus the status quo. When 
the ICJ declared that the unilateral declaration of independence is not illegal, Kosovo 
turned into de jure independent and de facto under a UN administration. 

Within this ambiguous and contested environment in 2008, the mission EULEX 
Kosovo emerged. The EU was determined that a CSDP deployment would become 
the flagship initiative, which could boost the necessary internal reforms. The purpose 
of the mission was to create stable state authorities and governance structures, which 
can develop a legal framework for safe liberal market and free economic relations 
(Zupančič et al. 2018: 602). Moreover, the mission was designed to assist the judicial 
authorities and the law enforcement agencies towards establishing sustainable and 
independent rule of law institutions (EEAS 2019). 

EULEX Kosovo is by far the largest and most extensive rule of law missions ever 
deployed by the EU under the CFSP (Grilj and Zupančič 2016: 64). Its civilian mandate 
was based on monitoring, mentoring and advising, coordinating, investigating and 
assisting the local judicial authorities and personnel (Chivvis 2010: 33). The mission 
is a perfect ‘signature’ of the EU state-building through socialisation, reflecting on 
the determination to establish the rule of law in societies, emerging out of conflict. 
In the case of Kosovo, it is also a member state-building initiative, reflecting on the 
EU’s priorities to build future candidate member states, for which the rule of law is 
a fundamental requirement (Personal Interview, Policy Officer (Kosovo desk) at DG 
NEAR, EU Commission 2018). 

The initial mandate of EULEX Kosovo was designed to be substantially political 
and to stretch well beyond technical support and assistance (Papadimitriou and Petrov 
2012: 756). However, the recognition of the ICJ complicated the situation by placing 
Kosovo in a political and legal ‘limbo’. The deployment of the mission was opposed by 
Kosovo Serbs, Serbia and Russia, implying that this would be a de facto recognition of 
Kosovo’s independence (Chivvis 2010: 39). The EU member states that do not recognise 
Kosovo were supportive to the objectives of the mission, but opposed the deployment 
and remained sympathetic to the Serbian claim for territorial integrity (Koeth 2010: 
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233). In addition, they emphasized the need that the UNMIK should remain the only 
international body in charge of the state’s administration. 

This political contention highly obstructed the initial expectations of the EU and 
endangered its leverage on the ground. Despite the international opposition, the 
EU was forced to take a middle ground position, by complying both with Resolution 
1244, while recognising the declaration of independence. The EU acknowledged that 
Kosovo is a profoundly European matter and it was determined to act, despite the 
“stateness fatigue” (Koeth 2010: 234). 

Therefore, regardless of the political conundrum, the mission was deployed. 
To ensure the smooth deployment, the EU had to persuade Serbia to give up its 
rhetorical support to Kosovo Serbs so that the mission is deployed even in the 
controversial Kosovo-Serbs area (Chivvis 2010: 31). In 2012, the mandate was extended 
for additional two years and in 2014, a new set of court panels were initialled, making 
the international staff a minority by transferring more responsibilities to the Kosovo’ 
personnel. Today, EULEX Kosovo does not hear new cases in practice but is handing 
over those competences to the Kosovo judicial system only with the exception of 
cases, concerning Northern Kosovo (Zupančič et al 2018: 603). 

The previous mandate of the mission ended in mid-June 2018 and it has been 
extended until 14 June 2020 (EEAS 2019: 1). Nevertheless, different foreseen and 
unforeseen challenges influenced its mandate, leading to a number of political 
repercussions, which had unintended consequences for the EU state-building 
approach.

5.2 Unintended consequences on EULEX Kosovo

“It would have made our life much easier, if the European Commission had the 
mandate, not the EU-28.” (Personal Interaction with Deputy Head of Cabinet to 
Commissioner Johannes Hahn 2019). 

The EU policy of recognition towards Kosovo after 2008 had an impact on the 
deployment, operation and ambition of the mission EULEX Kosovo. The lack of 
collective EU recognition is one of the main reasons for the unintended consequences 
and the lack of a long-term strategy.

As already hinted, in the absence of internal consensus on Kosovo’s statehood 
question, the EU declared that “EU member states will decide, in accordance with 
national practice and international law, on their relations with Kosovo” (Council of the 
EU 2008: 2). This was the beginning of the so called bilateral recognition of Kosovo’s 
declaration of independence, suggesting that the EU confirms its position on the 
principles of territorial integrity and sovereignty, but it states that Kosovo is a “sui 
generis case which does not call into question these principles” (Council of the EU 
2008: 2). In other words, it is not the EU per se, but the EU-28 which have the mandate 
over the mission and since they offer no collective recognition, EULEX remains at the 
good will of each member state. The absence of collective EU recognition led to the 
development of a more pragmatic EU approach, stating that the five EU member 
states which withhold recognition, in fact do engage without recognition by allowing 
the deployment of EULEX Kosovo.
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Acts of implied recognition can take variety of forms, from diplomatic 
representation, participation in treaties and other international and regional 
agreements (Newman and Visoka 2018: 25). But it could also mean the lack of 
obstructions for the deployment of a mission. As already mentioned, the EU declared 
that it is determined to deploy the mission, regardless of Kosovo’s statehood status. 
This presents the first unintended consequence on EULEX Kosovo – while the mission 
was designed to imply neutrality, the mandate was tasked to mentor, advise and 
assist Kosovo’s institutions, implying a de facto recognition of this very state. Implied 
collective recognition exists in the prospect of EU membership for Kosovo, which in other 
circumstances would not be granted to other contested entities (Newman and Visoka 
2018: 25). Therefore, in this peculiar context, one could argue that the presence of implied 
recognition could be justified as a mean to provide an EU membership perspective.

The concept of recognition relates to the lack of external sovereignty, which in the 
case of Kosovo was not an obstacle for the deployment of EULEX Kosovo. Moreover, the 
prospect of EU membership and the declared international commitment for regional 
peace and stability in the Western Balkans were important factors for the UN to grant 
the EU the mandate to deploy the mission. Nevertheless, the operation phase of the 
mission presented several unintended consequences.

The original idea was for the mission to be with an executive mandate, which 
would bring about significant political transformation and establishment of statehood 
in Kosovo. The lack of unanimity on an EU level was the reason to transform the 
mission’s mandate to civilian, reduced only to technical assistance with some executive 
functions, but without a long-term impact, making it a “tedious process” (Personal 
Interview with the Head of Division for the Western Balkans Unit at EEAS, 20 Apr 
2018). Since the mission was deployed as part of the UNMIK, it had to assist Kosovo’s 
government, while having no formal opinion whether this is an autonomous region 
within Serbia or an independent state, both factors of contestation (Radin 2014: 183). 

This leads to the second unintended consequence. The ambiguity around Kosovo’s 
statehood and the lack of full external sovereignty were reasons for EULEX Kosovo to 
be deployed with a considerable delay. On one hand, this had repercussions on the 
local perceptions of the mission. The initial attraction vanished quickly as the promises 
were not met and the mission’s mandate did not live up to the local expectations 
(Grilj and Zupančič 2016: 72). Only limited progress was made in the field of judiciary, 
organised crime and corruption and a modest progress in the areas of police and 
customs (Grilj and Zupančič 2016: 65). On the other hand, the EU’s leverage as a state-
builder in Kosovo was also affected, as its role was considerably reduced and his 
attempt to resolve the statehood question was handicapped. It has been argued that 
long-term missions should leave an institutional legacy behind and be an example of 
good practices, but EULEX has not been able to fully achieve this purpose, which had 
a negative impact on the political cost-effectiveness (Zupančič et al. 2018: 606).  

Another unintended consequence, deriving out of the absence of internal 
sovereignty relates to the legal system that the mission’s personnel was tasked to apply 
in practice. The combination of three legal systems (the Kosovo code, the UNMIK code 
and the Yugoslavian code) obstructed providing even a technical assistance (Chivvis 
2010: 40). The mission representatives were faced with the challenge of which legal 
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system to follow, unintentionally making an implied decision on Kosovo’s statehood 
question. The lack of uniform legal basis had consequences on the coherence and 
efficiency of the mission, leading to inconsistent choices of the missions’ personnel 
(Mutluer and Tsarouhas 2018: 428). The vague status-neutral approach, while trying to 
‘please’ both sides, in fact created a climate of confusion, which had repercussions on 
its main task of establishing the rule of law (Mutluer and Tsarouhas 2018: 429).

Consequently, the lack of collective EU recognition had an impact on the 
secondment of judges and police and customs officers. The EU member states 
(especially those which withhold recognition) have been reluctant to deploy 
experienced and competent officials on the ground in a timely manner (Zupančič et al. 
2018: 604). It has been argued that short-term contracts of one year or less have been 
more appealing to young and inexperienced judges, who have been more willing to 
be seconded, rather than more senior officials (Zupančič et al. 2018: 604). The lack of 
sufficient number of competent judges had an impact on the type of training and 
assistance that the mission had to provide. This shows that the absence of full external 
sovereignty and collective EU recognition apart from political, have a more practical 
consequence on the mandate of the mission. 

Drawing upon the argument of coherence, the missions’ performance has 
been highly obstructed due to the lack of internal sovereignty in Northern Kosovo, 
populated mainly by Serbs. The profound disconnection with the local population in 
the region (another characteristic of contestation) was the reason the missions was 
confronted by local resistance, using barricades to block “EULEX and Kosovo Customs 
and Police from reaching the border”, which further constrained the free movement 
of people (Mutluer and Tsarouhas 2018: 431). This is particularly important, because 
it demonstrates that rule of law activities are intrinsically political and local Kosovars 
perceive those as core attributes of their sovereignty (Mahr 2018: 76). This leads to the 
conclusion that the lack of full internal sovereignty also affects the full implementation 
and effectiveness of the mission on the ground. 

It is important to note that even if a single EU mission has been perceived as 
incoherent and inefficient by the local population, the entire EU approach in the 
region could be compromised. The lack of progress on Kosovo’s path towards EU 
membership is to a great extent linked to the attitude of Kosovo’s population towards 
the mission. The locals perceive the EU approach as reinforcing the status quo, rather 
than changing it, which has long-term repercussions on the EU’s image in the Western 
Balkans and the credibility of the accession carrot as a state-building tool (Mutluer and 
Tsarouhas 2018: 431). 

As some scholars observe, the mission has been initialled as a political project 
without a long-term image of a ‘defined’ end state and more than a decade after its 
deployment, it still lacks an exit strategy (Zupančič et al. 2018: 605). This clearly shows 
that the overly ambitious objectives of the EU are practically too idealistic. They only 
serve as an instrument for non-recognising member states to ensure the continuation 
of international presence in Kosovo, because the withdrawal of the mission would 
require a political decision, which can have an impact on the future of the state 
(Zupančič et al. 2018: 605). 
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This demonstrates that the type of EU state-building in contested states revolves 
around the questions of how it fits within the broader regional ambition of the EU and 
how is it going to be perceived by the local population and the international community. 
In other words, the mere deployment or withdrawal of a mission (regardless of whether 
it has been successful or not) is a political decision, which has long-term consequence 
on the perceptions of the EU’s role in this contested state. A similar correlation could 
be found in the case of the OPTs and the deployment of EUPOL COPPS. 

5.3 EU State-building in the OPTs and EUPOL COPPS

The relationship between the EU state-building approach and the OPTs is sui 
generis and has always been oriented towards reforms and results (Personal Interaction 
with Deputy Head of Cabinet to Commissioner Johannes Hahn 2019). Reforms in the 
security sector have remained the top EU priority ever since the latter’s engagement 
as a state-builder. Policing matters have been identified as a priority for the effective 
administration of the local population in Palestine. Ever since 1920, this function has 
been undertaken by external actors, and Palestinians have never had independent 
and autonomous civil police as ‘control always remained in the hands of outsiders’ 
(Milton-Edwards 1998: 101). 

Palestinian reforms in the area of security and police had begun after the Oslo 
Accords and after signing the Interim Agreement of 1997. As already mentioned, 
these agreements marked the beginning of the limited Palestinian self-governance 
over internal security matters (İşleyen 2018: 326). The objective of the EU was to build 
modern and professional civil police, essential to sustain the security of the Palestinian 
people marching towards their statehood (İşleyen 2018: 326). The security vacuum, 
which emerged in the West Bank after the Second Intifada created an opportunity for 
the EU to get involved in the conflict and move away from the “stigma of being a payer 
and not a player” (El-Din 2017: 131).

After the 2003/2004 Roadmap presented the EU’s commitment to emerge as an 
active state-builder, the result was deploying the EU Police Mission in the West Bank - 
EUPOL COPPS. The mission was the second EU civilian mission deployed in 2006 (after 
EUBAM RAMAH), designed to assist and facilitate the implementation of the Roadmap 
for the OPTs, by focusing on the police reform and the rule of law (Council of the 
EU 2005: 66). Its task revolves around five main sections: the police advisory section, 
programme coordination, rule of law, administration and gender section (Bouris 2019: 
96). The mission does not have an executive mandate, which implies that it is unable 
to enforce and execute policies on the ground. Mentoring and advising the Palestinian 
Civil Police (PCP), as well as coordinating and facilitating the EU member states’ financial 
support constitute an important part of the civilian aspect of the mission. Up until 
today, the operational staff of EUPOL COPPS has gradually expanded and recently its 
mandate was extended until June 2019 (Bouris 2019: 97).

However, similar to EULEX Kosovo, the deployment of the mission also faced 
obstructions. The deployment took place a few weeks before Hamas won the 
Palestinian elections in 2006, after which the EU suspended its financial assistance, 
withdrawing its support from the Hamas-led government (Asseburg 2010: 78). The 
division of the territory of Palestine into the Hamas-led Gaza strip and Fatah-led West 
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Bank additionally complicated the situation by creating internal borders within the 
OPTs, creating contested internal environment with no internal sovereignty. The EU 
temporary suspended the mission until June 2007 until the Fayyad Government was 
established, and the mission was finally implemented, yet only in the areas, controlled 
by Fayyad (Bouris and İşleyen 2018: 11). Security matters formed an important part of 
the newly established Fayyad’s plan and in 2008, EUPOL COPPS expanded its mandate 
to include an additional rule of law component and placed a special emphasis on well-
equipped security forces (Palestinian National Authority 2009).

Over the years, the mission has provided extensive support for capacity-building 
to the PCP. It has equipped the PA with vehicles, equipment, hard and soft policing 
infrastructure and it has helped with promoting of police-prosecution cooperation 
(Tartir and Ejdus 2018: 143). Moreover, the fact that it was deployed and the EU 
managed to convince Israel, the US and the PA of its necessity is still considered a 
success story (Tartir and Ejdus 2018: 143). Nevertheless, the geographical limitation 
of the mission had raised a number of questions, regarding the EU state-building 
approach in the OPTs. The feeling of insecurity caused by the Israeli occupation is 
still a major concern for the missions’ objectives on the ground (Saidy 2014: 110). The 
territory is substantially fragmented and subject to occupation, both characteristics of 
internal contestation. The involvement of different actors on the ground also obstructs 
the mission’s mandate. 

Today, the mission targets the civil police under the Fatah Government, while 
Hamas is pursuing its own training operations in the Gaza Strip (İşleyen 2018: 331). 
This leads to the conclusion that there are two different sets of security sector building 
processes, seeking to exercise monopoly on the means of force and legitimacy in 
terms of statehood (Sayigh 2011: 25). The context, in which EUPOL COPPS has been 
operating for the last thirteen years has inevitably influenced its agenda and objectives 
and similar to EULEX Kosovo, it has led to a number of unintended consequences for 
the EU state-building mission. 

5.4 Unintended consequences on EUPOL COPPS

“The EU’s reputation by the Arab states costed much more than the suspension of 
money in 2006” (Personal Interaction with Deputy Head of Cabinet to Commissioner 
Johannes Hahn, 08 Apr 2019).  

A second example of the EU’s bilateral policy of recognition is the OPTs. Similar to 
Kosovo, the EU had stated that it is the competence, technically and politically, of the 
EU member states to offer recognition (HRVP Mogherini 2014). The lack of full collective 
EU recognition had influenced the state-building role of the EU, but in contrast to the 
policy of enlargement, the ENP does not offer the membership perspective, which 
suggests that the EU’s role has been much less influential through the mission EUPOL 
COPPS.  

The unintended consequences on EUPOL COPPS are linked to the context of 
contestation and the lack of external and internal sovereignty in the OPTs. To begin 
with, EUPOL COPPS is only allowed to operate in the areas under the PCP control (Bouris 
2019: 99). The Israeli occupation and policies on the ground obstruct the mission 
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and do not allow its operations in areas B and C. The PA has to inform Israel of all its 
activities in Area A, request permission of all its movements and coordinate operations 
in Area B (International Crisis Group 2010: 98). This is linked to the aforementioned 
territorial fragmentation and the divisions of areas A, B and C, showing the lack of 
internal sovereignty.

Furthermore, drawing upon the argument of the lack of sovereignty, the Israeli 
occupation prevents the free movement of EUPOL COPPS personnel and obstructs 
the access to certain areas without the explicit authorisation of Israel (Bouris 2019: 
99). Operating in an environment, where everything needs to be approved by Israel 
has repercussions on the full implementation of the mission’s mandate. The delivery 
of equipment needs to be approved by the Coordinator of Government Activities in 
the Territories (Hass 2011). In addition, the police is being trained under the mental 
programming of life under occupation and the absence of Israeli concessions makes 
it difficult to motivate the members to perform their tasks, as they are concerned 
about the realities on the ground (Bouris 2019: 99). This demonstrates that the internal 
contested environment makes training the police under occupation ineffective.

The presence of several security agencies and forces is another challenge for the 
operationalisation of the mission, as at any time “everyone can come with a jeep and a 
flag and declare that he is the one in control” (Hass 2011: 1). The inability to differentiate 
which security forces are in control in a certain territory leads to uncertainty and 
ambiguity, which affects the nature of practice and training. In addition, the constant 
fear of Israeli interception has a destructive psychological effect on the Palestinian police. 
The risk of imminent interference into the training operations has in impact not only on 
the physical presence, but on the morale of the Palestinian police (Hass 2011: 1).

Additionally, similar to EULEX Kosovo, the lack of external sovereignty leads to 
deployment of EUPOL COPPS without an executive mandate. Thus, the EU is unable to 
implement policies on the ground, but only to provide technical assistance and advice to 
the local police forces. In other words, instead of having the executive force to foster the 
police reform and push Israel to grant the PCP an extension of its operational activities 
in other areas, EUPOL COPPS was rather strengthening the internal fragmentation and 
status quo in the OPTs (İşleyen 2018: 326). This unintended enforcement of the internal 
contestation has an impact on the image of the EU in the region.

This leads to the role of perceptions of the EU state-building approach, due to 
the inability of the mission to exert the best out of the situation. After Hamas won the 
Palestinian elections in 2006, a number of questions arose as to what kind of state-
building the EU promotes. On one hand, as already mentioned, EUPOL COPPS targets 
the civil police under two separate governments, which has not been the intention 
of the mission’s mandate and does not add anything on the efficiency of the mission. 
The constant feeling of insecurity and instability create major concerns for the goals 
of the mission and negatively impact its task to guarantee the security and stability in 
the OPTs (Saidy 2014: 110).  

On the other hand, when the EU cut financial support to the Hamas-led government 
and increased cooperation with Fatah, the EU unintentionally created an internal 
hierarchy of diplomatic, political and economic isolation of Hamas (İşleyen 2018: 331). 
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This demonstrates that not only the Israeli occupation, but the absence of political 
unity between the two Palestinian factions impacts any EU attempt to bring about 
sustainable reforms (Saidy 2014: 115). 

Furthermore, as the quote in the beginning of this section suggested, this action 
costed much more than the suspension of money. Consequently, the EU’s reputation 
in the OPTs changed the way the EU is perceived as a credible international actor 
and state-builder. Several Palestinian stakeholders pointed out that the PA’s security 
coordination with Israel does not promote Palestinian independence, but rather 
provides assistance to the occupation, linked to the argument of strengthening the 
internal contestation (Müller and Zahda 2018: 134). 

Nevertheless, EUPOL COPPS has achieved proclaimed technical successes by 
training and equipping hundreds of security experts and contributing to more 
professional police forces (Tartir and Ejdus  2018: 150). At the same time progress has 
been perceived as precarious, technical and shallow (Müller and Zahda 2018: 133). The 
mission fails to generate an institutional capacity to design, plan and conduct training 
locally (Müller and Zahda 2018: 133). This relates to the aspect of local ownership as 
a requirement of the successful EU state-building mission. EUPOL COPPS has been 
accused of lacking this attribute. The imposition of own models of governing the 
police without considering the needs of the local population was put forward as an 
unintended consequence of the mission, or at least in the early stages of its deployment 
(Bouris and Reigeluth 2012: 189).

Another consequence, deriving out of the absence of complete external 
sovereignty, relates to the number of other international actors involved on the 
ground. The OPTs enjoys a high level of external recognition, but it does not preclude 
the role of many international actors on the ground. As an EU official stated, “the EU 
is not the only actor in the region today, nor it is credible enough to be the substitute 
of the US’ role” (Personal Interaction with Deputy Head of Cabinet to Commissioner 
Johannes Hahn, 08 Apr 2019). The recent shift in the US foreign policy, as well as the 
influence of Russia and China have unintended impact over the politics of the region, 
which leads to different tensions pulling in different ways. The fact that embassies are 
moving away, following the US lead and the emergence of new donors have had their 
respective impact on the environment in which EUPOL COPPS has been operating.

As previously mentioned, the EU has been side-lined on the state-building agenda 
in the OPTs since the Oslo Accords and this is partly due to the absence of credibility 
on an international level and the power asymmetry with other international actors. In 
addition, the ENP does not offer sustainable and long-term results on the two-state-
solution, which also influences the EU’s role in the conflict resolution. Regardless of 
the extent to which EUPOL COPPS has been perceived as successful, its withdrawal 
might significantly reduce the EU’s leverage, which is another important observation. 
A point of reference is the mission EUBAM Rafah, which has only been fictionally active 
on the check point between Gaza Strip and Egypt. The removal of a civilian state-
building mission would have a major symbolic consequence for the EU’s presence 
and considering such an option would not bring the desired results of credibility and 
mutual trust. 



208 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

The EU’s Involvement in Contested States: Insights from Kosovo and Palestine

6. Conclusions: Addressing the Research Question and Hypothesis

“Involvement in contested environments create a lot of problems, but we are a soft 
power and we do not take sides or impose decisions” (Personal Interaction with Head 
of Unit for Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus and Eastern Partnership Cooperation, 
DG NEAR, EU Commissionр 08 Apr 2019).

In order to answer the research question, this thesis refers back to the concept of 
sovereignty, contested statehood and the EU state-building approach.

Kosovo and the OPTs do not fully satisfy the criteria of ‘state’ under the 
aforementioned Montevideo Convention. They are not fully recognised on an 
international level and they face internal challenges of controlling their respective 
territories with undefined borders. The lack of internal and/or external sovereignty are 
main classifications of contestation and both cases are perfect examples of contested 
entities.

The EU’s role in contested states began with the development of the CFSP in 
1993, turning the EU into an international actor in state-building projects in societies, 
emerging out of conflict. In addition, the EU has put an extra emphasis on those 
societies, experiencing contestation with the belief that restoring their governance 
would bring security and stability within the Union. Over the years, the EU has been 
faced with different challenges of state-building and their identification is important 
not only for the effectiveness of the state-building approach, but for the broader 
picture of examining the EU’s involvement in contested states.   

Due to the complexity of the EU state-building approach, this thesis demonstrated 
that the consequences of contestation in both case studies are technical, but also 
political and symbolic.

To begin with, both Kosovo and the OPTs enjoy middle to high titular recognition, 
i.e. the acceptance of their right to claim a statehood. It was shown that the relatively 
high level of external sovereignty did not have an impact on the readiness of the 
international community to deploy EULEX Kosovo and EUPOL COPPS, but it had 
a consequence on the inability of both missions to exert executive functions. For 
instance, the political developments that both missions faced before their deployment 
(the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo and the electoral victory of 
Hamas) have had a negative impact on the EU state-building approach by reducing 
its ambition. The lowered ambition proved that the local perceptions of the EU have 
changed since the missions do not manage to live up to the expectations.  

In the case of Kosovo, the reluctance of the EU member states, regarding Kosovo’s 
recognition, led to the secondment of experts with low experience and shorter 
contracts. This affected the quality of the training operations and transfer of knowledge 
and reduced the EU’s credibility on the ground (Mutluer and Tsarouhas 2018: 431). 
In the case of the OPTs, the EU was forced to side-line Hamas and advance relations 
with the Fatah Government, creating an internal division of political fractions. This also 
impacted EU’s image in the region and its role in the conflict.

When it comes to the lack of internal sovereignty, both case studies demonstrated 
similar effects. Firstly, the internal division and territorial fragmentation in both entities 
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obstructed the full implementation of the missions. In the case of Kosovo, the mission 
was obstructed in the Northern region, opposed by Kosovo Serbs, whereas in the OPTs, 
the Israeli occupation restricted the deployment in several areas. Furthermore, the 
need for permission and the constant insecurity have had an additional psychological 
effect on the personnel of EUPOL COPPS, which was an unintended consequence of 
the mission.  

The EU capacity to manage territorial conflicts in contested states has been 
defined by the policy of enlargement and the ENP (Noutcheva 2018: 5). This leads 
to the hypothesis of this thesis, suggesting that both frameworks result in different 
effects of contestation on the EU state-building missions. In the case of Kosovo, the 
deployment of EULEX Kosovo relates to the broader picture of the EU accession policy, 
which stipulates the willingness of the EU to offer Kosovo a future in the European 
project, for which establishing the rule of law was a pre-requisite (Personal Interaction 
with Managing Director for Europe and Central Asia at EEAS, 9 Apr 2019). 

In the context of the OPTs, the EU does not have a common policy, regarding its 
recognition, but it does have a common position towards the MEPP, based on the 
two-state solution (Newman and Visoka 2018: 26). The ENP as a political framework 
is unable to offer the carrot of enlargement, which has significantly reduced EU’s 
leverage, and despite the high level of external sovereignty, the extent of EU’s 
involvement in the OPTs through EUPOL COPPS was limited since the very beginning. 
It was additionally reduced, due to the presence of other international actors on the 
ground, creating an external context of transatlantic influence and calculations.  This 
placed the EU’s ambition on a standby, leading some EU officials to state that “there is 
no peace and no process” and that “the two-state solution is not dead, but it’s resting” 
(Personal Interaction with Deputy Head of Cabinet to Commissioner Johannes Hahn, 
EU Commission, 08 Apr 2019).

Therefore, despite observing similar effects of contestation on both missions, it 
was shown that the EU’s credibility under EULEX Kosovo is at a greater risk, than under 
EUPOL COPPS, as the whole enlargement process in the Western Balkans is at stakes. 
Kosovo has been considered a European project since the very beginning, thus the 
EU has placed a greater emphasis on its state-building approach there. In the context 
of the ENP, Palestine is a “shrinking state” and the EU has been unable to influence 
the creation of an independent Palestinian state (Personal Interaction with Managing 
Director for the Middle East and North Africa at EEAS, 09 Apr 2019). Therefore, the 
effects of contestations are similar, but the stakes of EU’s involvement and its credibility 
are much higher in the case of Kosovo, which partly confirms the aforementioned 
hypothesis.

This thesis demonstrated that there are solid grounds for granting collective 
international recognition to both Kosovo and the OPTs, but that the EU policy in both 
cases is a by-product of internal dynamics (Newman and Visoka 2018: 27). The lack of 
internal consensus and common position demonstrates the limits of the EU to have an 
impact on the regional peace and security and does not add anything on resolving the 
protracted disputes (Newman and Visoka 2018: 25). Furthermore, the CSDP missions 
are considered only a way for the EU to “wave their flag” on the ground when no other 
policy alternatives are available (Grilj and Zupančič 2016: 74).



210 De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

The EU’s Involvement in Contested States: Insights from Kosovo and Palestine

Some of the main aspects, around which the EU officials assessed the EU’s involvement 
in the OPTs and Kosovo touch upon the following points:

“It would have been much easier in 2002, when we were EU-15 (for the OPTs)”;  “It 
would have been easier if the EU Commission had the mandate, not the EU-28 
(for Kosovo)” (Personal Interaction with Deputy Head of Cabinet to Commissioner 
Johannes Hahn, 08 Apr 2019).

“We should not have one- or two-member states, holding the rest hostages” 
(Personal Interaction with the Coordinating Spokesperson to President Juncker at 
EU Commission, Brussels, 10 Apr 2019). 

Along those lines, the requirement of unanimity has been pointed out as one 
of the main reasons for the lack of credible EU foreign policy of state-building in 
contested states. As one of the interviewees proposed, one way of improving the 
decision-making system is “getting rid of the unanimous voting in certain sectors 
of the CFSP, which do not require Treaty changes and in a way that the EU member 
states do not feel like their sovereignty has been stripped off” (Personal Interaction 
with Managing Director for the Middle East and North Africa at EEAS, 09 Apr 2019). 
Another EU official referred back to the proposition of President Juncker to replace the 
unanimous voting with qualified majority voting for some matters of the EU foreign 
policy (Personal Interaction with the Coordinating Spokesperson to President Juncker 
at EU Commission, 10 Apr 2019).

When it comes to the development of meaningful state-building strategies in 
contested states, a proposal for future research could be researching the possibilities 
of moving away from the requirement of unanimity, while maintaining the sovereign 
rights of the EU member states. This would bring about a positive perception of the 
EU, while building up mutual trust and opening the doors for future cooperation in 
contested environments.
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Introduction 

“Five years on from the illegal annexation of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea 
and the city of Sevastopol by the Russian Federation, the European Union remains 
steadfast in its commitment to Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity”  
(Council of the European Union 2019).

These sentences introduce Federica Mogherini’s declaration on behalf of the EU 
in March 2019, on the occasion of the fifth anniversary of the illegal annexation of 
Crimea by Russia. Her function as High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy (HR/VP) reflects the European Union’s ambition to become an 
important player on the international stage. With the expansion of the EU’s external 
action over the last decades, the question of its role as a global actor has been a 
growing field of interest for academia and policy analysis. Concepts and theoretical 
frameworks have emerged in the literature, trying to define and assess the specificity 
of the EU in international relations. The notion of ‘actorness’ appears to be one of 
the most frequently used by scholars. Interestingly enough, this concept has been 
less frequently applied to security matters, even though they actually form a key field 
of study in international relations. The purpose of this paper is therefore to use this 
notion to examine the EU’s capacity to engage in crisis management and to act as an 
international security actor. It also aims at exploring how these actions are perceived, 
both externally and by the EU itself. In a nutshell, our starting assumption is that 
different factors may enable or on the contrary constrain the EU’s security actorness, 
for instance its competences conferred by the treaties in international security affairs 
or the diverging interests and preferences of its Member States. 

When it comes to the EU’s external action, an interesting case study is precisely the 
so-called “Ukraine crisis” that began in 2014. The conflict that arose in the wake of the 
Euromaidan revolution and has been unwinding since then had a profound impact on 
the EU’s relations with both Ukraine and Russia, and has more generally affected the 
European security architecture. Moreover, it is particularly relevant to focus on the EU’s 
role because the Union in itself – and not only its member states - had a role in the way 
the events occurred in Ukraine. Some authors even argue that “the conflict in Ukraine 
was fundamentally about the EU”(Cross and Karolewski, 2017: 4), since protests were 
sparked after President Yanukovych refused to sign the Association Agreement with 
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the EU at the Vilnius Summit in November 2013. This research will therefore be carried 
out as a single-case study empirically informed by qualitative methods to examine the 
EU’s capacity to act in a regional setting as a security actor, in this specific context of 
the “Ukraine crisis”. 

The research scope will be limited to the EU’s crisis response, focusing on the 
ongoing conflict and therefore not encompassing broader aspects of the EU’s action 
in Ukraine, linked with the Eastern Partnership’s (EaP) framework and the conclusion 
of the Association Agreement. Our focus will thus be on the EU’s security actorness 
in the “Ukraine’s crisis”, starting with the annexation of Crimea, up to the sanctions 
policy of the EU vis-à-vis Russia, as amended in March 2019 (Council Decision 2019).  
I will analyze different instances of the EU’s security actorness in this crisis against 
the background of the ‘integrated approach’ as developed and adopted by the EU 
(European External Action Service 2016: 28-32). This paper will try to bring answers to 
the following research questions: 

What are the factors enabling and limiting the EU’s ability to act as a security actor 
in the Ukraine crisis? What instances of EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” 
can be identified? How are these manifestations of the EU’s security actorness assessed 
and perceived by the EU, as well as by Ukrainian political elite and wider public?

To do so, the first part will draw upon secondary literature to devise a theoretical 
and methodological framework that will guide this empirical case study. The second 
part will then be dedicated to the methodical analysis of the EU’s security actorness in 
this context of the “Ukraine crisis”.

1. The European Union as a security actor in international relations: devising a 
theoretical and methodological framework of analysis

As seen in the introduction, the nature of the European Union as an actor in 
international relations is a recurring topic of debate, discussed among scholars but also 
more broadly among the EU’s governing elites. Its role in security matters is often even 
more controversial, both inside and beyond the EU’s borders. In view of an empirical 
analysis of the EU’s response to the Ukraine crisis, it is first needed to devise a theoretical 
and methodological framework of research, building on existing literature on the topic.

1.1. The EU as a security actor: embracing an integrated approach to crisis and 
conflict management

The aim of this section is to get an understanding of the characteristics of the EU as 
a security actor, by analyzing its approach to crisis and conflict management. Without 
entering into a historical review of the evolutions of the EU’s security action, it is relevant 
for this case study to obtain a better grasp of recent developments in this matter.

A central feature of the EU’s external action has been its comprehensive 
approach to external conflicts and crises. It was first officially described in a 2013 
Joint Communication, even though the document mentions that it “has already 



Mallory Tamain

219De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

been successfully applied as the key organizing principle for EU action” before (High 
Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and 
European Commission, 2013), alluding to examples of Sahel and the Horn of Africa. It 
has been argued that some aspects of a comprehensive approach can be found in the 
pre-Lisbon period, already in the 2003 European Security Strategy, but that the new 
institutional framework set out in the Lisbon Treaty really allowed for the development 
of the EU’s comprehensive approach to crisis management, with a particular role 
conferred to the European External Action Service (EEAS) and the HR/VP in ensuring 
the consistency of EU’s external action (Pirozzi, 2013). 

The 2013 Joint Communication sets out the following key features for the 
implementation of a comprehensive approach to external conflicts: covering the full 
conflict-cycle from prevention to stabilization; devising a joined-up policy including the 
variety of instruments and resources of the EU; ensuring coherence and cooperation 
between EU-level actors and Members States with a crucial role for EU Delegations; and 
finally, emphasizing on the security-development nexus (Pirozzi, 2013: 6–7). This idea 
of employing political, military and civilian instruments in a coherent manner  to tackle 
crises is not brand new, and one can easily assume that the EU drew some inspiration 
from NATO’s own concept of comprehensive approach (Pirozzi, 2013: 6). In accordance 
with the changes brought by the Lisbon Treaty, this 2013 Joint Communication has 
become the guideline for EU’s crisis management, to be implemented simultaneously 
by EU institutions, delegations and Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP) 
missions. 

In 2016, the publication of the EU’s Global strategy (EUGS) gave birth to a new 
concept replacing the comprehensive approach, now identifying the “integrated 
approach to conflicts and crises” (EEAS 2016: 28-32) as one of the five priorities of the 
EU’s external action.  According to the EUGS, four layers of action define this integrated 
approach, designed to be: 

- “multi-dimensional”, using all tools of the  EU’s menu for external action;

- “multi-phased”, namely acting at every phase of the conflict cycle;

- “multi-level”, through taking action at the “local, regional, national and global 
levels”;

-  and “multilateral”, that is to say entrenched in EU’s approach to multilateralism, 
through cooperation with other international and regional organizations. (EEAS 
2016: 28-32).

A question that immediately comes to mind is whether there is actually 
an important conceptual shift between the comprehensive and the integrated 
approaches. According to the EUISS analyst Thierry Tardy, the integrated approach 
was devised to deepen the previous one: it is worth noting that it focuses on creating 
synergies between the different instruments of the EU’s external action to facilitate 
inter-agency delivery, and that it underscores even more the nexus between internal 
and external security of the EU (Tardy, 2017: 4). Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the 
integrated approach rather aims “to consolidate the coherence and impact of the EU 
response to instability and to operationalize the comprehensive approach more than 
it changes the terms of the EU’s external action debate (Tardy 2017: 4)”. This is why 
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these both terms will be used interchangeably  to refer to the crisis management’s 
approach of the EU in this research, whose time period is comprised between 2014 
and early 2019. 

After having explained the EU’s own approach to crises, it is now interesting for 
this study to focus on how the EU’s role as a security actor in international relations has 
been analyzed and conceptualized in the literature.

1.2. Conceptualizing the EU’s ‘security actorness’ in international relations

Since the European Union’s external action has expanded over the last decades, 
the question of the EU as a global actor has indeed been a growing field of interest 
for academia. Notions and concepts were designed in the literature to discuss the role 
of the European Communities and then of the EU on a global stage. Challenging a 
realist state-centered approach of international relations, different authors have tried 
to analyze the EU’s sui generis nature in global politics (Hoffmann and Niemann 2017): 
this study is precisely embedded in this body of literature. 

In 1990, Allen and Smith already developed the concept of international “presence”, 
based on the idea that the EC was an not an actor of its own in international relations, 
but rather a “variable and multi-dimensional presence, which play[ed] an active role in 
some areas and a less active one in others” (Allen and Smith 1990: 20). One of the best-
known contributions is the “Capability-Expectations gap” identified by Hill (Hill 1993) 
as the difference between the “hopes for and demands of the EU as an international 
actor, and its relatively limited ability to deliver”(Hill 1998: 23), thus creating risks 
of disappointment and delusion. According to him, this gap generates dangerous 
tensions for European foreign policy, and there are only two ways to bridge it, either 
by raising the EU’s capabilities, or by lowering existing expectations (Hill 1993: 321). 
On this latter point, he explains that “[l]owering expectations means both lowering 
one’s own ambitions in foreign policy and communicating the facts to outsiders, so 
that the limits of European actorness and intentions are clearly visible”(Hill 1993: 322). 
These reflections are especially interesting for this case study, so as to analyze the 
EU’s ambition and self-recognition of its role in reaction to the Ukraine crisis and to 
confront it against Ukrainian perceptions. Hill actually elaborated the CEG as a dynamic 
concept, with the aim of measuring this gap against the evolutions of the EU’s foreign 
policy(Hill 1998: 18), which is why it is still very relevant today for discussions on the 
EU’s international role.  

This research specifically engages with existing literature on the concept of 
“actorness” which is central to the analysis of the EU’s role in international relations. 
Linked with the notion of agency from social sciences, it was firstly introduced by 
Cosgrove and Twichett (Cosgrove and Twitchett 1970) to understand the capability 
of the EC and the United nations as international actors. Sjöstedt later conceptualized 
international actor’s capability as the “capacity to behave actively and deliberately in 
relation to other actors in the international system”(Sjöstedt 1977: 16), thus proposing 
a behavioral approach of actorness. His work is considered as a milestone for research 
since he developed a set of criteria in order for an entity to be considered as an actor, 
but his theory was criticized for focusing only on the internal functions of actorness 
and for being difficult to operationalize (Niemann and Bretherton 2013: 265).
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Other scholars therefore worked on devising theoretical frameworks for empirical 
research on the EU as an actor on the global stage, the two most-often cited being 
those developed by Jupille and Caporaso (Jupille and Caporaso 1998) and Bretherton 
and Vogler (Bretherton and Vogler, 2006). 

Assessing the role of the EC at the UN Conference on Environment and 
Development,  Jupille and Caporaso identified criteria of actorness to be applied not 
only to the EU, but also beyond to other international entities (Jupille and Caporaso 
1998 :214). They proposed a set of four variables: recognition, authority, cohesion and 
autonomy, defined accordingly: 

“First is recognition understood as acceptance of and interaction with the entity 
by others. Second is authority, which we use in the sense of legal competence to 
act. Third is autonomy, conceived as institutional distinctiveness and independence 
from other actors. The final component is cohesion, or the degree to which an entity 
is able to formulate and articulate internally consistent policy preferences” (Jupille 
and Caporaso 1998 :214).

Even though these four criteria are interconnected and must be interpreted as a 
whole, as acknowledged by the authors themselves(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 220), 
they have a clear heuristic interest since they can be isolated for operationalization.

Another influential framework is indeed the one devised by Bretherton and 
Vogler, that tries to conjugate structural and behavioral approaches through the 
identification of three criteria of EU’s actorness: opportunity, presence and capability. 
According to them, opportunity focuses on the structural context in which the EU 
operates, presence refers to its ability “by virtue of its existence, to exert influence 
beyond its borders”(Bretherton and Vogler 2006: 24) while capability consists of the 
instruments at the EU’s disposal and its internal ability to make use of them (Bretherton 
and Vogler, 2006, p. 24). This contribution is highly interesting, in particular because 
it includes the EU’s use or ability to use a wide range of policy instruments as a key 
feature of its actorness. However, the criteria of presence and capability present 
practical difficulties when it comes to division into operationalizable sub-parameters. 
Moreover, even though Bretherton and Vogler clearly designed their framework in a 
social constructivist approach (Bretherton and Vogler2006: 35), they decided not to 
take into account external recognition as a criterion of actorness per se, even though 
it can be regarded as very important for the intersubjective construction process of 
actorness. On that matter, it will therefore be argued in this paper against the view 
that recognition is not a defining element of actorness (Groen and Niemann 2013: 
310), but only a consequence of it (Gehring, Urbanski and Oberthür 2017: 310).

Furthermore, while the concept of actorness in international relations is widely 
debated, it appears to be less frequently applied to security matters. Given the 
scope of this research, it is therefore particularly interesting to have a look at the 
academic literature that used this concept to analyze how different security problems 
are addressed by the EU. In the field of counter-terrorism studies, Brattberg and 
Rhinard (2012) have designed their own framework, with the aim of proposing a 
more comprehensive approach suited not only to the analysis of the EU as an actor 
in diplomatic negotiations, but also to its contribution “to more operational ‘field’ 
initiatives” (Brattberg and Rhinard 2012: 573–574). Drawing upon Bretherton and 
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Vogler’s model, they distinguish four “C” criteria of actorness : context; coherence,  
capability and consistency (Brattberg and Rhinard 2012: 560). 

In the same vein, Kaunert and Zwolski have developed an interesting framework 
to investigate the EU’s role as a security actor in a systematic manner, taking into 
consideration the  “complex and multi-dimensional nature of the EU’s external security 
governance”(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 19). They mostly built their model upon Jupille 
and Caporaso’s work, adapting it specifically to the EU’s action in security fields (Kaunert 
and Zwolski 2013: 19–49). They acknowledged the need to encompass in their analysis 
the wide range of instruments used by the EU in the security sphere, going beyond 
CSDP, and also including for instance the “external assistance instruments that enable 
to address security problems in the medium- and long-term”(Kaunert and Zwolski 
2013: 20). This paper subscribes to this view, which is, as highlighted earlier, completely 
in line with the EU’s own comprehensive approach to crisis management. Kaunert 
and Zwolski drew from previous models to define three criteria of the EU’s security 
actorness to be analyzed in each of them: the scope of integration, the capabilities and 
the recognition of the EU (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 41–44). According to them:

-  The scope of integration is “informed by two criteria of ‘actorness’ identified by 
Jupille and Caporaso (1998): autonomy and authority”(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 
42). They specify that the scope of integration in a given security area is improved 
through the participation of supranational bodies and use of Qualified majority 
voting in the decision-making process (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 42).

-  The capabilities of the EU are to be understood according to Hill’s 
concept as  consisting “of three components: resources, instruments and 
cohesiveness”(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 42). According to Hill, cohesiveness in 
the EU is “the capacity to reach a collective decision and to stick to it” (Hill 1998: 
p. 24), which is thus similar to Jupille and Caporaso’s understanding of cohesion 
as “the degree to which an entity is able to formulate and articulate internally 
consistent policy preferences”(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 214).

-  Recognition is to be considered following Jupille and Caporaso’s as a criterion 
satisfied “whenever a third party interacts with the Union, rather than, or in 
addition to, going to one or more EU member state(s), the criterion of recognition 
has been satisfied”(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 216).

Kaunert and Zwolski applied their model to five different case studies in order 
to empirically analyze the EU’s role as an international security actor and understand 
the extent to which it has developed its “security actorness” (Kaunert and Zwolski 
2013: 199–200). In light of this paper’s research questions, their framework therefore 
appears to have an interesting explanatory potential.

This paper is thus embedded the wide body of scholarship dedicated to the 
understanding of the EU as a sui generis actor of international relations, and more 
specifically as a security actor. Other noteworthy contributions include analysis of the 
effectiveness and performance of the EU external action (Baltag and Romanyshyn, 
2018). Despite the obvious interest of these reflections, they will not be further detailed 
here since they go beyond the scope of this research.
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1.3. Operationalizing the EU’s security actorness in the context of the “Ukraine 
crisis”

Building on the literature that has already been presented, the analytical 
variables and methodological tools selected for this research will now be specified for 
operationalization, after a reminder of the context of the “Ukraine crisis” which is at 
the core of this case study.

1.3.1. What’s in the name ? Contextualizing the ‘Ukraine crisis’

The purpose of this section is to contextualize what has commonly been labelled 
as the ‘Ukraine crisis’, so as to have a better picture of the background in which the EU 
has set its own response. The sequence of events will not be presented in detail since 
it is not the main focus of this master’s thesis, but they will be briefly mentioned to 
facilitate our understanding. 

Firstly, the very label of “Ukraine crisis” may and should  actually be questioned, 
since it implies that the situation is only about Ukraine’s internal situation and domestic 
issues, whereas as explained by Wilson, this “crisis was also of Russia’s making and 
was about Russia’s future”(Wilson 2014: 7). The challenges this crisis poses to (Eastern) 
Europe, and more generally to the global security order, also give it international 
characteristics (Wilson 2014: 7). One may therefore encounter several different labels 
to designate these events, depending on the interlocutor: “conflict in Ukraine”, “War in 
Donbas”, “Russia-Ukraine War”, “Russia’s ongoing aggression against Ukraine”, etc. In this 
research, the terms ‘Ukraine crisis’ will however be employed consistently, as they are 
the most commonly used in academic literature and beyond.

As mentioned in the introduction, the “Ukraine crisis” is especially interesting as 
a case study because its origins are in close connection with the EU’s policies towards 
Ukraine before 2013, even leading some authors to state that “the conflict in Ukraine 
was fundamentally about the EU” (Cross and Karolewski 2017: 4). Indeed , the Union 
itself – not only its Member States – had a role in the way the events occurred in Ukraine, 
since protests sparked after President Yanukovych refused to sign the Association 
Agreement with the EU at the Vilnius Summit in November 2013, in light of Russia’s 
opposition to the deal. People went on the streets, some of them carrying EU flags in 
their hands (Cross and Karolewski 2017: 5). These events, referred to as “Euromaidan 
Revolution” or “Revolution of Dignity”(Yekelchyk 2015: 4) were marked by extremely 
violent crackdowns by Ukrainian law-enforcement agencies between November 2013 
and February 2014 (Ray, 2017).  The EU was early involved in trying to find a way out of 
the crisis, through visits of the HR/VP Catherine Ashton and of a delegation from the 
European Parliament, while the “Weimar Triangle” composed of French, German and 
Polish Foreign Ministers also tried to broker a deal between the government and the 
opposition(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 7). However, mass protests eventually 
led to regime change as Yanukovych fled the country on 22 February 2014, the country 
being then ruled by an interim government led by Arseniy Yatsenyuk (Ray, 2017). 
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Parallel to this political crisis, the security crisis which is the core focus of this 
case study started unfolding in late February 2014, as “little green men”, “pro-Russian 
gunmen in uniforms that lack clear insignia [began to] occupy key buildings” (Ray, 
2017) in the Ukrainian autonomous Republic of Crimea. In the following weeks, while 
Russian troops had de-facto control over Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, a so-called 
referendum, not recognized by the Kyiv government nor the international community 
because of its blatant irregularities, was held on March 16, 2014, resulting in almost 
97% of voters in favor of declaring Crimean independence from Ukraine and joining 
the Russian Federation instead (Yekelchyk 2015: 5). On March 21, 2014, the Organization 
for Security Co-operation in Europe agreed on deploying a Special Monitoring Mission 
(SMM), as an unarmed civilian mission mandated to report impartially on the situation 
on the ground, in all regions of Ukraine.

On March 27, 2014, the Resolution 28/262 on the territorial integrity of Ukraine 
was passed at the UN General Assembly, condemning the referendum and Russian 
annexation of Crimea as illegal, with only eleven countries including Russia voting 
against it (Yekelchyk 2015: 5). While reports had attested of a build-up of Russian 
troops on the border with Ukraine already in March 2014 ( Wilson 2014:129), “highly 
disciplined pro-Russian gunmen carrying Russian equipment and wearing uniforms 
without insignia execute armed takeovers of government buildings across eastern 
Ukraine” (Ray, 2017), in Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts. Donbas pro-Russian leaders 
then copied “the Crimean scenario by announcing their own ‘referendum’ for 11 May” 
(Wilson 2014: 131). In that context, the President of Ukraine announced the start of a 
military operation, known as ‘Anti-terrorist Operation’, in Eastern regions of Donbas. 
There was quickly clear evidence of Russia’s support, both in weapons and military 
personnel, to the military units of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) 
and Luhansk People’s Republics (Yekelchyk 2015: 7). In spite of the ongoing armed 
conflict, the newly elected President Petro Poroshenko managed to sign in June 2014 
the Association Agreement with the EU that had been abandoned by Yanukovych, 
causing the outbreak of the protests in Kyiv (Ray, 2017). In July 2014, the downing 
of Malaysia Airlines flight MH17 by a surface-to-air missile (later acknowledged as a 
originating from a BUK system of Russia’s 53rd anti-aircraft missile brigade (Walker, 
2018) caused global outcry. Approximately two thirds of the passengers who died 
being Dutch citizens, the crash was followed by immediate EU reaction (Wilson 2014: 
140–141), as it will be developed later on. 

Despite the agreements and subsequent packages of measures reached with 
Minsk I in September 2014 and Minsk II in February 2015, and even though the line 
of contact has been relatively stabilized since 2015, the cease-fire is still violated on 
a daily basis (Organization for Security Co-operation in Europe 2019). The number 
of casualties has risen up to 13000 in the beginning of 2019  (Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2019: 6) with over 3 million people in 
need of humanitarian aid (Office of the UNHCHR 2019: 10). Among the most recent 
developments covered in the scope of this research, it is necessary to mention the 
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events in the Azov Sea, which eventually led the EU to expand in March 2019 its list of 
individual restrictive measures, “in view of the use of force by the Russian Federation 
that led to the detention of Ukrainian servicemen and the seizure of vessels on 25 
November 2018 in the Kerch Strait” (Council Decision 2019).

The aim of this section was therefore to provide a brief summary of the events that 
are commonly referred to under the label “Ukraine crisis”, focusing on the ongoing 
conflict. The analysis of the conflict itself and of its key features deserves attention and 
has accordingly been a major topic of scrutiny in international relations since 2014, 
to begin with  researches on Russia’s deployment “of the specter of ‘hybrid warfare’ 
methods in Ukraine”(Tyushka 2016: 61), as a strategy designed, among other things, “to 
avoid serious counter-measures”(Matlary and Heier 2016: 49). However, these aspects 
will not be elaborated upon here, as the core focus of this study is neither the conflict 
per se nor Russia’s foreign policy strategies, but rather the EU’s own response to the 
‘Ukraine crisis’, with the aim of investigating instances of the EU’s security actorness in 
that context.

1.3.2. Formulating hypotheses and explaining EU’s security actorness: ‘Authority/
Autonomy’, ‘Capabilities’ and ‘Recognition’ in focus

Considering this specific background of the “Ukraine crisis”, several ideas came to 
my mind when trying to answer my research questions on the EU’s security actorness. 
Through my research process, these various assumptions were progressively articulated 
into the following set of hypotheses:

-  The EU’s institutionally constrained security actorness: the EU’s ability to act 
as an international security actor is constrained by the limited mandate and 
competences of the EU in the realm of security;

-  The EU’s multi-layered security actorness: the EU’s security actorness in the 
“Ukraine crisis” is enabled by the deployment of the EU’s various instruments and 
resources for crisis management;

-  The EU’s multi-stakeholder security actorness: the diverging interests and 
preferences of Member States hamper the ability of the EU to act as a security 
actor in the “Ukraine crisis”;

-  The EU’s externally contested security actorness: contrary to the EU’s self-
perception, the EU’s security actorness is not fully recognized as such by Ukraine 
elite and wider public.

As explained earlier, there is no consensus on the definition of what is an international 
security actor. In order to test each of these hypotheses in my case study, I therefore 
had to choose an analytical model to orientate my research. The original theoretical 
contribution of this study therefore lies in the advancement of the theoretical framework 
developed by Kaunert and Zwolski (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013), leaning on Jupille 
and Caporaso (Jupille and Caporaso 1998) to include approaches on how to analyze 
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EU crisis response and conflict management capabilities, as well as in terms of real-
political actions taken and the way there are perceived. As any theoretical framework, 
the one selected may be criticized  but I will now explain the different grounds why the 
contributions of these authors appeared as the most relevant for this case study.

The reason why Jupille and Caporaso’s framework designed for the analysis of the 
EC’ role at the Rio Earth Summit (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 213) remained so popular 
among academia has to do with the feasibility to operationalize the variables and to 
apply them to other case studies. Yet, two of their criteria, authority and autonomy, 
are not easy to isolate from each other: indeed, as acknowledged by the authors 
themselves, “[a]ssessing the autonomy of the EU with regards to its members states 
is notoriously difficult [because of the] pervasive intermingling of levels of political 
authority”(Jupille and Caporaso, 1998: 218). Another issue for the direct application 
of their model to this case study on the “Ukraine crisis” is precisely the fact that it 
was devised for an analysis of the EU’s involvement in negotiations at a specific 
international conference. Their framework therefore does not take into account the 
deployment of the EU’s capabilities as a criterion of its actorness, which yet seems to 
have major importance for the analysis of the EU’s actions in a specific security field or 
in responding to a temporally and geographically defined crisis.

In that sense, Kaunert and Zwolski’s model has a very interesting explanatory 
potential. They indeed elaborated on Jupille and Caporaso’s work to develop 
a framework of analysis specifically adapted to the EU’s role as a security actor, 
encompassing the wide range of instruments used by the EU to address different 
security problems (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013). This is in line with the EU’s own 
integrated approach to conflicts and crisis (EEAS 2016, 28-32): their model of security 
actorness therefore allows for a more processual analysis of the actions taken by the EU 
on a given time period and is thus more suited to the object of this research. Moreover, 
their approach is also more appropriate to the analysis of the current EU’s institutional 
framework for external action, since it takes into consideration the changes brought 
by the Lisbon Treaty in that field. Kaunert and Zwolski’s cases studies rather focus on 
thematic fields of the EU’s security action such as counter-terrorism or climate security 
(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013:13–18), thus leaving the growingly important topic of the 
EU’s crisis and conflict management essentially unaddressed. This study will therefore 
seek to adapt their theory to include approaches on how to analyze EU crisis response 
and conflict management capabilities as well as perceptions of these actions. Kaunert 
and Zwolski’s three criteria of EU security actorness (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 41–
44) will be adapted to that aim, keeping Jupille and Caporaso’s original contribution 

(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 216–218) as the point of departure:

‘Authority/Autonomy’

Kaunert and Zwolski’s identified as their first criterion “the scope of integration 
[…] informed by two criteria of ‘actorness” identified by Jupille and Caporaso (1998): 
autonomy and authority” (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 42), to be operationalized 
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following Börzel’s definition “by the procedures according to which policy decisions 
are taken focusing on the involvement of supranational bodies and Council voting 
rules” (Börzel 2005). However, it can be argued that this conception is somehow 
misleading, since Jupille and Caporaso’s criteria of authority and autonomy (Jupille 
and Caporaso 1998: 216–218) are not restricted to the EU’s decision-making procedures 
only. In this research, their initial definitions for these variables will therefore be kept, 
instead of Kaunert and Zwolski’s label of “scope of integration” (Kaunert and Zwolski 
2013: 42).

Thus, ‘authority’ is to be understood as the “the EU’s legal competence in a given 
subject matter” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 216) since the EU’s authority can only be 
delegated from its Member States through the Treaties, following the principal of 
conferral.

Partially deriving from ‘authority’, ‘autonomy’ will then be defined as the addition 
of “institutional distinctiveness (or separateness in extremis)”(Jupille and Caporaso 
1998: 218) and “to some extent, independence from other actors, particularly state 
actors”(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 217). 

‘Capabilities’

Kaunert and Zwolski’s definition of capabilities follow Hill’s categorisation into 
“three components: resources, instruments and cohesiveness”(Kaunert and Zwolski 
2013:42). 

They consider “the use and threat of force, diplomacy, economic carrots 
and sticks(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 42)” as well as “training and monitory 
missions”(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 43) as resources, while they define instruments 
as those being “established on the basis of the provisions of the treaties to enhance 
the EU’s effectiveness as an international security actor”(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 
43). In this research, resources and instruments deployed in the “Ukraine crisis” will be 
regrouped since they tend to overlap, the EU’s foreign policy instruments being also 
resources for EU’s action as a security actor.

To understand the cohesiveness component, Kaunert and Zwolski refer to Hill’s 
definition as the EU’s “ capacity to reach a collective decision and to stick to it”(Kaunert 
and Zwolski 2013: 43). This conception echoes what Jupille and Caporaso summarized 
as the “degree to which an entity is able to formulate and articulate internally 
consistent policy preferences”(Jupille and Caporaso, 1998: 214). In that regard, 
drawing on Jupille and Caporaso’s work, Arne and Niemann mentioned sub-variables 
informing this criteria of cohesiveness, or what they call “coherence”: they explain 
that “output coherence can largely be viewed as the result of preference coherence 
mitigated/balanced by procedural-tactical coherence”(Groen and Niemann 2013:310), 
procedural-tactical coherence being the EU’s capacity to overcome conflicts between 
Member State’s diverging interests through “the existence of established procedures/
instruments within the EU’s negotiating infrastructure, – or tactical instruments, such 
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as issue linkage and side payments”(Groen and Niemann 2013: 310). Their contribution 
is interesting to keep in mind for the analysis of the EU’s cohesiveness as a sub-criterion 
of its ‘capabilities’.

‘Recognition’

In this research, the criterion of ‘recognition’ will cover both external recognition 
of the EU’s role as a security actor by Ukraine’s elite and wider public, as well as the EU 
self-recognition of its role in the “Ukraine crisis”.

Kaunert and Zwolski adhere to Jupille and Caporaso’s definition of the recognition 
criteria as “whenever a third party interacts with the Union, rather than, or in addition 
to, going to one or more EU member state(s)”(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 216). In this 
case study, this will mean considering Ukraine recognition of the EU’ security actorness 
in the crisis, that is to say perceptions of Ukrainian political elites and wider public. 

As already mentioned, from a socio-constructivist perspective, it is relevant for 
our understanding to add the EU’s own perception of itself as a security actor in the 
“Ukraine crisis” to this criterion of recognition. Indeed, it is important to take into 
consideration because, as argued by Larsen, the international role played by an actor 
also depends “on the way it conceptualizes itself and its means”(Larsen 2002: 288).

To summarize, the aim of this research is to investigate the different instances 
of the EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” against the background of the 
integrated approach to external conflict and crises adopted by the EU. In doing so, 
the EU’s response to this crisis will be analyzed against the set of the three criteria 
developed above, as adapted from Kaunert and Zwolski’s (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013) 

and Jupille and Caporaso’s (Jupille and Caporaso  1998) analytical models, in order to 
include approaches on how to examine EU crisis response and conflict management 
capabilities and their perceptions.

1.3.3. Research methods, strengths and limitations

This master’s thesis research is guided by a qualitative research strategy and 
designed as a theoretically-informed single-case study. 

According to Yin, a case study can be defined as “an empirical enquiry that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon (“the case”) in depth and within its real-
world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 
may not be clearly evident”(Yin 2014: 16). This master’s thesis research was designed 
following the case study’s methodology for different reasons. It was preferred 
to other research strategies firstly because the study’s focus, the “Ukraine crisis”, is 
contemporary, “as opposed to entirely historical events”(Yin 2014: 12). Moreover, it 
allows for the analysis of a wide range of features, through the use of different and 
complementary methods (Thomas 2011: 10–11). The strength of this single-case 
study on the EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” therefore lies in this in-
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depth research process, which is necessary to get a comprehensive understanding 
of a complex case. The aim of the case study being to fully examine a single case, 
its findings can however not directly be used for generalization (Thomas, 2011, p. 
3): in other words, the conclusions derived out of this research on the EU’s security 
actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” are not directly applicable to other crises or security 
concerns. This must be underlined as a the main limitation of the research design that 
was devised to answer my research questions. However, the empirical results found in 
this case study may still prove interesting in a policy perspective. Besides, if they do 
not enable direct generalization, case-study results provide interesting insights and 
may in that sense have a comparative advantage(Yin 2014: 21–22), in light of the few 
other existing case-studies on the topic of the EU’s actorness in security matters. 

The scope of a single-case study needs to be carefully delimited. The purpose 
of this research being the investigation of the EU’s response to the “Ukraine crisis”, 
focusing on the ongoing conflict and security-related issues, it does not encompass 
broader aspects of the EU’s relation with Ukraine, linked with the Association 
Agreement and the Eastern partnership policy framework. Although these issues may 
be touched upon in the course of my analysis, I will deliberately not elaborate on them. 
In determining the focus period of this case study, I tried to find critical junctures of the 
“Ukraine crisis” that could have influenced the EU’s response and real-political actions 
taken. As mentioned in the introduction, the focus of this research will therefore be 
on the EU’s crisis response from the illegal annexation of Crimea in early 2014, up to 
the current sanctions’ policy vis-à-vis Russia, until the Council decision of March 2019 
adding eight individuals to the list of restrictive measures (Council Decision 2019) , 
which has sometimes been presented as  the “Azov package”. This research therefore 
integrates contemporary events in order to allow for an up-to-date and comprehensive 
understanding of the case: it must however be noted that this could induce difficulties 
for the collection of data on the most recent developments.

Within this research design, a number of qualitative methods and techniques 
were deployed to address the research questions and disentangle the main concepts 
and their operationalizing variables. At the start of my research process, I considered 
the possibility of conducting a quantitative analysis, that would have necessitated the 
encoding of a broad sample of data. Although such techniques may have strengthened 
the empirical validity of my findings, they were eventually not possible to implement 
for this master’s thesis, due to time but also resource constraints. The application of 
methods of quantitative analysis to the topic of the EU’s actorness in the “Ukraine 
crisis” or other cases could thus be an interesting path to explore for future research 
projects.

For the interpretation of the collected data, the main qualitative methods 
employed in this case study were therefore process-tracing and content analysis. 
Process-tracing is a “key technique for capturing causal mechanisms in action”(Bennett 
and Checkel 2015: 9) and can more thoroughly be defined as “the analysis of evidence 
on processes, sequences and conjunctures of events within a case for the purposes of 
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either developing or testing hypotheses about causal mechanisms that might causally 
explain the case”(Bennett and Checkel 2015: 7). This method was preferred for this case 
study, as it is “ideally suited to investigating possible interactions between multiple 
mechanisms”(Bennett and Checkel 2015: 206). Process-tracing is indeed helpful in 
answering the research questions defined above, since it allows for the confrontation 
between the alternative explanations provided by each of our hypotheses, on what 
may enable or constrain the EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis”. Qualitative 
content analysis of documents and selected parts of the interviews was also used as a 
research method for this case study. Other complementary techniques were deployed 
to allow for the study of some specific aspects and indicators. The criterion of ‘authority’ 
was for instance partially informed by legal analysis of EU Treaties, decisions from the 
Council and conclusions of the European Council. Research on the ‘recognition’ of EU’s 
security actorness also required qualitative data analysis of opinion polls.

In applying these different research methods and techniques, I drew on a broad set 
of primary and secondary sources. Secondary sources indeed form a substantial base of 
this research, since there is abundant academic literature on EU’s actorness in international 
relations and on the “Ukraine crisis”, as well as many newspaper articles available for this 
second topic. With regards to primary sources, they mostly consist of official documents, 
including: Treaties and legislation; official strategies and policy statements by issued 
the HR/VP and concerned EU Delegations. Data from opinion polls or surveys found 
in the literature were also timely used. Here, it is important to note that my access was 
limited to only publicly available documents, whereas it could for instance be assumed 
that there are some strategic documents at the EU level which are not published. 
Interview were precisely conducted in order to try to overcome this methodological 
bias. Indeed, elite and expert interviews were a particularly valuable source for this case 
study, providing information that was sometimes not available in primary sources and 
secondary literature, but also allowing for the analysis of participants’ own views and 
perceptions on the topic. They were conducted as semi-structured interviews, following 
an interview protocol with open-ended questions, but keeping the possibility to follow-
up on the participants’ answers and ask new questions (Creswell 2014: 194–194). Taking 
into account interviewees’ personal constraints, three different types of interviews 
were performed: face-to-face, telephone and mail interviews. They were conducted 
with elites involved in the decision-making or implementation of EU policies related to 
Ukraine, and with an expert on foreign policy in Ukraine, who is very familiar with the 
topic of this research. I originally intended to have an interview with a Member State’s 
official dealing with issues related to Eastern Europe in preparatory bodies of the Council 
of Ministers (that will now be referred to as “the Council”). It would have been especially 
interesting in light on my hypothesis about the EU’s multi-stakeholder security actorness 
but this person was eventually not reachable for an interview. All interviewees preferred 
to stay anonymous, which has the advantage of often enabling more direct  answers 
in comparison with interviews disclosing respondents’ identity. In order to guarantee 
the privacy protection of the persons who kindly accepted to answer my questions, the 
three interviews will be referred to as follow:
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- Email Interview with an EU Diplomat, 17 April 2019.

- Interview with an EEAS Official, 1 April 2019.

- Interview with a Ukrainian Foreign Policy Expert,19 April 2019.

To summarize briefly, this research is carried out as a single-case study empirically 
informed by qualitative methods to examine the EU’s capacity to act on the 
international stage, and especially in a regional setting, as a security actor. Drawing 
on secondary literature to conceptualize the EU’s security actorness, this paper seeks 
to investigate factors enabling and limiting the EU’s ability to act as a security actor in 
a geographically and temporally defined crisis, which has been unwinding since early 
2014 and directly affecting the regional security architecture in  Europe. Furthermore, 
it aims at understanding how these instances of security actorness are perceived by 
Ukraine’s political elite and wider public, but also by the EU itself, in light of its own 
integrated approach to external conflicts and crises.

2. The European Union’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis”: “Closing the 
Capability-Expectations Gap”?

This chapter will now present and analyze the empirical evidence gathered 
throughout our research process. This case study on the EU’s security actorness will 
be developed following the theoretical framework displayed in the first chapter, in 
order to find answers to the research questions that were raised earlier. The findings 
should also provide elements informing about the relevance of Hill’s concept of the 
capability-expectations gap (Hill 1993) in this specific context of the “Ukraine crisis”.

Firstly, the analysis of the ‘authority’ and ‘autonomy’ of the EU in crisis management 
will allow for a better understanding of the “menu of choices” upon which the EU 
could draw for its response to the “Ukraine crisis”. The EU’s ‘capabilities’ deployed in 
that context since 2014 will then be examined against the background of the EU’s 
pursued integrated approach to external crises and conflicts. Finally, the last section 
will be dedicated to the analysis and confrontation of the external and self-images of 
the EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis”. 

2.1. ‘Authority/Autonomy” and the menu of choices for the EU’s response to the 
“Ukraine crisis”

The aim of this section is to explore the possibilities provided by the Treaties for 
the EU’s action as a crisis manager, and to examine the EU’s autonomy in the specific 
context of this case study.

2.1.1 The EU’s enabling ‘authority’ in crisis management…

Firstly, it is necessary to understand that the EU’s authority in crisis management 
cannot be considered as uniform. Indeed, following Jupille and Caporaso’s definition, 
authority corresponds to the “EU’s legal competence in a given subject matter” 
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(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 216). Yet, the concept of crisis management precisely 
encompasses different matters and types of action for the EU, covered by different 
legal bases according to the scope of the powers allocated by Member States. It is 
therefore more accurate to talk about different levels of authority when analyzing 
the EU’s role as a crisis manager. Taking into account the changes and innovations 
brought by the Lisbon Treaty, a distinction will therefore be operated here “between 
communitarized policies […] and the still largely intergovernmental Common Foreign 
and Security Policy” (Gehring, Urbanski and Oberthür 2013: 727), with its operational 
component, the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP).

To begin with the CFSP, one must note its specific position in the Treaties: indeed, 
the provisions regarding the CFSP are mainly found in the Treaty on European Union 
(TEU). This is separate from most of the rules governing the other external policy 
fields, which are mainy covered in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFEU), apart from the “General provisions on EU’s external action” which can 
be found in the first Chapter of the TEU (Cremona 2018: 5). The specificity of the CFSP 
is further outlined in the chapter detailing its decision-making rules and procedures 
(Consolidated Version of the TEU 2012). It is particularly worth mentioning that the legal 
basis for CFSP excludes the use of legislative acts (Cremona 2018: 7) and that a major role 
is conferred to Member States in the decision-making process through the prevailing 
unanimity rule, therefore making the CFSP “heavily dependent on the engagement 
of the Member States and the forging of political consensus”(Cremona 2018: 21). Even 
though some restricted possibilities of Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) are foreseen by 
the Treaties, they have not been exploited so far (Marquardt 2018: 42).

The institutional framework of the CFSP is also specific, in particular because of the 
creation by the Lisbon Treaty of the EEAS as an autonomous body acting in between the 
Commission and the Council, actually functioning “like a quasi-institution”(Marquardt 
2018: 26) tasked to assist the HR/VP in its broad mandate (Marquardt, 2018: 24). In CFSP, 
the Council appears as the key decision-making institution, supported by the Political 
and Security Committee (PSC) and its technical preparatory bodies (Marquardt 2018: 
23–24). Nevertheless, one must not under-estimate the fundamental role played by 
the European Council in determining the objectives and guidelines of this policy 
(Consolidated Version of the TEU 2012), meaning that “the major strategic decisions 
in the CFSP are taken at the level of the Heads of State and government” (Marquardt 
2018: 42). In the field of CFSP, another interesting aspect laid down in the Article 33 
of the TEU is the possibility for the Council to “appoint a special representative with a 
mandate in relation to particular policy issues” (Consolidated Version of the TEU 2012), 
either geographical or thematic, who shall under the HR/VP’s authority. 

Concerning the EU’s crisis management possibilities, two specific tools foreseen 
in the treaties’ provisions on CFSP deserve further elaboration: CSDP missions and 
restrictive measures. Firstly, the rules and procedures applying to CSDP are laid out in 
a distinct section of the TEU, thus underlining its “distinct features as compared to the 
‘traditional’ CFSP” (Marquardt 2018: 31). According to Article 43 of the TEU, the EU may 
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deploy military or civilian missions to ensure the following tasks: “joint disarmament 
operations, humanitarian and rescue tasks, military advice and assistance tasks, conflict 
prevention and peace-keeping tasks, tasks of combat forces in crisis management, 
including peace-making and post-conflict stabilization” (Consolidated Version of the 
TEU 2012). Within this scope “the political control and strategic direction of the crisis 
management operations”  (Consolidated Version of the TEU 2012) is explicitly assigned 
to the PSC, under responsibility of the Council and the HR/VP and with the assistance of 
dedicated advisory bodies from the Council and EEAS (Marquardt 2018: 31). The initiative 
of a CSDP mission can be proposed by either the HR/VP or a Member State but also 
requires unanimity in the Council (Consolidated version of the TFEU 2012), meaning 
that a high level of consensus is needed for a mission to be actually deployed. 

In the context of the “Ukraine crisis”, the EU’s authority is also enhanced by its legal 
competence to impose sanctions, as “a forceful tool that imposes directly applicable 
obligations on private parties” (Eckes 2018: 206), including natural and legal persons, 
in order to attain CFSP objectives. The legal basis for sanctions is rather unique in 
comparison with the rest of CFSP. Indeed, measures providing “for the interruption 
or reduction, in part or completely, of economic and financial relations with one or 
more third countries” (Consolidated version of the TFEU 2012) are established by the 
Council through QMV on the basis of the Article 215 of the TFEU, but in order to so, it 
is firstly required to base the adoption of such measures on a decision taken by the 
Council through regular CFSP procedures and thus, unanimity voting (Eckes 2018: 207). 
This peculiar legal basis for restrictive measures makes them a very interesting tool in 
the context of the “Ukraine crisis”, also because they necessitate an important level 
of involvement from technical bodies, including from the Commission’s Service for 
Foreign Policy Instrument, before their final adoption at the Council’s level (Interview 
with an EEAS Official 2019).

Apart from CFSP, the EU’s authority in crisis management is also determined 
by its legal competences in the other fields of external action. With regards to crisis 
management, the policies mainly concerned are humanitarian and development aid, 
with a specific involvement of the Directorate-General for European Civil Protection 
and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) and the Directorate-General for International 
Cooperation and Development (DEVCO) in crisis and post-crisis phases (Rieker and 
Blockmans 2019: 5). The decision-making procedures of these “communitarized 
policies”, unlike CFSP, follow the traditional “community method” detailed in Article 
294 TFEU and marked by the Commission’s exclusive right of initiative, the co-decision 
power between the Council and the European Parliament and the use of QMV in the 
Council (Consolidated version of the TFEU 2012). According to Gering, Urbanski and 
Oberthür, thanks to QMV and the greater role conferred to supranational institutions 
this decision-making process is likely to “produce outcomes that differ from those 
Member States might have agreed upon” (Gehring, Urbanski and Oberthür 2017: 730) 
in the CFSP framework, therefore enhancing the EU’s authority in these areas of crisis 
management.
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To conclude, it appears that the EU’s security actorness is characterized by different 
levels of authority due to the institutional duality of the EU’s external action between 
CFSP/CSDP and its “communitarized policies”(Gehring, Urbanski and Oberthür 2017: 
727). Since the Lisbon Treaty, the High Representative has received a double hat, being 
also Vice-President of the Commission, precisely in order to ensure greater coherence 
and coordination between CFSP and the other EU’s external policies (Marquardt 
2018: 39). If its unique position is particularly interesting in light of the EU’s integrated 
approach to conflicts and crises, its task remains very challenging and it can be argued 
that “[r]esorting to the whole range of instruments and procedures provided by the 
ToL [Treaty of Lisbon] remains in the hands, and is ultimately subject to the political 
will, of the Member States” (Marquardt 2018: 43). Hence, EU undoubtedly exercises 
authority and has a ‘menu of choices’ in the field of crisis management, but its authority 
is not uniform nor unambiguous, therefore constraining its autonomy in the realm 
of security. As it will be seen, this “would color [its] entire involvement” (Jupille and 
Caporaso 1998: 222) in the “Ukraine crisis”.

2.1.2. …and a constrained ‘autonomy’ within the “Ukraine crisis”?

According to Jupille and Caporaso, autonomy is conditioned upon both 
institutional distinctiveness” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 218) and “to some extent, 
independence from other actors, particularly state actors” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 
217). These two conditions will be firstly examined considering the characteristics of 
the EU’s crisis management in general, and then with a specific focus on the actions 
taken by the EU in context of the “Ukraine crisis”.

From what has been developed on the EU’s ‘authority’ in crisis management, 
the first sub-criteria of institutional distinctiveness appears to be readily satisfied. 
Indeed, in the field of crisis management the EU does have a “distinctive institutional 
apparatus, even if it is grounded, or intermingles with domestic political institutions” 
(Jupille Caporaso 1998: 217). The second aspect of autonomy understood as the EU’s 
independence as a security actor, however, requires further elaboration. Regarding the 
conclusions from the previous section, on one hand the EU’s capacity to act in crisis 
management seems to be enabled by its authority as a security actor. On the other 
hand, the overall ambiguity of its authority which is based on a mix of different legal 
competences may also act as a constraint on the EU’s autonomy. It can thus be argued 
that the EU does have a “causal importance that is more than the sum of its constituent 
parts” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 217) as a security actor but it is worth reiterating 
that Member States retain a major role in all decisions related to EU crisis management 
(Gross and Juncos 2014:151), and that CSDP in particular is heavily dependent on MS 
for resources and funding (Marquardt 2018: 35-36). 

With regards to the EU’s independence in relation to other security actors, it is 
relevant to mention the notion of “strategic autonomy”.  From its very first pages, the 
EUGS explicitly refers to “the ambition of strategic autonomy” (EEAS 2016: 4) as being 
“important for Europe’s ability to promote peace and security within and beyond its 
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borders” (EEAS 2016:9). In reaching this objective, the EUGS highlights the role of a 
“sustainable, innovative and competitive European defence industry” (EEAS 2016: 45), 
but also reminds that strategic autonomy is not to be understood as contradicting the 
EU’s objectives of promoting multilateralism, nor as undermining its partnerships, in 
particular with NATO (EEAS 2016: 4). Indeed, if the terms ‘strategic autonomy’ may cover 
different meanings, they are often considered in light of the “transatlantic security 
relations”(Smith 2018: 605-620), including through comparisons of NATO and the EU 
as security actors (Howorth 2018: 534). In that respect, it is commonly argued that in 
order to reach strategic autonomy, the EU should “develop its capacity in all areas – 
including in the area of security, defence and crisis management – to the fullest extent 
possible”(Howorth 2018: 534). However, it is also possible to understand autonomy 
not as “a binary choice (of either having autonomy or not) but rather a spectrum that 
represents different degrees of autonomy and dependency” (Fiott 2018: 7). Following 
that definition, the EU does demonstrate a level of autonomy in crisis management 
independent from the actions of other security actors. According to Smith, the EU has 
indeed proven its ability to deploy a wide range of the instruments at its disposal in the 
last two decades, therefore demonstrating “growing confidence as a security actor” 
(Smith 2018: 605-620). These debates on the EU’s strategic autonomy are important to 
understand the EU’s response to the “Ukraine crisis” and reflect on its external but also 
self-perceptions as a security actor.

With regards to the EU’s autonomy in the context of the “Ukraine crisis”, an element 
which is specifically worth investigating is its involvement in the conflict mediation 
process. In the early stages of the conflict, the EU represented by HR/VP Catherine 
Ashton was involved in the Geneva format, that also gathered representatives from 
Ukraine, Russia and the United States (US), and that reached a first agreement in April 
2014 (Borger and Luhn: 2014). If this agreement eventually failed to settle the conflict, 
it is important to notice that “it was also the moment when the EU, US and Ukraine 
declared Russia responsible for the conflict in the East of Ukraine, noting that Russia 
is to be held accountable for the implementation of the agreement in the East of 
Ukraine” (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 19). A month later, the EU also played 
an active role for the international recognition of the results of Ukraine presidential 
elections that were held in May 2014 (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 9). 

Being deemed ineffective, the Geneva format came to be replaced and a separate 
track was created. Here Germany and France acted as brokers in the so-called “Normandy 
Format” set up in June 2014, supposed to give direction to the Minsk process that was 
facilitated by the OSCE’s mediation within the Trilateral Contact Group (Interview with 
an EU Diplomat 2019). From that moment, the EU lost its negotiating function in the 
conflict resolution process and its role was limited to supporting its Member States’ 
efforts in the Normandy Format  (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019). The EU was 
therefore not involved in the negotiations of Minsk I in September 2014 nor of Minsk 
II in February 2015: the last instance of its direct mediation role in the “Ukraine crisis” 
dates back to a meeting of Putin and Poroshenko, together with European leaders, 
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on the margins of the EU-Asia Summit in October 2014 (Rinke and Balmer 2014). Even 
though they are not directly linked to conflict settlement, it is however important to 
also mention the trilateral gas talks, where the EU acts as a broker between Ukraine 
and Russia (Chaban, Elgström and Knodt 2019: 5).

According to an EEAS official, French and German representatives provide 
information at the PCS level on the last developments within the Normandy format 
and the EEAS is also in touch with officials from the two States, but there is no 
systematic format for EU coordination on Normandy negotiations (Interview with 
an EEAS Official 2019). Throughout my research I encountered different elements 
contributing to an explanation of why the EU ceased to be an actor by itself in the 
conflict mediation process. The first reason commonly put forward is the fact that 
Russia was not satisfied with the Geneva format, perceiving the EU as an impartial 
broker involved in the outbreak of the crisis (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019). 
Another argument has to do with the issue of rapidity in handling crisis situations. 
Indeed, if the HR/VP had attended the Normandy format like it was the case for 
negotiations on Iran nuclear deal (Biscop and Whitman 2013: 181–182), a pre-agreed 
common position between all Member States would have been needed, which would 
have taken a lot of time in comparison with France and Germany’s quick negotiations 
capacities (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). Another interesting element has to 
do with the fact that “the need for deeper EU involvement emerged when the EU 
was weak because of the elections in the European Parliament and the change of the 
European Commission” (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 22). Furthermore, this 
also meant a change in the EU’s foreign policy leadership with Federica Mogherini 
replacing Catherine Ashton at a turning point of the conflict, while her ability to 
negotiate, in particular with Russia, was actually questioned by some officials, both 
from the Member States and the EU institutions (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 
2016: 23). It can therefore be argued that institutional changes particularly affected 
EU’s autonomy in the “Ukraine crisis”, constraining its capacity to play a role in the 
conflict mediation process.

To summarize, the EU’s enabling authority in crisis management, based on the 
Treaties’ provisions, gave it a ‘menu of choices’ to draw upon in the context of the 
“Ukraine crisis”. This is possible thanks to the EU’s institutional and legal framework 
“that is complex but functional” (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 30) and thus 
enables an integrated approach to crises. Nevertheless, the overall ambiguity of EU’s 
authority, consequent to the duality of its mandate and competences in the realm of 
security, still acted as a constraint on EU’s autonomy in the “Ukraine crisis”. Indeed, 
the EU’s structure for crisis management is not fully independent from other actors, 
to begin with its Member States, which retain a crucial role for decision-making and 
resource-providing. Moreover, in the “Ukraine crisis”, other factors hampered the 
EU’s autonomy and ability to play a role in the conflict resolution process, among 
which were “the institutional void and change of EU leadership when the conflict 
emerged” (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 30).



Mallory Tamain

237De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

2.2. The EU’s ‘Capabilities’ and the pursued integrated approach to the management 
of the crisis in and around Ukraine since 2014

The aim of this section is to investigate the approach actually pursued by the EU 
in response to the “Ukraine crisis”: I will analyze the ‘capabilities’ deployed by the EU 
through the lens of the EUGS’ integrated approach to conflict and crises (EEAS 2016: 
28-32).  Following Kaunert and Zwolski’s criterion (Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 42–43), 
the instruments and resources upon which the EU drew to address a security crisis in 
its close neighborhood will first be presented, before examining the EU’s cohesiveness 
in so doing.

2.2.1. The deployment of EU’s resources and instruments: an integrated approach to the 
“Ukraine crisis”?

The different categories of resources and instruments that the EU drew upon in the 
context of the “Ukraine crisis” will be analyzed in light of the EU’s integrated approach 
as defined and adopted by the EU.

One of the key features of the integrated approach is the necessity to act at all 
phases of the conflict cycle: with regards to prevention, the idea is that “preventing 
conflicts is more efficient and effective than engaging with crises after they break out” 
(EEAS 2016: 29). On that matter, it would rather appear that the “EU has failed to act 
pre-emptively in the case of Ukraine”(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 66) and 
reacted to the crisis instead, since the instruments and policies described below were 
almost exclusively deployed after its outbreak in February-March 2014.

The first category of actions the EU developed in reaction to the conflict consists 
of its diplomatic efforts, together with the restrictive measures taken vis-à-vis Russia. 
Indeed, despite its limited involvement in the conflict resolution process after the 
failure of the Geneva talks, the EU has developed a clear non-recognition policy (EEAS 
2017a) concerning the illegal annexation of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, to which 
the HR/VP or EU spokespersons regularly refer in their political statements (Interview 
with an EU Diplomat 2019). Besides backing the efforts of the TCG and the Normandy 
Format, the EU also has also expressed its support to Ukraine’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity in international fora, in particular the OSCE, where the EU delegation 
weekly coordinates Member States’ positions for the statements pronounced at the 
Permanent Council concerning the “situation in and around Ukraine” (Interview with 
an EEAS Official 2019). Beyond political statements, the sanctions targeting Russia were 
considered as the core of the EU’s response to the conflict. (Interview with an EEAS 
Official 2019) Restrictive measures indeed form an essential part of the EU’s integrated 
approach, described in the EUGS as “key tools to bring about peaceful change” (EEAS 
2016: 32). In 2014, the first diplomatic sanctions in reaction to the crisis included the 
cancellation of the EU-Russia summit, the suspension of visa liberalization talks and 
of negotiations on Russia’s accession to the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), as well as the transformation of the G8 into a G7 format 
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(European Council 2019). In March 2014, the first individual restrictive measures 
introduced asset freezes and travel bans against individuals and entities deemed to 
be involved in undermining Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity (European 
Council 2019). This list, that needs to be re-adopted every six months, currently concerns 
170 individuals and 44 entities, with the recent addition in March 2019 of individuals 
responsible for the use of force against Ukraine’s Navy in the Azov Sea (Interview with 
an EU Diplomat 2019). Another set of sanctions specifically targets economic relations 
with Crimea and Sevastopol, including a prohibition of imports from the peninsula, 
restrictions on trade and investment, as wells as export bans on some goods and 
technology. Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). Finally, the EU has upheld economic 
sectorial sanctions against Russia since July 2014, including limitations on the access 
of some Russian banks and companies to EU financial markets, a ban on arms trade, 
an export ban on dual-use technologies and measures restricting Russia’s access to 
“certain sensitive technologies and services that can be used for oil production and 
exploration” (European Council 2019). Since March 2015, the lifting of these sanctions 
has been conditioned upon the full implementation of Minsk agreements (European 
Council 2019). By targeting Russia,the EU sanctions are therefore a core component 
of its response to the “Ukraine crisis” (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019), alongside 
its diplomatic support of the country’s territorial integrity. With regards to diplomatic 
efforts, it is however interesting to mention that the EU has not exploited the possibility 
provided by the Treaties to appoint a Special Representative under the authority of 
the HR/VP (Marquardt 2018: 28–29). 

The second category of the  EU’s resources and instruments deployed in context 
of the “Ukraine crisis” consists of security initiatives and support to security activities 
led by other actors. Indeed, the EU and its Member States are the “biggest contributors 
to the OSCE’s Special Monitoring Mission, which monitors the implementation of the 
Minsk agreements” (EEAS 2019),  in terms of both financial and human resources. The 
EU indeed provides around two thirds of the SMM’s budget and monitors and also 
donated equipment for the mission, including vehicles (EEAS 2019). Moreover, the EU 
supported the UN Human Rights Mission launched in 2014 to investigate human rights 
violations related to the conflict (European Commission 2019). Through its Instrument 
contributing to Stability and Peace (IcPS) the EU also supports a wide range of conflict-
related projects implemented in the affected areas of Eastern Ukraine, in particular 
regarding landmine clearance and de-mining of infrastructure (European Commission 
2019). It is interesting to note that the IcPS was created in 2014 to replace the former 
Instrument for Stability (European Parliament and Council 2014), thus insisting on 
its security dimension in line with the EU’s comprehensive approach to conflict and 
crises. Beyond assistance to security initiatives led by other international actors, the EU 
has also implemented initiatives of its own in the security sector, in the form of civilian 
CSDP missions. Following Council decision of 22 July 2014, the EU Advisory Mission 
(EUAM) for Civilian Security Sector was deployed in Ukraine (Council Decision 2014). 
In supporting Security Sector Reform (SSR) in Ukraine, it is important to note that 
EUAM only covers civilian, and not military facets of SSR: the key role of the mission 
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is to provide advice and training from EU experts in Kyiv, but also in Lviv, Kharkiv and 
Odesa (Ivashchenko-Stadnik, Petrov and Russo 2017: 8). Even though EUAM’s mandate 
avoids any direct correlation with the conflict itself (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 
2016: 37), the Crisis Management Concept for the mission explicitly underlined that 
“the weakness of Ukraine security sector played a significant role in the early stages of 
the conflict”(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 33), when armed groups were able 
to seize public buildings in the Eastern regions of Donetsk and Luhansk. Moreover, in 
light of the EU’s integrated approach, EUAM’s contribution to the better functioning 
of Ukraine’s security sector is especially relevant “at the time when viable and 
functional institutions are paramount for the state’s survival and sovereignty”(Litra, 
Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 4). Apart from EUAM, another mission of the EU has its 
headquarters in Ukraine (Odesa): the EU Border Assistance Mission to Moldova and 
Ukraine (EUBAM) (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 45). However, this mission will 
not be elaborated upon here, since it was launched prior to the “Ukraine crisis”, its 
mandate focusing on customs border management between Moldova and Ukraine, in 
light of the Transnistrian conflict(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 45–50). 

The third category of security-related instruments and resources deployed by the 
EU in the context of the “Ukraine crisis” pertains to humanitarian assistance and early 
recovery response (EEAS 2019). The DG ECHO is in charge of providing and coordinating 
humanitarian aid, which is delivered by the Commission’s partners, namely NGOs and 
UN-related organizations. Since the beginning of the conflict the EU and its Member 
States “have contributed over €681 million in humanitarian and early recovery aid” 
(European Commission 2018), making the EU on of the largest humanitarian donors 
in Ukraine. Assistance is provided in areas directly affected by the conflict, on both 
sides of the contact line, where 3.4 million people were estimated to be in need of 
humanitarian aid in late 2018 (European Commission 2018). Early recovery assistance 
also includes repairing of critical civil infrastructures, especially for water and electricity 
supply (EEAS 2019). Moreover, an important part of the EU’s assistance is aimed at 
Internally Displaced People (IDPs), either through direct financial support (for over half 
a million people) or in the form of grants to establish new businesses (EEAS 2019). 
In addition, according to the EU diplomat interviewed for this study, the Union has 
“pledged to assist a future reconstruction effort in case there would be a permanent 
and sustainable political settlement to the conflict in eastern Ukraine” (Interview with 
an EU Diplomat 2019).

Finally, some authors include in the EU’s comprehensive approach to the “Ukraine 
crisis” some other instruments as a means of EU’s longer-term stabilization and 
peacebuilding efforts (Rabinovych, 2017). They pertain to the EU’s financial macro-
assistance to Ukraine (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019) and to its general support 
for reforms in the framework of the Association Agreement that was eventually signed 
in 2014 (Interview with an EEAS Official, 2019). One must notice that its implementation 
was facilitated by the (unprecedented) creation of a dedicated task force in the 
Commission, the Support Group for Ukraine (Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 
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9). However, the recognition of this last category of instruments as instances of EU’s 
security actorness is contested, as it will be explained later on.

To sum up, the wide range of instruments and resources used by the EU tend 
to speak of a pursued integrated approach to the “Ukraine crisis”. If the “EU’s policy 
towards the conflict was rather reactive”(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 30) 
than preemptive and cannot yet be qualified as multi-phased, the different elements 
considered here seem to indicate that the EU has indeed tried to implement a multi-
dimensional, multi-level and multilateral approach  (EEAS 2016, 29). This rather 
confirms the hypothesis that the EU’s security actorness is enabled by the deployment 
of various instruments and resources. Moreover, it suggests that the EU’s ‘capabilities’ 
in addressing security challenges have been considerably increased and enhanced 
(Kaunert and Zwolski 2013: 204) since Hill first wrote about the capability-expectations 
gap  (Hill 1993).

2.2.2. Explaining the EU’s cohesiveness in its crisis response

After having pointed out the resources and instruments upon which the EU 
drew in the context of the “Ukraine crisis”, it is now interesting to look at the EU’s 
cohesiveness in deploying them, as part of Kaunert and Zwolski’s overall criteria of 
‘capabilities’ characterizing a security actor. Understood as “the capacity to reach a 
collective decision and to stick to it” (Kaunert and Zwolski, 2013: 43), cohesiveness is 
also informed by the notions identified by Groen and Niemann which were presented 
in the first chapter: ‘preference coherence’, ‘output coherence’ and ‘procedural-tactical 
coherence’(Groen and Niemann 2013: 310). Examining the EU’s cohesiveness in the 
“Ukraine crisis” is useful to investigate  my hypothesis on the EU’s multi-stakeholder 
security actorness, that was based on the widespread view that the EU’s ability to act  
as a security actor in the “Ukraine crisis” has been hampered by the diverging interests 
and preferences of Member States. This section’s focus will be on the restrictive 
measures, since they are considered as the core component of the EU’s response to 
the conflict (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019) and are established on the basis of a 
CFSP Council decision following a unanimous vote (Eckes 2018: 207), precisely requiring 
a high level of cohesiveness within the EU. The use of process-tracing techniques 
is aimed at discovering different potential explanations to understand why the EU 
actually managed to reach consensus and to renew its sanction policy since 2014.

As acknowledged by EU officials themselves,“[v]iews on Russia and Ukraine differ 
clearly among the EU member states” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). Diverging 
threat perceptions and approaches towards Russia, as well as bilateral economic 
interest, contribute to explain these “different visions within the EU on how to deal 
with Ukraine and how to construct a dialogue with Russia” (Litra, Medynskyi and 
Zarembo 2016: 17). In 2014, in the aftermath of Crimea’s illegal annexation, Dempsey 
for instance proposed a table comparing Member States’ stance towards tougher 
sanctions according to their level of gas consumption for Russian imports (Dempsey 
2014). Nevertheless, in spite of these ‘input divergences’, the first round of sanctions 
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targeting individuals and entities involved in the annexation was adopted following 
the illegal holding of the referendum in Crimea (Yekelchyk 2015: 153). Later on, the 
EU Member States eventually agreed on new sanctions: how can this be understood? 
Several factors may provide interesting explanations.

Firstly, sanctions were originally established by other international actors, in 
particular the United States: according to Matlary, “it was the US and not the EU 
states themselves that proposed sanctions and the EU was basically put under heavy 
American pressure to follow suit with the American sanctions” (Matlary and Heier 2016: 
52). The EEAS Official interviewed for this study emphasized this dialogue in place 
between the EU and US on the sanctions policy from the beginning of the conflict and 
mentioned that there were discussions as well related to the events in the Azov Sea 
(Interview with an EEAS Official 2019).

Besides, it is possible to identify events in the course of the “Ukraine crisis” that 
had an impact in forging consensus within the EU: according to an EU diplomat, 
“[t]he shooting down of the passenger jet MH17 over the conflict area in July 2014 
was such an event that strengthened the movement towards unanimity on restrictive 
measures”(Interview with an EU Diplomat, 2019). Indeed, after a first broadening of 
the list of individual sanctions in July, the EU Member States reached an agreement 
on July 27 2014  on a “package of significant additional restrictive measures targeting 
sectoral cooperation and exchanges with the Russian Federation”. The press release 
announcing this new package explicitly referred to the “killing of almost 300 innocent 
civilians in their flight from the Netherlands to Malaysia” (European Council 2014) to 
underscore the need for an “urgent and determined response” (European Council 
2014).

Beyond the emotional impact of this specific event, other factors were highlighted 
by interviewees as incentives for Member States to find and preserve an agreement 
on imposing sanctions vis-à-vis Russia, including the fact that Ukraine itself was very 
eloquent in asking for solidarity (Interview with a Ukrainian Foreign Policy Expert, 2019). 
Other reasons put forward are the shared understanding within the EU that Russia 
keeps undermining Ukraine’s territorial integrity and the “widespread perception in 
the EU that Ukraine is paying a high and unique price for seeking EU-association” 
(Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019).

Finally, other elements contribute to explain how the Member States have managed 
to stick together and maintain unity on the EU’s sanction policy, at the surprise of 
many external actors including Russia (Interview with an EEAS Official, 2019). They 
pertain to the level of “procedural-tactical coherence” defined by Groen and Niemann 
as “the existence of established procedures/instruments within the EU’s negotiating 
infrastructure”(Groen and Niemann 2013: 310) that enable Member States to overcome 
initial diverging preferences. Indeed, one of the interviewees has underlined the 
“consensus-fostering culture” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019) of the EU as a key 
factor of its cohesiveness, pointing out that Members States tend “not to use a veto 
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right unless absolutely necessary”(Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). This view 
was also shared by the EEAS official interviewed, who moreover highlighted the role 
of technical bodies for the renewal of the sanctions (Interview with an EEAS Official, 
2019). This usually helps to avoid prolonging political discussions, apart from recent 
occasions where Italy requested the discussion to be taken at the level of the European 
Council (Interview with an EEAS Official, 2019). Thus, it seems that the technicality of 
the procedures and the unanimity’s requirement for the adoption of Council decisions 
related to sanctions paradoxically enabled the EU to “reach a collective decision and 
to stick to it” (Hill 1998: 24) in the context of the “Ukraine crisis”. 

Despite the high level of cohesiveness that the EU has managed to reach on 
sanctions policy, the need to renew the adoption of restrictive measures on a six-month 
basis is however acknowledged by one of the interviewees as the “biggest challenge 
for the EU” (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019) in the context of the “Ukraine crisis”. At 
several occasions, it was for instance feared that Italy would not vote for the prolongation 
of the sanctions (Rettman 2019). The EU diplomat interviewed considered that the 
common denominator on sanctions policy could actually be made more fragile by 
“the coming to power in some EU countries of politicians with a more positive view on 
Russia” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). Besides, the interviewees acknowledged 
that the lack of input coherence, due to diverging stances among Member State’s, 
was the main limiting factor hampering the adoption of tougher sanctions against 
Russia (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). The sanctions policy implemented in the 
context of the “Ukraine crisis” is therefore a case where “output coherence can largely 
be viewed as the result of preference coherence mitigated/balanced by procedural-
tactical coherence” (Groen and Niemann 2013: 310). 

Alongside the role of specific events and the pressure from other international 
actors, the EU decision-making procedures indeed played an important role in unifying 
the dissident views of Member States. This examination of the EU’s cohesiveness in 
the “Ukraine crisis” has thus allowed for a nuanced answer to my initial hypothesis 
on the EU’s multi-stakeholder security actorness. To conclude, if Member States’ 
diverging interests have proven to be a challenging factor in  the “Ukraine crisis”, the 
EU has nevertheless been able to effectively deploy some of its crisis management’s 
‘capabilities’, that can clearly be acknowledged as instances of its security actorness in 
that context. 

3. The ‘Recognition’ dimension of the EU’s security actorness in the “Ukraine 
crisis”: Juxtaposing Ukrainian and EU’s own perceptions

Having examined the EU’s response to  the “Ukraine crisis” against the background 
of its pursued integrated approach, it is now necessary to look at the perceptions of 
the EU as a security actor in that context. One of my hypotheses was that, contrary 
to the EU’s self-perception, the EU’s security actorness is not fully recognized as such 
by Ukraine’s elite and wider public. The aims of this section is therefore to juxtapose 
the Ukrainian and EU’s ownpercep tions, based on the idea that confronting self- and 
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external images of the EU is “analytically fruitful and useful for practitioners”(Chaban, 
Elgström and Knodt 2019: 14). This approach will also allow a better understanding 
about the capability-expectations gap in the “Ukraine crisis”, expectations being 
defined by Hill as “those ambitions or demands of the EU’s international behavior 
which derive from both inside and outside the Union” (Hill 1998: 23).

Firstly, the EU seems to have been clearly recognized as a security actor by Ukraine’s 
political elite throughout the crisis, as demonstrated by the Foreign Minister’s demand 
for a CSDP mission in a letter to the HR/VP on May 8, 2014 (Council Decision 2014). 
This is a typical example where “a third party interacts with the Union, rather than, or 
in addition to, going to one or more EU member state(s)”(Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 
216). This manifest recognition by Ukraine’s governing elite is nevertheless associated 
with a certain level of disappointment in relation to initial expectations. This can for 
instance be seen with the setting up of EUAM as a civilian SSR mission, while Kyiv had 
originally been lobbying for the deployment of a mission in the East of Ukraine(Litra, 
Medynskyi and Zarembo 2016: 28). Due to the reluctance of some Member States, 
EUAM was eventually conceived as a compromise to satisfy Ukraine’s demand while 
making sure to distance as much as possible the mission’s mandate from the conflict or 
from any military dimension(Litra, Medynskyi and Zarembo, 2016: 37). Another source 
of disappointment was linked to the sanctions: if their adoption was perceived highly 
positively, Ukraine’s political elite would have however expected them to be agreed 
on quicker and to be strengthened, including after the Azov Sea events that “only” led 
to an extension of individual restrictive measures to eight Russian officials (Interview 
with a Ukrainian Foreign Policy Expert, 2019).

This trend about unmet expectations can also be found among Ukraine’s wider 
public, as shown in perception studies on the topic: if the EU’s role in alleviating the 
crisis and containing a further development of the conflict is commonly acknowledged 
by respondents (Ivashchenko-Stadnik, Petrov et alii. 2017a: 10), they often assess the 
EU’s crisis response as “too little, too late, quite often misguided” (Ivashchenko-Stadnik, 
Petrov et alii. 2018: 24). What is more striking is the fact that the EU’s security actorness 
is sometimes contested in itself by Ukraine’s wider public (Ivashchenko-Stadnik, Petrov 
et alii. 2018: 32-38). several factors may contribute to explain that phenomenon. 

Firstly, there are different interpretations on the boundaries of crisis management 
and security actorness. While humanitarian and development aid forms an integral 
component of the EU’s pursued integrated approach to conflicts (EEAS 2016: 32), they 
may actually not be externally acknowledged as such, as the Ukrainian Foreign Policy 
Zxpert interviewed for this research pointed out: 

“Speaking of humanitarian aid, I am aware of it […]  but to me this has nothing to 
do with conflict settlement. This is aid to a country in need but this is different, it 
neither prevents the further development of the conflict nor has escalating effects. 
That’s why I didn’t mention it with the sanctions or declarations.” (Interview with a 
Ukrainian Foreign Policy Expert, 2019)
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If some of the EU’s ‘capabilities’ deployed in the “Ukraine crisis” are not associated 
with traditional components of security action, it may contribute to explain existing 
expectations from the Ukrainian side that the EU should actually resort to such 
‘capabilities’. The choice not to appoint a Special Representative after the outbreak 
of the conflict was for instance mentioned as a source of frustration by one of the 
interviewees (Interview with an EU Diplomat, 2019). On the contrary, another potential 
explanation for the contestation of the EU’s security actorness among Ukraine’s wider 
public lies in the fact that “people primarily perceive the EU as an economic actor, 
definitely, not as a security actor” (Interview with a Ukrainian Foreign Policy Expert, 
2019). This common perception of the EU’s as a ‘global payer’ rather than a ‘global 
player’ has also been reflected in interviews conducted by researchers on the EU’s crisis 
response in Ukraine (Ivashchenko-Stadnik, Petrov et alii. 2018: 35). In that same vein, the 
recognition of the EU’s security actorness seems to be undermined by the comparison 
with other international security actors, especially the US and NATO: the Ukrainian 
foreign policy expert interviewed highlighted that for Ukraine’s wider public, “it is 
rather NATO which is associated with security” (Interview with an Ukrainian Foreign 
Policy Expert, 2019). Another reason for the EU’s security actorness to be questioned 
might be the lack of communication about its actions, which are rather low-profile. 
This problem has been pointed out in some research projects, where interviewees 
mentioned:

“It seems there is no PR [Public Relations] strategy to present the EU-supported 
projects to a wider public in Ukraine. This gap is used by the local authorities: the 
beneficiaries perceive aid as support from other public sources.” (Ivashchenko-
Stadnik, Petrov et alii. 2018: 36)

“Most people in Donbas do not use Facebook and do not speak Ukrainian, while 
most of the news about the EU is spread through Facebook or the Ukrainian media.” 
(Ivashchenko-Stadnik, Petrov et alii. 2018: 36)

The fact that EU’s actions are ill-communicated to Ukraine’s wider public may 
therefore also contribute to explain why the EU’s security actorness is questioned in 
itself and not only for its perceived (in)effectiveness. 

My initial hypothesis was that the EU’s role as a security actor was externally 
contested but that the EU did recognize itself as such in the context of the “Ukraine 
crisis”. Actually, this second assumption has rather proven to be flawed. Indeed, this 
research has highlighted that even the EU’s self-perception of its security actorness 
was somehow timid and blurred.  

When asked about the components of the EU’s response to the “Ukraine crisis” 
that can speak of it as being a relevant security actor, the EU officials interviewed were 
rather hesitant in their answers. For the EU diplomat interviewed, the fact that the 
EU imposed “costs on an aggressive behavior” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019) 
- referring to the sanctions policy - indeed makes it a security actor. However, the 
respondent’s answer was immediately after completed by evoking other international 
actors - NATO and the US - where “more traditional security components exist” 
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(Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019).  The EEAS Official interviewed also underlined 
that the EU’s action in the security field was mostly in support to other actors, in 
particular the OSCE (Interview with an EEAS Official 2019). Interestingly, none of them 
referred to the EU’s integrated approach before being specifically asked about it: 
according to one of the EU Diplomat interviewed, the different actions taken by the 
EU in reaction to the “Ukraine crisis” can overall be considered in that light but this 
document remains “very generic and rather bland” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 
2019). Both respondents underlined that the major role for the EU in the context of the 
“Ukraine crisis”  was actually to contribute to strengthening the country’s resilience 
through financial assistance and support to long-term reforms (Interview with an EEAS 
Official 2019) and one of them precisely mentioned the “country’s resilience towards 
aggression” (Interview with an EU Diplomat 2019). Overall, it therefore appeared that 
the interviewees working for the EU tended to refrain from clearly acknowledging its 
security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis”.

The same reluctance seems to be reflected in the EU’s official documents. 
While the EUGS explicitly mentioned “Russia’s violation of international law and the 
destabilization of Ukraine” (EEAS 2016) as a key challenge for European security order, 
the implementation reviews of 2017 and 2018 only refer very briefly to the case of 
Ukraine. The 2017 review mentions Ukraine as an instance of the EU’s approach to 
resilience, without referring to the EU’s integrated approach nor its crisis-management 
actions:

“The EU’s multifaceted approach to resilience is well exemplified in the case of 
Ukraine. EU financial support to Ukraine’s reform process, including combating 
corruption, improving its public administration and judiciary, and supporting civil 
society, all strengthen Ukraine’s resilience.”(EEAS 2017b)

The 2018 review is even briefer. Only two occurrences of the word “Ukraine” can 
be found: one about the EaP and the other alluding to EU-US cooperation (EEAS 
2018). Both review reports therefore abstain from underlining the EU’s role as a 
security actor in the “Ukraine crisis”. With regards to the EU’s self-recognition, another 
puzzling element is the fact that “the EU did not present an overarching strategy of its 
response to the Ukraine crisis”(Rabinovych, 2017: 15). When asked about the existence 
of such a strategy, the EEAS Official interviewed for this research did not mention any 
specific document, but he explained that the issue of the EU’s role in supporting the 
Normandy format and Ukraine’s reconstruction efforts on the longer term had been 
debated among Member States during a Gymnich meeting in 2017 (Interview with an 
EEAS Official 2019).

To conclude, these elements tend to show that the hypothesis on the EU’s 
externally contested security actorness is coherent in the case of the “Ukraine crisis”. 
Both Ukraine’s elite and wider public question the EU’s role as a security actor, due 
to mismatches between outcomes and initial expectations but also because the 
EU’s security actorness is sometimes contested in itself, the EU being often primarily 
perceived as an economic actor. However, whereas I originally assumed that the 
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instances of security actorness identified in this research would be perceived as such 
by the EU, it does not seem to be the case. It is therefore legitimate to question the 
EU’s reluctance to recognize itself as a security actor in the “Ukraine crisis”. Several 
assumptions can be made. The EU’s ‘timidity’ can for instance be understood as a 
precaution to evade direct confrontation with Russia and avoid to risk an escalation 
of the conflict.  Nevertheless, another interesting possibility is linked to Hill’s concept 
of the capability-expectations-gap: what if EU’s reluctance to recognize its security 
actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” was actually an attempt to close this gap (Hill 1998) 
? In 1993, Hill explained that for the EU, the only ways out this gap where either to 
increase its capabilities or to decrease expectations (Hill 1993: 321). He added that 
“[l]owering expectations means both lowering one’s own ambitions in foreign policy 
and communication the facts to outsiders, so that the limits of European actorness 
and intentions are clearly visible”(Hill 1993: 322). It is therefore possible to argue that 
the EU’s caution in recognizing its own security actorness may actually be a way for 
the Union to contain external expectations from the Ukrainian side and to stress the 
limits of its intentions and ‘capabilities’ in the context of the “Ukraine crisis”.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this case study has attempted to examine the EU’s capacity to act 
on the international stage, and especially in a regional setting, as a security actor. This 
analysis of the EU’s response in the context of the “Ukraine crisis” was formulated 
starting from the observation that the topic of the EU’s crisis and conflict management 
remained essentially unaddressed in the literature about the EU’s actorness. This case 
study was informed by a qualitative research strategy. Although the methods chosen 
did not allow for a measurable assessment of the EU’s crisis response and capabilities 
deployed in the “Ukraine crisis”, nor to draw far-reaching conclusions about the EU’s 
security actorness in general, they have the merit of providing qualitative and thought-
provoking answers to the initial research questions. Moreover, the empirical analysis 
of the EU’s capabilities and real actions in response to the “Ukraine crisis” allowed 
reflection upon the state of Hill’s  concept of the capability-expectations gap in the 
context of this ongoing conflict, which has been directly affecting the regional security 
architecture in Europe for the last five years. It contributed to our understanding of the 
factors that may have enabled or limited the EU’s capacity to act as a security actor in 
that context. Besides, it shed light upon the perceptions of these instances of the EU’s 
security actorness by Ukraine’s political elite and wider public, but also by the EU itself, 
against the background of its own pursued integrated approach to external conflicts 
and crises.

To summarize, this case study brought nuanced findings with regards to the 
initial hypotheses. Based on the Treaties’ provisions, the EU’s enabling authority in 
crisis management gave it a ‘menu of choices’ to draw upon in the context of the 
“Ukraine crisis”. The mandate of the EU in the realm of security and its “complex 
but functional”(Rieker and Blockmans 2019: 16) institutional framework offered the 



Mallory Tamain

247De Europa
Special Issue - College of Europe 2019

Union the possibility to engage in an integrated crisis response. Nevertheless, the 
institutionally constrained security actorness of the EU, consequent to its “pervasive 
intermingling levels of political authority” (Jupille and Caporaso 1998: 218) still 
acted as a constraint on the EU’s autonomy as a crisis manager in the “Ukraine crisis”. 
Other elements, including the change of political leadership at the EU level, were 
also highlighted as factors that limited its ability to act as an autonomous security 
actor, especially with regards to the conflict mediation process. The analysis of the 
‘capabilities’ deployed by the EU in response to the “Ukraine crisis” tended to confirm 
the hypothesis on the EU’s multi-layered security actorness. The wide range of 
instruments and resources used by the EU indeed speak of the pursuit of an “integrated 
approach” to the “Ukraine crisis”. It also seems to indicate that the EU’s ‘capabilities’ 
have been developed since Hill first wrote about the capability-expectations gap 
(Hill 1993). Concerning the EU’s cohesiveness in deploying these instruments, the use 
of process-tracing techniques has resulted in nuance findings about the hypothesis 
on the EU’s multi-stakeholder security actorness. It appeared that the diverging 
preferences of Member States indeed slowed and somehow curtailed the EU’s 
response to the “Ukraine crisis”. However, alongside the role of specific events and the 
pressure from other international actors, the EU decision-making procedures actually 
played an important role in unifying the dissident views of Member States. If these 
divergences initially challenged and still threaten the EU’s cohesiveness, the EU has 
yet been able to effectively deploy several of its crisis management ‘capabilities’, that 
can clearly be acknowledged as instances of its security actorness in the “Ukraine 
crisis”. Finally, the analysis of the EU’s recognition has highlighted the relevance of the 
hypothesis on the EU’s externally contested actorness in the “Ukraine crisis”. The EU’s 
crisis response has indeed been contested by Ukraine’s elite and wider public. This is 
partly due to disappointment with regards to its perceived (in)effectiveness, but also 
because the EU’s security actorness is to some extent questioned in itself, since the 
EU is sometimes primarily recognized as an economic actor in comparison with other 
international security actors. Although it was originally assumed that the instances 
of security actorness identified in this research would be internally perceived as such 
by the EU, it appeared that the EU in fact rather refrains from recognizing itself as a 
security actor in the “Ukraine crisis”.

Different factors could contribute to explain this phenomenon. In light of 
continuing debates on the capability-expectations gap, one may consider the EU’s 
reluctance to recognize its security actorness in the “Ukraine crisis” as a way to bridge 
this gap. Indeed, the EU’s caution in affirming its security actorness and communicating 
on its engagement in crisis response may be a manner to lower expectations from 
the Ukrainian side and avoid disappointment with what the EU can actually deliver. 
However, it is possible to consider that such an “unassertive” behavior may in fact have 
adverse effects for the long-term credibility of the EU, both as a security actor and 
more generally as a significant player in international relations.
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