
The EU as an international actor: Expectations, capabilities and the 

question of unity 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

30 June, 2014 

 

 

Ida Synnestvedt 

Master’s Thesis 

Cand.ling.merc., English and European Studies 

Copenhagen Business School 

 

Supervisor: Anna Leander, Department of Management, Politics and Philosophy 

STU Count: 181,882 / 79.9 Standard pages 

 

 

 



Ida Synnestvedt, Copenhagen Business School 

The EU as an international actor: Expectations, capabilities and the question of unity 

 

Resumé 

EU som international aktør: Forventninger, kompetencer og spørgsmålet om enhed 

Hvor et højt niveau af politisk integration i EU’s medlemsstater  har fundet sted gennem EU’s indre 

politikområder, ser det anderledes ud for storpolitiske områder, som udenrigs-, sikkerheds- og 

forsvarspolitik, hvor den politiske integration i mindre grad har fundet sted i medlemsstaterne. 

Medlemsstaternes divergerende tilgange til udenrigspolitiske spørgsmål hindrer derfor ofte EU i at handle 

som én aktør i internationale kriser. 

Specialet undersøger således EU’s evne til at agere som international aktør med fokus på den traditionelle 

forståelse af begrebet udenrigspolitik. Teoretisk trækkes der på Christopher Hills artikel fra 1993 om kløften 

mellem de forventninger EU sætter til sig selv som international aktør, og de kompetencer Unionen reelt har 

og fomår at bruge (the capability-expectations gap). Der perspektiveres endvidere, med afstandstagen, til Ian 

Manners teori om normativ magt og idéen om, at EU kan manifestere sin internationale rolle ved, gennem 

sin egen konstruktion på normer, som fred, retsregler og demokrati, at påvirke andre aktører til at indføre 

samme normer. Kritikken af Manners sker primært gennem Karen E. Smiths argument om, at for at forstå 

EU som international aktør er det ikke tilstrækkeligt at se på hvordan EU er konstrueret, men nødvendigt at 

diskutere, hvordan EU handler på den internationale scene. 

Til denne diskussion tages udgangspunkt i de udenrigspolitiske debatter om henholdsvis Irakkrigen, oprøret i 

Libyen og den syriske borgerkrig, og hovedfokus er på spørgsmålet om militær intervention i alle tilfælde. 

Det hævdes, at trods EU har udviklet både en fælles udenrigs- og sikkerhedspolitik samt en fælles forsvars- 

og sikkerhedspolitik og endvidere projicerer en selvopfattelse af at kunne agere internationalt, handler 

medlemslandene ikke i enhed, men individuelt ud fra egne strategiske interesser og normer, hvilket betyder, 

at EU kraftigt undermineres som international aktør. For en dybere forståelse af EU’s evne til at agere som 

international aktør samt forholdet mellem forventninger og kompetencer, gennemgås den institutionelle 

udvikling, der har fundet sted siden oprettelsen af FUSP, inden de nævnte udenrigspolitiske debatter 

diskuteres. 

Det konkluderes sidst, at trods EU har taget skridt mod at kunne agere som en selvstændig, international 

aktør, er forventningerne ligeledes blevet hævet, og idet medlemsstaterne stadig handler forskelligt fra 

hinanden, så EU’s handlekraft undergraves, består en kløft mellem EU’s reelle kompetencer og de 

forventninger, der er sat. 
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1 Introduction: One Union, but different states 

1.1 Choice of subject: The European Union as an international actor 

When French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman presented the now famous Schuman Declaration 

on 9 May 1950, the leading objective was to ensure lasting peace and thus prevent interstate war in 

Europe. This was to happen through political and economic integration between the European states 

by the establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1952. During the past 60 years 

a high level of political and economic integration has indeed taken place, and the European 

Community has become the European Union, entailing 28 states. To a large degree, the goal can be 

argued to be obtained within the EU. However, while many policies have become domesticated 

within the EU, and the member states have become interdependent, the matter of European unity 

can be questioned in regards to external action. As it goes to show, it becomes clear that the EU 

consists of 28 different states when it comes to the area of high politics such as foreign and security 

policy. The following thesis will thus revolve around the subject of the European Union as an 

international actor in regards to foreign policy crises with a focus on military interventions.  

In 1993, Christopher Hill posed the question: “If the EC is less than a state but more than an IGO, 

in what ways can it be termed a genuinely independent actor in international relations?” (Hill 

1993: 309). Namely due to the fact that the notion of the EU to some extent transcends Westphalian 

conventions internally, it is interesting to examine the difficulties arising when the Union is to act in 

an international system created and inhabited by states following the Westphalian order. As 

indicated above, the EU member states must still be regarded as sovereign, and to a large degree, 

evidence shows that states find it extremely difficult to give up sovereignty on high politics matters. 

During the bipolar power structure of the cold war, the (then) European Communities remained a 

so-called “civilian power”, as opposed to that of a military. The EC could rely on the protection of 

the United States. In 1991 however, the geopolitical settings changed, and it became apparent that 

the EC needed to develop a focus on security, defence and foreign policy of its own. This has, at 

least formally, been done. By the entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty in 1993, the (now) 

European Union took on an articulated foreign and security policy dimension by the creation of the 

three-pillar structure (the Common Foreign and Security Policy being the second). While keeping 

the decision-making process intergovernmental, the new framework entailed rather ambitious aims 

such as defending the Union’s values, interests and independence; strengthening the security of 
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member states, promoting global peace and cooperation as well as democracy (TEU: Title V). 

Moreover, the European Security Strategy was drafted by the then High Representative, Javier 

Solana and approved by the European Council on 12 December 2003. If anything, the wording of 

the ESS indicates high expectations as well as a high level of European unity in wider international 

matters: 

“The increasing convergence of European interests and the strengthening of mutual solidarity of 

the EU makes us a more credible and effective actor. Europe should be ready to share in the 

responsibility for global security and in building a better world” (European Council 2003).  

While the articulated ambitions are rather high, the notion of the EU as a credible and effective 

actor is questionable, as it seems difficult for the union to do just that; namely act in unity on 

security matters. During the build-up to the Iraq war, neo-con Robert Kagan claimed that the 

Europeans had concluded that the threat posed by Saddam Hussein was more tolerable for them 

than the risk of removing him (Kagan 2002: 13). Kagan’s claim did not hold. The Europeans had 

not concluded anything as a collective group. This was rather painfully projected by the voting in 

the UN Security Council, where the EU does not act as one, and the two permanent (fully) 

European members of the UK and France voted differently on the intervention. While not 

supporting the intervention in unity, nor did the EU reject it in unity. I.e. the Union failed to act in 

either way. Other examples are the cases of Libya and Syria. In the case of Libya, France and the 

UK initially proposed the initiative of a military intervention, and the United States showed 

eagerness to let the EU lead the operation. Nonetheless, the member states were not able to agree, 

and Germany openly opposed the Anglo-French idea of military action. Likewise, the debate on 

whether or not to intervene in Syria has projected the difficulties of 27 states agreeing on a common 

stand.  

It can thus be argued that a gap exists between the articulated expectations of the EU and the actual 

capabilities. What Christopher Hill has deemed the “capability-expectations gap” (Hill 1993), as 

will be elaborated on in the next chapter on theory and methodology. As Hill has further noted “a 

genuinely European foreign policy cannot simply be an “add on” to the existing activities of the 

member states, as some would like to believe” (ibid.: 319). However, the issue of how to determine 

the EU’s actorness is debated. Putting emphasis on the fact that the EU transcends Westphalian 

conventions internally, Ian Manners has argued that the debate about the EU’s international role is 

misguided due to the focus on state-like features. According to Manners, the EU possesses a 
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normative power in that it is built on norms such as peace, liberty, democracy, the rule of law and 

respect for human rights, and that it is therefore predisposed to act normatively, thus shaping its 

international role through what it is (Manners 2002). Nonetheless, as has been indicated, the EU 

member states tend to act differently on foreign policy matters, and as European unity is thus 

undermined, the notion of normative power can be questioned.  

As Karen E. Smith has argued, in order to determine the EU as an international actor, we cannot 

only rely on what the EU is but must examine what it actually does (Smith 2005). And as the EU is 

challenged namely when it comes to “doing” or acting in international affairs, due to the lack of 

agreement between member states, we are thus led back to the issue of a capability-expectations 

gap. 

Hence, the following thesis sets out to examine the EU’s ablity to act as one entity when faced with 

an international crisis. Since the end of the cold war, several institutional developments have taken 

place in order to strengthen the EU’s capabilities as an international actor in regards to both general 

foreign policy and military aspects. However, the cases of Iraq, Libya and Syria indicate that the 

EU is still not able to act decisively on an international level and thus fails to live up to its 

expectations. So, how can this be? The main answer is that the member states do not act in 

common, and as will be argued, we can fall on Hill’s notion of a capability-expectations gap to 

understand the EU’s challenges as an international actor.  

1.2 How does the EU act? 

The thesis will discuss and thus seek to answer the question: “How does the European Union 

manifest itself as an international actor, and are its member states able to agree in order for the EU 

to present itself as one entity?”. The point of departure for the discussion of this question, i.e. the 

hypothesis, is the notion that a gap still exists between the capabilities and expectations of the EU, 

due to member states’ disagreements. Hence, as the member states have different strategic interests 

and cultures, they act differently in the face of an international crisis, which undermines the EU’s 

ability to act as one entity. Despite the EU’s continuously ambitious rhetoric, and although 

institutional developments have been made, the maintained strong intergovernmental structure of 

the EU’s foreign policy and the lack of agreement between member states, disables EU actornes, A 

capability-expectations gap is thus projected, and EU actorness become no more than what the 

member states each decide.  
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1.3 Focus on three questions of military intervention 

As indicated, this thesis will revolve around the notion of the EU’s actorness on the world stage. 

The focus will be on the three international crises of Iraq, Libya and Syria, all of during which the 

question of military intervention has been on the table, but the EU has failed to stand united in 

either opposing or supporting such action.  

The first following chapter will outline the theoretical and methodological frameworks of the thesis 

and assert that in order to determine EU actorness, we must discuss what the EU actually does, 

rather than what it merely is, and the notion of a capability-expectations gap is reinforced. The third 

chapter will discuss the noted institutional developments and conclude that while they have 

strengthened the EU’s capabilities in some aspects, expectations have been raised as well, and the 

question of agreement between member states still poses a challenge to EU actorness. Chapter four 

will thus examine the EU as an international actor, i.e. what it does, through analysing the cases of 

Iraq, Libya and Syria. It will be argued that due to the different actions of member states, the EU 

has to a large extent been prevented from acting as one entity and manifesting itself as an 

international actor, and as the EU claims to have actorness, the capability-expectations gap is 

revealed.  

The fifth chapter will draw on the main points from the previous discussions and while noting that 

the EU definitely has taken steps towards international actorness through several developments and 

a process is thus at work, the fact that member states still tend to disagree obstructs EU actorness. 

Finally the conclusion in chapter six finds that the member states must stop regarding the CFSP as 

simply an “add on” to their existing activities in order for the EU to manifest itself as a serious 

international actor. 
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2 Studying EU actorness: Theoretical conceptualizations and methodological 

grounding 

2.1 Theoretical aspects: Different conceptions of the EU’s international role 

2.1.1 The Origins: Civilian contra military actorness in IP  

Through the years, much has been said about the EU’s foreign and security policy and its general 

behaviour towards the external society.  The question: “Who do I call when I want to speak to 

Europe?”, has famously been ascribed to Henry Kissinger (Sobczyk 2012). “An economic giant, a 

political dwarf, and a military worm”, former Belgian Foreign Minister Mark Eyskens stated in 

1991 (Whitney 1991). “Americans are from Mars, Europeans are from Venus”, Robert Kagan 

claimed (Kagan 2002: 3). Likewise many theoretical approaches have been launched on the topic, 

and the discussion of the nature of EU power and actorness is still on-going. In order to shed light 

on what theoretical aspects may be used for this thesis, a few of the main discussions on the 

European cooperation’s international role will be touched on as background. 

One of the early prominent notions of the EU as an international actor has been that of a “civilian 

power”, as François Duchêne coined the term during the cold war détente in 1972. Duchêne focused 

on the growing role of economics, interdependency and other non-military means in international 

relations. The then EC could and should not be a military power, but rather play a role in shaping 

the international milieu as a civilian power through the twentieth-century citizen’s notion of 

civilized politics (Duchêne 1972: 43). Duchêne further noted that the EC would benefit the most by 

staying true to its inner characteristics defined as “civilian ends and means, and a built in sense of 

collective action, which in turn express, however imperfectly, social values of equality, justice and 

tolerance”, and by doing so “lay foundations for the political system of the 1970s and 1980s” 

(Duchêne 1973: 20).    

The first main critique of the idea of Europe as a civilian power was raised during the cold war 

“refreeze”, by one of the central English school contributors, Hedley Bull, in 1982. Bull, coming 

about perhaps more realist than English school, stated that Europe was not an actor in international 

affairs, and did not seem likely to become one. The general argument was that the power exerted by 

the EC and civilian actors in general “was conditional upon a strategic environment provided by the 

military power of states, which they did not control” (Bull 1982: 151). The fact that the EC was 
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given no responsibilities for defence matters thus underlined the fact that it did not control the 

military power of member states (ibid.: 163p.).  

While Duchêne and Bull do contradict one another, they do have something in common; namely 

that their works were written during the cold war and before the EC developed into the EU and took 

on an explicit foreign policy dimension. As Jan Orbie has noted, Duchêne and Bull can thus be seen 

as two of the “founding fathers” of the conceptualization of Europe’s international role (Orbie 2006: 

124). As noted in the introduction, the EU’s foreign and security policy first was introduced by the 

entering into force of the Maastricht Treaty in 1993. It is therefore interesting to review what main 

discussions and arguments have been since then.  

2.1.2 From civilian contra military distinctions to normative power Europe? 

As Karen E. Smith has argued, it is no longer possible to talk about the EU strictly as a civilian 

power, as the Union’s framework has been provided with the option of military means (Smith 

2005). Avoiding the discussion of a civilian versus military power, Ian Manners laid the grounds for 

a different characterisation; ”Normative Power Europe”, which has been one of the dominant 

theories on EU international actorness in the new millennium. Manners argues that the problem of 

the civilian contra military power dispute is the concentration of comparing the EU to a state, and 

that one should move beyond the debate of state-like features (Manners 2002: 239). As the notion 

of the EU transcends Westphalian norms and the Union has been constructed on a normative basis 

(i.e. to promote peace through interdependency in Europe and thus avoid war), the EU is 

predisposed to act in a normative way, rather than in an instrumental such, Manners argues. Hence, 

the main factor shaping the EU’s international role is not what it does or says, but what it is (ibid.: 

240; 252). However, while avoiding the direct discussion of civilian contra military power, Manners 

primarily focuses on many of the same concepts and ideas as those constituting the notion of 

civilian power:  

“[A] better understanding of the EU’s role in world politics might be gained by reflecting on what 

those revolutions tell us about the power of ideas and norms rather than the power of empirical 

force (…) Thus the notion of a normative power Europe is located in a discussion of the ‘power 

over opinion’, idée force, or ‘ideological power’” (Manners 2002: 238p.) 

Manners thus identifies five “core” norms within EU laws and policies; peace, liberty, democracy, 

the rule of law and respect for human rights, and argues that reinforcing and expanding on these 
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norms allows the EU to present and legitimate itself as more than the sum of its parts (ibid.: 242; 

244).  Manners key empirical evidence to his claim is the abolition of the death penalty and the 

EU’s influence on this matter, as this story: “concerning itself with how the idea that the death 

penalty was not a sovereign issue of criminal justice, but an international issue of human rights, 

became the norm” (ibid.: 246).  

While the EU may have played a part in the abolishment of the death penalty becoming somewhat a 

norm, Manners’ normative power concept raises some questions. As Karen E. Smith has pointed 

out, the EU’s power exertion often happens through conditionality, be it positive or negative
1
. Such 

means must be regarded as instrumental, even if employed on a normative basis (Smith 2005: 75). 

And if this is the case, cannot all actors’ use of civilian as well as military power be seen as that of 

normative power?  

Furthermore, a distinct realist critique of the normative power notion has been raised by Adrian 

Hyde-Price. One of his arguments is particularly interesting to this thesis; namely that “member 

states will only allow the EU to act as the repository for shared ethical concerns as long as this 

does not conflict with their core national interests” (Hyde-Price 2006: 223). While Hyde-Price 

notes different national interests, it is also possible to argue, from a more overall constructivist point 

of view, that states also have different strategic cultures, in that they have different historical 

experiences and identity formations affecting their foreign policy behaviour, as they reproduce 

norms and structures and base their actions on their acquired knowledge (Schmidt & Zyla 2011: 

486p.). Hence, for culture or interest-related reasons, states may be caused to act differently from 

one another.  And in regards to the topic of this thesis, it should be noted that the NPE theory can be 

said to suffer from blind spots on the EU’s actual foreign policy activities. To determine a 

characterisation of the EU in the wider international society, it is thus also necessary to discuss what 

it actually does (Smith 2005). As Smith argues, we must analyse what the EU’s possession and 

mileu goals are and to what extent they are actually achieved rather than just intended (Smith 2005: 

77p.). Furthermore, one could pose the question of whether the way that the EU has fostered order 

within is compatible with the way it does so outside (ibid.: 79). After all, the EU has 

unambiguously developed a common foreign and security policy, which allows for member states 

to take joint action, and which states explicit goals and expectations. While Manners may try to 

avoid this discussion by arguing that the normative power concept should be considered in addition 

                                                           
1
 I.e. positive conditionality can be seen as promising benefits to a state if it fulfils the conditions, and negative 

conditionality as e.g. suspending benefits if the conditions are not met. 
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to civilian and military conceptions, it seems that he neglects to analyse how the EU manages to act 

in regards to military interventions along with the fact that the EU member states do not always act 

in unity on such matters. Hence, the different actions of member states have the implication that the 

EU is not fully able to present itself as an international actor. I.e. for the NPE claim to hold and the 

EU to legitimate itself as more than the sum of its parts, the Union would need to show some 

coherence when considering military matters. And as indicated in the introduction, this is far from 

always the case. 

2.1.3 The capability-expectations gap confronting normative power 

Theorists have tried to conceptualize EU international actorness in different ways through the years. 

One of the leading ideas of the last decade has been that of normative power Europe, based on 

Manners’ notion that we should focus on what the EU is. Yet, as Smith has argued we must also 

consider what the EU actually says and does. Hence, what expectations does the EU set for itself 

and how and to what extent is the EU able to meet these expectations. This leads us to the notion of 

Christopher Hill’s article on the so-called capability-expectations gap, as introduced in the previous 

chapter. 

As Hill noted in 1993, the experience of EU foreign policy had “been so unique that the search for 

one theory to explain its evolution is doomed to fail and that we must fall back on history” (Hill 

1993: 307). It was possible to talk about the EU as an international actor in some regards, but not 

all. It will be argued that this is also true today, and for this reason no traditional theory will be used 

to describe the EU’s international actions alone. Hill based the idea of a capability-expectations gap 

on the divergence between the then proposed, imagined roles for the EU and its actual capabilities 

in regards to the ability to agree, its resources and the instruments at its disposal (ibid.: 315). 

As noted in the introduction, Hill has put focus on how the EU can be termed an independent 

international actor seeing it is less than a state, but more than an IGO. He thus provides two 

concepts for this discussion; namely those of actorness and presence (ibid.: 308). For the notion of 

actorness, Hill points to three features of an international actor; it is delimited from others, 

autonomous as it can make its own laws and decisions, and it retains some structural prerequisites 

for action on an international level, such as legal personality, a set of diplomatic agents and the 

capability to conduct negotiations with third parties. In regards to the idea of presence, Hill notes 

that it concerns the EU’s “’variable and multidimensional presence’ in international affairs, which 
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accepts the reality of a cohesive European impact on international relations despite the messy way 

in which it is produced” (ibid.: 309).  

In addition to the two above-mentioned concepts, Hill proposed a set of (then) future expectations 

for the EU as an international actor; 1) A replacement for the USSR in the global balance of power; 

2) Regional pacifier; 3) Global intervenor; 4) Mediator of conflicts; 5) Bridge between rich and 

poor, and 6) Joint supervisor of the world economy (ibid.: 313p.). As this thesis revolves mainly 

around the discussion of military interventions and the traditional understanding of foreign and 

security policy, concepts numbers two through four will be given emphasis. As have been 

insinuated in the introduction and will be further argued in the following chapters, the EU’s rhetoric 

contains these concepts as goals, and the European Security Strategy among other documents 

projects this self-perception and thus raises not only internal, but also external expectations.  

As pointed out above in this subsection Hill defined the capability-expectations gap through three 

main components; the EU’s ability to agree, its resources and the instruments at its disposal. 

Building on Hill’s theory, realist Asle Toje has stated that this gap has narrowed since the article 

was published, as the EU now retains the required capabilities and institutions, and that the gap is 

now based merely on member states’ inability to agree, for which reason he has deemed it the 

“consensus-expectations” gap. (Toje 2008a: 121p.). This may be true to some extent, as the EU has 

developed institutionally and policy-wise. Hence, it now possesses legal personality and has a 

common foreign and security policy, and moreover the resemblance of a foreign minister has been 

introduced through the High Representative. However, the fact that member states find it highly 

difficult to agree on matters of foreign affairs means that these “capabilities” are reduced, and that 

the EU often finds itself incapable of acting at all as a Union. Hence, the notion of a capability-

expectations gap remains.  

As Hill has noted and as Toje would not dispute, EU actorness on closer examination might be 

doubted, since the EU in foreign policy is solely intergovernmental, and the sum is therefore no 

more than what the member states each decide (ibid.:308p.). This view consequently challenges 

Manners’ idea that the EU acts normatively and can legitimate itself as more than the sum of its 

parts by doing so, as member states may take different positions and actions regarding foreign 

policy issues. Consequently it is necessary not only to focus on what the EU is, but also what it 

does, as Karen E. Smith has argued. This necessity furthermore projects itself by Manners’ notion 

that the EU acts based on what it is. 
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In the discussion of what the EU actually does, the actorness concept will be employed, as 

indicated. As Toje has pointed out, a core strength of the actorness concept is that it allows us to 

measure the EU by some of the same yardsticks as the other principal actors in the international 

system (Toje 2008b: 204). While Manners’ argues that there is a problem with the concentration of 

comparing the EU to a state, it must be recognised that the EU has obtained some state-like features 

through institutional developments and rhetoric. As Toje has noted:  

“After all, the EU operates in an international system constructed and inhabited by states. The 

power or influence exerted by the EU is conditional upon a strategic environment provided by the 

political, military and economic power of states, with which the EU interacts” (ibid.).  

This assertion again enforces the question of how the EU can be termed a genuinely independent 

actor if it is more than an IGO, but still less than a state. As Hill has noted, historical developments 

such as European unity are a slower process than some would like to think, and a European foreign 

policy worthy of its name requires an executive with the ability to take clear decisions on high 

politics matters (Hill 1993: 315p.). Hence, EU actorness and foreign policy cannot simply be a 

complement to the existing activities of member states. 

As Hill’s article was published in the same year as the Maastricht Treaty came into force, it is by no 

means new work. However, it will be argued that it still offers great explanatory power. 

Furthermore, due to the fact that Hill’s notion is twenty years old, it is even more interesting to 

examine whether his claim still holds, as the EU and its CFSP have now actually had time to 

manifest itself through international actorness. The argument is that the capability-expectations gap 

still exists. While the EU may have advanced in regards to the capabilities spectre due to 

institutional development, expectations have also risen. Furthermore, the EU seemingly finds it 

difficult to agree within itself as member states have different stances on foreign policy and military 

interventions, which again disables the EU from actually acting internationally.  

As the different notions of the EU’s international power, role and actorness have been reviewed, 

some disputes and concepts have been established. While Manners has argued that the EU 

possesses a normative power in that it is built on norms, and that it is predisposed to act 

normatively, shaping its international role through what it is, Hill (followed in some regards by 

Smith and Toje) has argued that the sum is no more than what the member states each decide, and 
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that a capability-expectations gap arises, as the EU sets expectations for itself. This discussion leads 

us to the choice of cases to be presented in this thesis and thereby the methodological frameworks. 

2.2 Methodology: An interpretivist position with a case-based analysis  

2.2.1 A constructionist approach to practices 

The following thesis is largely approached by the methodological position of interpretivism. The 

methodology proper of interpretivism holds that assumptions and conclusions are based on 

interpretation and interaction (Abbott 2004: 43; 52). Hence, the thesis does not try to measure EU 

actorness through a positivist design, but rather seeks to interpret relations between the expectations 

of the EU and its capabilities in terms of its actions, and the interaction between member states and 

institutions. Thus context matters. However, as is stated in the introductory remark in this 

paragraph, the focus is largely interpretivist, but this does not mean that features of positivism will 

be completely absent. As is noted in paragraph 2.2.2 on methods, a small-N analysis is conducted 

through three case studies. The objective of this chosen method is to produce and combine both 

situated, contextual knowledge with transcendent, universal such (Abbott 2004: 58p.). This means 

that a type of pattern thus will be implied through the analysis of the cases, enforcing then positivist 

features.  

As the methodology proper has been established, the ontology and epistemology can be discussed. 

The thesis is formed on a practice-based, constructionist ontology. I.e. the social reality is produced 

and reproduced in social interaction, and identities are thereby constructed (Abbott 2004: 46p.). 

Hence, this thesis seeks to determine EU actorness, and this actorness is invoked by the events 

presented through the surrounding world. Despite the fact that the claim of this thesis is that a 

capability-expectations gap exists in regards to actorness, this gap is projected through the 

interaction of states, and it should therefore be noted that the EU is in itself a construction, 

developed over time. The terms of capabilities and expectations can therefore be seen as 

constructed variables. It is important to note that the EU has developed over time and changed its 

nature, as states have in some – non-foreign policy – areas given up sovereignty. Neither would Hill 

deny this fact, as his theory is based on a constructionist ontology, and he recognises that reality is 

changeable despite processes being slow, cf. “Historical developments such as European unity are 

always a slower business than impatient and idealists would wish” (Hill 1993: 315).  
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Epistemologically, this thesis relies on constructionism. Epistemological constructionism about the 

social reality maintains that also knowledge is constructed through interaction with others (Collin
2
 

2003: 23pp.). As is seen in paragraph 2.1, theories and conceptions of the EU as an international 

actor have developed over time, as the construction of the EU has changed, and new social realities 

have appeared. Hence, as the materials laying ground for this thesis are gathered through record-

based analysis (as will be elaborated on in paragraph 2.2.3), the “others” are in this case the 

literature. I.e. knowledge about the expectations of the EU is constructed by e.g. the European 

Security Strategy, and actorness from the interpretation of cases etc..  

2.2.2 A focus on three cases 

For the discussion of EU international actorness, three cases of debates over military interventions 

will be presented and reviewed; the war in Iraq, the intervention in Libya, and the case of the Syrian 

civil war. Hence, in terms of methods, a small N-analysis has been chosen. However, as will be 

seen in the next chapter, a basis for understanding the institutional framework and capabilities as 

well as the expectations of the EU has been provided in chapter three. This was deemed necessary 

in order to provide an understanding for the claim of the capabilities-expectations gap and actual 

developments, as the cases presented in chapter four will provide knowledge on how the EU acts. 

After the institutional developments and the expectations have been accounted for, the cases will be 

analysed. The analysis will then rely on the notion of a capability-expectations gap, as focus will be 

on how and whether the EU has shown the capabilities to manifest itself as an international actor 

compared to the expectations set for it and the claim of normative power.  

As Andrew Abbott has pointed out, the objective of small-N analysis is to try to combine the 

advantages of single-case analysis and multi-case analysis while trying to avoid the pitfalls of each 

(Abbott 2004: 22). I.e. three cases have been chosen, as this total allows for a considerable amount 

of information to be retained about each case, while still making it possible to draw comparisons 

between cases and test arguments in ways that would not have been possible by focusing on only 

one case. The argument for choosing this number of cases is thus that to characterise the EU as an 

international actor, more than one or two cases are needed in order to have comparisons, but more 

                                                           
2 Collin uses the term ”constructivism”, but he overall defines it in the same way as Abbott uses constructionism. I have 

therefore decided to use the term “constructionism” throughout, although I am aware that differences may be found in 

some regards. 
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than three cases would not allow for one to view each case in depth and would thereby indicate 

oversimplifications as well as changes in variables by removing them from context.  

For the discussion of why the three cases of the debates over military intervention in Iraq, Libya and 

Syria have been chosen, it should first of all be stated that they enable us to look at the EU’s 

practices as an international actor in terms of the classical understanding of foreign and security 

policy. These cases can all be categorised as “events” (as opposed to countries, organisations etc.). 

The category of events namely allows for actions or actorness to be analysed, as entities act when 

presented with them. However, to avoid misunderstandings, it should be noted that the objective of 

this thesis is not to decide whether or not the EU morally ought to intervene militarily or not, but to 

consider whether the EU managed to act and actually present itself as an international actor and thus 

live up to the expectations and articulated intentions, which could be done by either deciding to 

intervene or by deciding not to do so, as long as member states acted cohesively under the EU 

framework. To add to this, it can be said that the debates over military intervention test the 

capability-expectations gap, as the EU does project itself as an international actor through its 

rhetoric and the notion of a common foreign and security policy, but, as will be shown, often lacks 

the ability to act in either way.  

As noted, it is no longer possible to maintain the notion of the EU as a civilian power, as its 

institutional frameworks allows for joint military action, the CFSP has been developed, and the 

Security Strategy articulated, and as stated in the above, neither does the EU maintain the discourse 

of being a civilian power as defined by Duchêne. Furthermore, these cases also test Manners’ 

theory of normative power, as he argues that due to what the EU is and the norms on which it was 

built, it is predisposed to act normatively. For Manners’ claim to hold, the EU should then be able 

to make cohesive decisions and act accordingly. Hence, the cases will allow us to analyse the 

capability-expectations gap by illustrating what the EU has actually done and to what extent it acted 

in unity. 

2.2.2.1 Putting focus on the debates surrounding the specific cases 

Lastly in regards to the selection of cases, it should be noted that the deliberations on whether or not 

to intervene in respectively Iraq, Libya and Syria have laid grounds for, what arguably can be 

deemed, major debates about military intervention on the international scene and the positions of 

actors have been diverse. Furthermore, there are different contextual aspects of these conflicts. As 
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Abbott has noted on small-N analysis and contextualisation, the objective is to produce knowledge 

that is both situated and universal. 

As mentioned, the cases differ in context. What they have in common, however, is that debates over 

military intervention have been present and that they can be used to question EU actorness in 

international relations. However, the diverse contexts of the cases are noted to provide an 

understanding of the different structural preconditions, which is relevant as the cases can thus be 

seen as variations in the capability-expectations gap and furthermore question Manners’ theory of 

normative power as the normative arguments in the debates have differed.  

To give a sort of outline of the different contexts, what should be noted is that the war in Iraq has 

often been deemed “illegitimate” due to the lack of an UNSC mandate to intervene, as well as the 

fact that no weapons of mass destruction were ever found. In regards to Manners’ five core norms, 

these elements can be said to apply very much to the “rule of law” as well as his overall premise 

that the EU was built on international cooperation and consensus. The case of the intervention in 

Libya differed from the case of Iraq; first of all, UNSC resolution 1973 of 2011 had been passed 

authorizing member states to take all necessary measures to protect civilians and civilian populated 

areas under threat of attack (United Nations Security Council 2011). Furthermore, the situation in 

Libya very much concerned Manners’ other five notions; peace, liberty, democracy and, the rule of 

law and respect for human rights. Additionally, European Commissioner for Enlargement and 

Neighbourhood Policy Štefan Füle had in February 2011 given a speech in the European Parliament 

on the situation in North Africa, focusing on the need for democracy and protection of human rights 

and the EU’s responsibilities in the region (European Commission 2011a). Hence, the contexts of 

these two cases differed. For the case of the Syrian crisis, it can be said that some of the 

circumstances in regards to norms are the same as for the case of Libya, as the matter is also much 

one of especially human rights. However, no UNSC resolution giving a mandate to intervene has 

been passed. Nonetheless, the discussion of military intervention has been on the table, and again 

the EU member states have stood divided, and there has been strong disagreement about the arms 

embargo previously imposed by the EU. 

All things considered, these cases have been chosen in order to examine the EU as an international 

actor. Namely as the EU has developed an ambitious security strategy and, in name, has a common 

foreign and security policy, it should be able to take position on military matters as those of the 
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three cases. However, as will be seen, the cases illustrate that a gap remains between the EU’s 

capabilities and the expectations. 

2.2.3 A multisource analysis 

As the choice of case selection has now been established, some points on the data used to examine 

them will be made. On the overall, the collection of data has been done through record-based 

analysis, i.e. gathering data from formal organizational records (Abbott 2004: 14). Database 

searches have been conducted in order to find academic articles on the topic of EU foreign policy 

and international actorness. Hence, the majority of the used literature is secondary materials and 

relies mostly on peer-reviewed articles from academic journals and book chapters. This means that 

most materials are secondary literature. Yet, an amount of primary materials have as well been 

collected, such as EU treaties, the European Security Strategy and official statements. However, 

newspaper articles have been collected as well as both primary and secondary sources, as they 

either are used to illustrate how the media portrayed the EU, for quotations from e.g. state leaders, 

or, especially in the case of Syria, for content of the events
3
. The materials have been used to 

examine and define the EU as an international actor as well as the expectations set for this 

characterisation. The data has thus been analysed through so-called direct interpretation, i.e. by 

reflection and synthesis (ibid.). This approach is in line with the interpretivist ontology and 

epistemology of this research. Moreover, it can be said that the primary materials have mainly been 

used for identifying expectations (i.e. the EU’s self-perception and rhetoric) and institutional 

capabilities, and that secondary materials have primarily been used for reviewing the actions of the 

EU and the reasons for these actions (or lacks thereof), although secondary materials have also been 

used for the discussion of institutional capabilities. 

As stated, a record-based analysis approach has been chosen to collect data. Hence, no surveys or 

interviews have been conducted. Concerning surveys, it can be said that this type of data collection 

has not been opted for, as it would not be likely to clarify EU actions. Furthermore, in regards to the 

expectations of the EU, primary materials have been considered to be sufficient. In regards to 

interviews, this approach could have been used in addition to the record-based analysis by e.g. 

interviewing officials. However, interviews have not been opted for as this would most likely give a 

rather narrow basis for interpretation, unless several officials from the EU institutions were 

                                                           
3
 Newspaper articles have particularly been used for the Syria case, as the crisis is still rather new and academic articles 

on it thus limited. 
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interviewed. Hence, in terms of logistics such as the timeframe for this thesis and the allowed 

number of pages, the conduction of a large amount of interviews, with the needed work this implies, 

has not been regarded as worthwhile, and the materials thus rely on record-based analysis. 

2.3 Outline of thesis: Institutional developments, EU actions and what to make of it all 

The first following chapter will review the institutional frameworks and the background of the 

Common Foreign and Security Policy. The chapter has been subdivided into to four main sections 

focusing respectively on the link between the institutional setup and EU actorness; background for 

the CFSP; the institutional and administrative developments; and the limitations of institutional 

arrangements in regards to actorness. Chapter four presents the chosen cases of discussions on 

military intervention: the war in Iraq, the intervention in Libya and the civil war in Syria. In order 

for transparency, these sections have again been subdivided.  

Chapter five draws on the main points from the previous content. It reviews the implications of 

institutional developments and EU actorness in the chosen cases and discusses how the EU has 

manifested itself as an international actor while focusing on the notion of a capability-expectations 

gap. In this chapter, non-military aspects of EU foreign relations as enlargement and association 

agreements will be put into perspective along with future prospects. Lastly, chapter six concludes 

on the challenges of the EU as an international actor. 
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3 Institutional developments 

3.0 Developing resources and instruments, but maintaining the question of agreement 

The following chapter will revolve around the institutional developments which have taken place in 

regards to EU actorness, from the introduction of the CFSP and up to and including the Lisbon 

Treaty. Both internal and external events of the EU have driven these developments, and the fact 

that the member states have been able to agree that advancements for external action have been 

needed, indicates a process towards actorness. Accordingly, the EU is more of an international actor 

today, than it was in 1993, when Hill’s article on the capability-expectations gap was published. 

However, two main points are important to make: Firstly, while the EU has strengthened its 

capabilities through institutional developments, expectations have been raised as well – partly due 

to the EU’s increasingly ambitious rhetoric, and partly due to the advanced capabilities in 

themselves. I.e. the notions of a common foreign and security policy, a common defence and 

security policy and the resemblance of a foreign minister, the HR, give implications of European 

unity and the ability to speak with one voice. This leads us to the second point. In his article, Hill 

conceptualised the capability-expectations gap through the divergence between the EU’s imagined 

roles, i.e. the expectations it sets, and its actual capabilities in terms of resources, instruments at its 

disposal and the ability to agree. While the EU’s institutional developments have strengthened both 

its resources and the instruments at its disposal, the decision-making procedure has been kept 

intergovernmental, and EU international actorness thus still rely on the member states’ ability to 

agree. As will be illustrated through the cases in the next chapter, the member states find agreement 

difficult, and the remaining capabilities of the EU are thus impaired. 

However, before the cases, the institutional developments will be analysed more in depth, starting 

with recognition of a need for a common EU approach to international affairs. 

3.1 Why the need for a common foreign and security policy? 

With the end of the cold war, the EC was faced with new geopolitical settings as the bipolar power 

structure had been terminated. The EC actually managed to act and promote stability in Europe by 

enabling enlargement. Moreover, the member states saw a need to make institutional changes due to 

the change of the international environment. During the bipolar power structure, the EC had been 

able to remain a civilian power, as it could rely on the protection of the United States through the 
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Western alliance in NATO, where the US had the lead. As the geopolitical settings changed, 

however, the future of NATO seemed uncertain, and instability emerged in the EC’s neighbourhood 

in the Balkans by the collapse of Yugoslavia. While the then Foreign Minister of Luxembourg, 

Jacques Poos, during the build-up to the Yugoslavian implosion stated that Europe’s hour had come 

(referring to responsibility to intervene), the lack of coherence between EC member states meant 

that it was left to the US to resolve the crisis (Edwards 2011: 53). The challenges posed by these 

developments thus prompted the notion that the EC needed to develop a focus on foreign and 

security policy of its own (Smith & Steffenson 2011: 409; Vanhoonacker 2011: 87). This was thus 

done through the establishment of the CFSP in the Maastricht Treaty. An actual defence dimension 

was however not incorporated in the Maastricht Treaty. 

What may be referred to as a European defence dimension, took place through the Western 

European Union (WEU), which, as opposed to the EPC and the CFSP, was created outside of the 

EC framework in 1955, after the failure to launch the EDC. The WEU was thus by some seen as a 

European pillar of NATO and as a type of defence contractor for the EC (Nedergaard 2010: 131). In 

1992, the WEU established the Petersberg tasks (later transferred to the EU), which included 

humanitarian, rescue and peacekeeping tasks, as well as tasks of combat forces in crisis 

management, including peace-making. The WEU did conduct a small number of operations, but 

was overshadowed by NATO (Mérand 2009: 105). The WEU proved to be too weak an institution 

to have an actual impact, and furthermore, its relationship with the EC/EU was rather disputed 

(ibid.: 107). 

When the EU’s inability to act due to a lack of coherence between member states again was 

projected during the Kosovo crisis, when the US and NATO once more had to take the lead, it 

became apparent that the EU needed to develop defence capabilities within its own framework 

(Edwards 2011: 53). This thus led to the Franco-British Saint-Malo summit in 1998 and accordingly 

to the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) by the entry into force of the Nice Treaty in 

2003 (Rieker 2009: 709). While a main factor in the creation of the ESDP was the Balkan Wars, it 

should be noted that the Saint-Malo summit was co-initiated by the UK, which for many years had 

been regarded as a “reluctant” European. The change of government from the Conservative Party to 

the Labour Party led by Tony Blair thus had an effect on EU developments, as the New Labour 

government opted for a more cooperative approach towards the EU (Mérand 2009: 114; Howorth 

2011: 202).  
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While the ESDP was initiated in 1998, the terror attack on 9/11 as well as the EU’s member states’ 

very different positions on the war in Iraq of 2003 led to the recognition of a more cohesive and 

coherent EU. Therefore, the European Security Strategy (ESS) was introduced in 2003 with the aim 

to promote EU efficiency and coherence. In line with this need for coherence and cohesiveness, the 

big bang enlargement in 2004 triggered a process towards additional institutional developments in 

all policy areas, which thus (after the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty) led to the Lisbon Treaty 

(Rieker 2009: 709).   

The developments in EU foreign and security policy actor capabilities can thus to a large degree be 

argued to have happened as a response to external events. I.e. the main component, the CFSP, was 

created due to the end of the cold war and its implications, the ESDP largely as a consequence of 

the Balkan Wars and the ESS partly due to 9/11. Of course, internal factors should by no means be 

excluded, as namely the government change in the UK 1997 had an impact on the creation of the 

ESDP, and disunity over the Iraq War was part of the reason for the security strategy, as well as the 

accession of ten new member states in 2004 implied a need for institutional reforms. Having 

reviewed the reasons why the EU has recognized the need for developments within the field of 

foreign policy, the actual policies will be discussed in the following. 

3.2 From Maastricht to Lisbon: Setting institutional capabilities and raising expectations 

3.2.1 Establishing a common foreign and security policy, but keeping it intergovernmental 

As stated, an actual foreign and security policy dimension was not added to the European 

cooperation until the entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty, as the then EC saw a need for a new 

institutional framework in the post-cold war environment. At this stage, it should be noted that 

treaty changes require unanimity between member states and are consequently an 

intergovernmental process. As Andrew Moravcsik liberal intergovernmentalist approach argues, 

institutional progress within the EU is a two-level game and thus a product of negotiations or so-

called bargains between member states and thereby created on the basis of national preferences and 

interests (Moravcsik 1993). As Sophie Vanhoonacker has noted, the new and more focused 

ambition to go further than a merely declaratory foreign policy was gradually shaped by a number 

of intergovernmental bargains which was projected in the successive treaties of Maastricht (1993), 

Amsterdam (1999), Nice (2003), and Lisbon (2009) (Vanhoonacker 2011: 87).  
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In order to shed light on the internal circumstances surrounding the development and 

implementation of the CFSP, a few comments will be made. As Simon J. Nuttall has pointed out, 

the EC’s handling, or lack same, of the conflict in Yugoslavia with member states taking different 

positions did not tip the balance against the Maastricht Treaty in the ratification debate. The 

experience of Yugoslavia was used as an argument from both supranationalists and 

intergovernmentalists arguing respectively that the EPC needed to be strengthened on the one side 

and that there was no future for an effective common foreign and security policy on the other. What 

the situation in Yugoslavia did help to produce however, aside from mutually opposing arguments, 

was a new lack of confidence in the idea of a European Union as such. This lack of confidence 

unavoidably had an effect on the implementation of the CFSP. The new types of action which the 

EU now formally possessed, such as common positions and joint actions, proved to be difficult to 

define and thus to employ. Neither did it help EU actorness that institutional rivalry occurred 

between the Council and the Commission and the Council and Parliament. According to Nuttall, 

there was even a struggle for power within the Council, between the Permanent Representatives and 

Political Directors with the Permanent Representatives seemingly coming out on the winning side. 

The circumstances surrounding the implementation of the CFSP was thus not encouraging, and 

accordingly did the member states not feel overwhelmingly bound by the intended outlines (Nuttall 

2000: 13). 

While the debate on the institutional framework of the CFSP in the early 1990s was significant, as 

the CFSP was seen as an imperative building stone for the EU to become a coherent and effective 

international actor, it was not found that this policy area was a place for supranational bodies and 

decision making by qualified majority voting (QMV). The Maastricht Treaty thus ended up 

accentuating the intergovernmental character of EU foreign and security policy, as the three-pillar 

structure was created, and the CFSP was placed under the second pillar, falling outside the 

Community method, which meant that the decision-making process remained intergovernmental, 

relying on unanimity in the Council of Ministers although with the guidance of the European 

Council (Vanhoonacker 2011: 87p.).  

While the Maastricht Treaty’s introduction of a common foreign and security policy was based on 

intergovernmentalism, it did articulate an idea of new capabilities. First of all, member states were 

allowed to take joint action and common positions, but just as importantly the treaty stated the goals 

of defending the Union’s values, interests and independence; strengthening the security of member 
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states, promoting global peace and cooperation as well as democracy. Furthermore, the treaty noted 

that the member states were to “support the Union's external and security policy actively and 

unreservedly in a spirit of loyalty and mutual solidarity and shall comply with the Union's action in 

this area”, and that they should “refrain from any action which is contrary to the interests of the 

Union or likely to impair its effectiveness as a cohesive force in international relations”. All of this 

was to happen under in accordance with the principles of the United Nations Charter and 

international law (TEU Title V).  

3.2.2 Who to call and the launch of a defence dimension 

Of course, institutional capabilities have been further developed since the entry into force of the 

Maastricht Treaty. The Amsterdam Treaty presented the option of constructive abstention and 

qualified majority voting for implementing decisions, but nonetheless unanimity was, and is, 

maintained as the rule. Furthermore, the Amsterdam Treaty introduced the resemblance of a 

minister of foreign affairs, namely the High Representative, first embodied by former Secretary 

General of NATO Javier Solana. The objective of the introduction of the High Representative was 

to give a face of the EU in regards to external relations (Rieker 2009: 708). – I.e. to answer Henry 

Kissinger’s question about who to call to speak to Europe. However, the EU continued to have 

more than just one face in external affairs as the rotating Council Presidency, the President of the 

Commission and the Commissioner for external relations were still factors (Vanhoonacker 2011: 

89).  

Aside from the element of the High Representative, the Amsterdam Treaty also entered the 

Petersberg tasks, which had hitherto only been part of the WEU, into the treaty framework. The 

tasks were de facto transferred to the EU by the entry into force of the Nice Treaty, which thus 

meant that the status of the WEU was somewhat diminished (Kelstrup, Martinsen & Wind 2008: 

290pp). With the Nice Treaty, the ESDP (to become the CSDP) was furthermore established as a 

decision-making structure enabling the EU to launch crisis management and pursue foreign policy 

objectives (Mérand 2009: 29). The discussion on the need for new capabilities in this area was, as 

noted above, prompted by the Balkan wars in the 1990s and the EU’s inability to act in that regard. 

The ESDP was thus born under the Franco-British summit in Saint-Malo in 1998, during which 

Jacques Chirac and Tony Blair jointly launched the European Defence Initiative after decades of 

British resistance to an enlarged defence role of the EU (Mérand 2008: 2; Howorth 2011: 202). The 

Saint-Malo declaration of December 1998 thus called for an EU capacity for autonomous action, 
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which should be backed up by credible military forces (Howorth 2011: 203). In line with this 

outlook, the European Council adopted a declaration at the Laeken summit in 2001 (i.e. the Laeken 

Declaration), officially recognizing that the EU was now capable of conducting at least some crisis 

management operations (Rieker 2009: 712). In addition to this, a formal strategic partnership 

between the EU and NATO concerning crisis management and conflict prevention was established 

through the final agreement on the Berlin Plus arrangement, i.e. the “Declaration on ESDP”, issued 

on 16 December 2002, allowing the EU to borrow NATO assets for EU-led operations (Howorth 

2011: 205p.). Hence, the developments made through the late 1990s and the early 2000s did, at least 

formally, provide the EU with some additional resources and instruments for its foreign policy 

conduction, as the CFSP, the ESDP and the notion of the HR were developed, and the EU was 

enabled to take joint actions, common positions, conduct crisis management operations and the 

Berlin Plus arrangement was established. 

3.2.3 Recognising the need for coherence and using ambitious wording 

While the EU had worked to promote institutional capabilities and coherence, the terror attack on 

9/11 and the war in Iraq prompted the need for a conceptualization of the EU’s strategic role, due to 

the lack of a common European stand on the intervention. The European Security Strategy, “A 

Secure Europe in a Better World”, was thus approved by the European Council in December 2003 

and accordingly presented by HR Javier Solana (Mérand 2009: 132).  

The ESS aimed to harmonise the different views of the member states, while maintaining an 

ambitious rhetoric and the content of the strategy entails a list of five core threats; international 

terrorism, proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, regional conflicts, state failure, and 

organised crime (Howorth 2011: 219). Furthermore, the ESS notes that the threats should be 

addressed through a mixture of civilian and military means, and emphasis is put on “effective 

multilateralism” and the upholding of international law, pointing to the United Nations Charter and 

the United Nations Security Council as the fundamental frameworks for international relations as 

well as security and peace. Accordingly, it is stated that the strengthening of the UN through 

equipping it to fulfil its responsibilities and to act effectively is a European priority, and that the EU 

wants “international organisations, regimes and treaties to be effective in confronting threats to 

international peace and security, and must therefore be ready to act when their rules are broken” 

(European Council 2003: 9). Hence, great emphasis lies on the need for effectiveness in both the 

international system and within the EU. In line with this, the last chapter of the strategy focuses on 
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policy implications for Europe, noting that the EU should be more active, more coherent and more 

capable, and that a strategic culture should be developed.  

However, while the ESS seemed to acknowledge a need for more effectiveness, it did still articulate 

a self-perception of already being a global actor: “As a union of 25 states with over 450 million 

people producing a quarter of the world’s Gross National Product (GNP), and with a wide range of 

instruments at its disposal, the European Union is inevitably a global player”, and, as pointed out in 

the introduction, indicate existing mutual interests of member states and actor effectiveness. Thus 

while the ESS was created as a result of lacking mutual agreement on foreign and security policy, it 

did still produce an expectation of the EU being a capable international actor. 

3.2.4 Lisbon: Increasing capabilities and expectations, but preserving intergovernmentalism  

Finally there is the Lisbon Treaty, which entered into force on 1 December 2009. As scholars have 

pointed out, one of the objectives of the treaty was namely to advance the EU’s ability to act as an 

entity internationally and speak with one voice (Nedergaard 2010: 72; Menon 2010). Yet, it should 

be noted that Lisbon was negotiated and ratified in the aftermath of the rejection of the 

Constitutional Treaty in 2005, which had produced a concern that the member states would once 

again fail to ratify institutional reforms (Menon 2010). Hence, an intergovernmentalist basis was to 

some extent preserved. Despite a notable level of remaining intergovernmental structures, however, 

the Lisbon Treaty is quite ambitious in its wording. It maintains the focus on, to use Ian Manners’ 

term, normative power by the notion of guidance by the principles it was built on:  

“The Union's action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles which have 

inspired its own creation, development and enlargement, and which it seeks to advance in the wider 

world: democracy, the rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, the principles of equality and solidarity, and 

respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter and international law” (article 21 TEU 

Lisbon),  

It furthermore gives an indication of unity:  

“The Union's competence in matters of common foreign and security policy shall cover all areas of 

foreign policy and all questions relating to the Union's security, including the progressive framing 

of a common defence policy that might lead to a common defence” (article 24 TEU Lisbon).  
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But what did the Lisbon Treaty actually do in terms of EU international actorness and institutional 

settings? Before Lisbon, foreign affairs fell under the scope of the General Affairs and External 

Relations Council (GAERC), dealing with both external relations and general policy and chaired by 

the rotating Presidency. So for one, Lisbon merged the three positions that had prior carried out 

foreign policy tasks; the rotating Presidency, the former High Representative for CFSP based at the 

Council General Secretariat and the Commissioner for External Relations. Hence, the HR-position, 

now occupied by Catherine Ashton, was advanced and now covered all three positions as well as 

Vice Presidency of the Commission. Accordingly, foreign affairs are placed under the Foreign 

Affairs Council (FAC), chaired by the HR (Nedergaard 2010: 72p.; Vanhoonacker 2011: 88p.). To 

assist the HR in fulfilling her representative and internal functions in regards to EU external action, 

the European External Action Service (EEAS) was established. The aim of the EEAS is to create a 

closer link between the Council and the Commission by an organisational merger of the lower 

levels of administrative work in this area. Hence, the service cooperates with the diplomatic 

services of the member states and consists of officials from relevant departments of the General 

Secretariat of the Council and of the Commission as well as from the national services of the 

member states (Gebhard 2011: 123). By the introduction of the EEAS an attempt has thus been 

made to create synergy at the practical level between the intergovernmental and supranational 

dimensions of EU actorness, in line with the double-hatting of the HR as both the chair of the FAC 

and the Vice President of the Commission. 

In regards to streamlining the institutional setup, the Treaty also acknowledged the European 

Council as a self-contained institutional actor through article 13, and established a permanent 

President of the European Council, currently Herman van Rompuy, through article 15, which meant 

that the rotating presidency was abolished
4
. Among the legal provisions of this council, is the 

mentioning of its right to identify strategic interests and objectives for the CFSP and the external 

portfolios of the Community. The permanent President is thus supposed to improve continuity in 

the EU’s external action, while also ensuring a higher level of vertical coherence among the 

member states’ leaders and likewise advanced horizontal coherence, as he is obliged to cooperate 

closely with the Commission (Gebhard 2011: 122; article 13; 15 TEU Lisbon).   

Aside from the advanced role of the HR and the new President of the European Council, the Lisbon 

Treaty furthermore provided the EU with legal personality, transformed the ESDP into the CSDP 
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 However, the rotating Presidency is preserved for the remaining policy areas. 



Ida Synnestvedt, Copenhagen Business School 

The EU as an international actor: Expectations, capabilities and the question of unity 

 

 

28 

 

and abolished the pillar structure. Despite the abolishment of the pillar structure, however, the 

foreign policy dimension remains to be subject to specific rules and unanimity in the Council 

(Nedergaard 2012; 131; Vanhoonacker 2011: 88p.). Moreover, Lisbon provided the “solidarity 

clause”, noting the obligations of member states to assist each other in case of terrorist attacks, 

natural or man-made disasters (Howorth 2011: 217), and not least did it, through article 44, allow 

the Council to entrust the implementation of a task to a group of member states provided they are 

willing and have the necessary capabilities to carry out the task (Nedergaard 2010: 133; article 44 

TEU Lisbon). 

While the mentioned developments have enhanced the EU’s capabilities as the resources and 

instruments at its disposal has been advanced, the fact that unanimity remains to be the rule in the 

Council concerning foreign policy aspects maintains the notion that EU actorness relies on the 

member states ability to agree, as will be discussed in the following paragraph.      

3.3 Bridging the gap? 

As indicated in the above, the EU has developed capabilities since the creation of the CFSP. So, if 

the question is asked whether the EU has become “more” of an actor than it was in 1993, the answer 

is yes. The creation of both a common foreign and security policy, and of a common defence and 

security policy are steps in the direction of actorness. Furthermore, the streamlining of the 

institutional settings provided by the Lisbon Treaty can be argued advance capabilities. And not 

least the facts that the EU has legal personality and the resemblance of a foreign minister, i.e. the 

HR, give an indication of actorness capabilities. However, expectations have also risen. Ironically 

enough, the rise of expectations can in some regard be said to be due to the enhanced capabilities. 

Hence, the notions of e.g. the CFSP and the CSDP in themselves can be seen as a statement of 

actorness. Furthermore, there is the EU’s rethoric, i.e. the actual wording of the official documents. 

The Maastricht Treaty noted that the member states were to “support the Union's external and 

security policy actively and unreservedly in a spirit of loyalty and mutual solidarity”, the ESS that 

the EU is a “global player”, and Lisbon that “The Union's competence in matters of common 

foreign and security policy shall cover all areas of foreign policy and all questions relating to the 

Union's security”. These text brackets give an implication of both unity and capability. 

Furthermore, there is the recurrent emphasis on international law, and the notion that “The Union's 

action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles which have inspired its own 

creation”, which is much in accordance with Ian Manners’ notion of normative power, as Manners 
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namely argues that the EU is predisposed to act in a normative way due to the norms and principles 

it was built on. However, as Karen E. Smith has pointed out, to determine EU actorness, we cannot 

only rely on what the EU is and says, but rather we need to consider what it actually does. This 

again leads us to a need to determine what the EU is actually capable of doing, and how. Hence, we 

are back with the challenges to the EU’s capabilities, discussed by Christopher Hill. 

As noted, Hill pointed out three challenges to the EU’s capabilities; the ability to agree, its 

ressources and its instruments, which will be briefly reviewed in the reverse order. In terms of 

instruments and ressources, the Maastricht Treaty already provided the EU with the options of joint 

actions and common positions. Adding to this, the establishment of the ESDP/CSDP brought on the 

defence aspect and enabled the EU to carry out crisis management operations, and the Berlin Plus 

arrangement allowed for the EU to borrow NATO troops and assets. Finally the Lisbon Treaty, 

among other developments, provided the Council with the option to entrust the implementation of a 

task to a group of member states. Thus from reading the documents, the EU would seem to have 

acquired the necessary capabilities? Yes, in some aspects, and the developments may also reflect 

potential. As Asle Toje argued already before the Lisbon Treaty came into force, the EU possesses 

the institutional frameworks through which policies can be implemented (Toje 2008a: 124). 

Nonetheless, there is the remaining question of the ability to agree. And namely the matter of 

agreement, and thus actual unity, will be argued to be preventing the EU from acting by using its 

residual components of capabilities. 

As it has been pointed out, the decision-making process of the CFSP relies on unanimity in the 

Council. As Peter Nedergaard has noted, the Lisbon Treaty states that the HR is to represent the EU, 

chair the Foreign Affairs Council and thus to coordinate the foreign and security policy, but the 

policies she is to represent and coordinate rely on the member states’ willingness to find consensus. 

Hence, the advanced position of the HR illustrates the ambiguity between the ambition to create a 

stronger and more integrated EU on the one hand, but keeping it intergovernmental by maintaining 

the need for unanimity on the other (Nedergaard 2010: 74).   

Furthermore, in regards to the European Security Strategy, it aimed to harmonise the views of the 

member states without falling into the lowest-common-denominator rhetoric, as Joylyn Howorth 

has put it. However, despite its notions of the EU as a global player and the member states’ mutual 

interests and solidarity, in stating the need for military power, “the EU cautiously framed this in 

terms of regional crisis management and humanitarian intervention rather than in terms of strategic 
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need or direction”, as Howorth further has noted. And while the development of crisis management 

instruments is crucial, it hardly constitutes a strategy (Howorth 2011: 219p.). As Toje has 

accordingly argued, the ESS is not very explicit about how economic and military tool might be 

applied in order to exert influence (Toje 2008a: 127). This is again related to the question of the 

ability to agree, as, when reviewing practices, evidence lacks that the member states actually share 

sufficient foreign policy interests and traditions to generate substantive common policies (ibid: 

124p.). Hence, actual EU actorness in the area of (traditional) foreign policy, and thus effectiveness 

of the CFSP and CSDP, relies on the willingness of member states to come to agreement (Menon 

2010). And as will be shown through the cases in the following chapter, they are far from always 

able to do so. However, before reviewing the cases, a few comments will be made on Hill’s notions 

of actorness and presence in regards to the determinination of whether or not the EU can be deemed 

an international actor, seeing it is less than a state, but more than an IGO.  

In terms of actorness and its three features - delimitation, autonomy, structural prerequisites - it can 

be said that the EU is delimited from others. It has also attained some structural prerequisites for 

international action on the international level, i.e. it now has legal personality and the capability to 

conduct negotiations with third parties. For instance, the EU is represented in the WTO and the 

G20. However, it does not act as one in the United Nations Security Council, and as will be shown, 

member states often disagree. This brings us to the question of autonomy and whether the EU can 

make its own laws and decisions, and the question of autonomy can thus be seen as the most 

challenged feature of EU actorness. The EU is represented in the WTO and the G20, and in terms of 

international trade it does negotiate as one bloc. Nonetheless, as indicated, this is not the case 

concerning the traditional understanding of foreign policy. As EU foreign policy relies on 

unanimity, and member states often disagree, the decision-making system can hardly be deemed 

self-contained as such, which is further illustrated by the different actions of member states, despite 

the recurrent notions of official EU documents that the member states shall comply with 

international law and refrain from activities undermining the EU as a cohesive force in international 

relations. The matter of unanimity and lack of evidence to show that the EU member states actually 

share interests and strategic cultures thus also challenges Ian Manners’ notion of normative power. 

As Hill noted in 1993, the sum of EU foreign policy is no more than what the member states each 

decide (Hill 1993: 308p.). This is thus also related to the question of presence. Again the EU can be 
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argued to be present in terms of trade
5
, but to a less extent in terms of foreign policy. Admittedly, 

the EU has conducted a number of ESDP missions (Howorth 2011: 207), but on several large 

international discussions, the EU has not managed to stand united and thus have an impact. 

As Hill stated in his article, Andrew Moravcsik’s notion of institutional progress as a product of 

bargains does not promise well, when translated into the area of foreign policy, where states have 

different strategic cultures and interests (Hill 1993: 308). This, however, does not mean that the 

institutions providing the framework for interstate agreements are without importance. After all, 

some progress has been made. And if we follow the views of Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye that 

the role of institutions is to promote transparency and trust between states and thereby cooperation 

(Keohane & Nye 2001), or James G. March and Johan P. Olsen that institutions preserve 

knowledge, facilitate organising and development of competences (March & Olsen 1995), it can be 

argued that they actually have done so, despite the limitation in terms of the decision-making 

system. This being said however, the fact that the decision-making system is often ineffective as the 

member states are not able to agree tends to render EU actorness questionable. This will be 

discussed in the following chapter, in which it will be examined what the EU actually does. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 I.e. its presence in the WTO and G20, and several trade agreements. 
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4 EU capabilities in practice – how has the Union acted? 

4.1 Iraq: Failing to support, tolerate or oppose the war collectively 

4.1.1 Structural preconditions and approach 

As has been noted in the above, the objective of this chapter is to present the chosen cases and 

illustrate the EU’s capabilities-expectations gap in practice. As sub-heading 4.1 indicates, the case 

of the war in Iraq will be examined first. However, a few comments will be made on the approach 

to the case as well as to the Iraq intervention itself and the circumstances surrounding it before a 

deeper analysis.  

While the actual invasion of Iraq happened on 20 March 2003, the discussion of the following 

paragraphs will mainly revolve around the events and disputes leading up to the war, as these are 

deemed the most relevant in order to determine EU actorness in regards to the case. As Benjamin 

Kienzle has noted: “As the United States was increasingly determined to intervene militarily in 

Iraq, the key question concerned the potential participation in military actions led by the United 

States. In essence, the EU had the option to support, tolerate or oppose the war collectively” 

(Kienzle 2013: 431). As will be shown, the EU did neither, as its member states were not able to 

come to agreement, and the EU was thus not able to act as an actual union. A very obvious split was 

between the three large EU members; the UK vs. France and Germany. Supporting the UK and the 

intervention were Italy, the Netherlands, (Denmark
6
), Spain, Portugal, and the vast majority of the 

Eastern European countries, which had negotiated their final accession into the EU in 2002, and 

were to become members in 2004.  The Franco-German opposition to the war was supported by 

Belgium, Luxembourg, Greece, Austria, Finland and Sweden, while Ireland remained neutral.  

Despite the fact that the Iraq intervention happened before the ESS was created and before the 

Lisbon Treaty, it is crucial to note that the EU had developed the CFSP and that this policy had had 

ten years to manifest itself. As has been outlined in the previous chapter, the Maastricht Treaty 

stated that member states must refrain from actions likely to impair the EU’s effectiveness as a 

cohesive force in international relations, and emphasis was given to the United Nations Charter and 

international law. As will be argued, member states did impair the EU’s effectiveness, and as the 

member states voted differently in the UNSC, the EU did not live up to its own claim from 

Maastricht that action should happen in accordance with the UN Charter and international law. It is 
                                                           
6
 Denmark is noted in brackets due to its opt-out on the CFSP. 
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thus possible to claim that the capabilities-expectations gap was revealed. Furthermore, the 

repetition of the Treaty reference to the UN and international law is relevant as these notions are 

much in line with Ian Manners’ pillars of normative power. This aspect is interesting in regards to 

the structural preconditions surrounding the invasion of Iraq, as the UNSC was not able to come to 

agreement on the use of military force in Iraq, and the intervention thus took place without a UN 

mandate. Hence, the deliberations during the build-up to the war did not testify of a common 

European conception of what is “normative”, and the divergence between member states 

accordingly prevented the EU from acting in any normative way. 

Despite the obvious divisions over the war within the EU, the Iraq intervention has often been 

associated with a “transatlantic gap” and fundamental differences between Europe and the United 

States. While it should be noted that there was a broad opposition to the war among European 

populations from both pro and anti-war countries (Peterson 2004: 17), this was not evident from 

overall government actions. Therefore, the first following paragraph will outline examples of the 

claims of a transatlantic gap, as they have both been notable and are relevant for the notions of 

normative power and the capabilities-expectations gap. Section 4.1.3 thus elaborates on and 

illustrates the actual division within the EU, and paragraph 4.1.4 discusses how the case of Iraq has 

projected a gap between capabilities and expectations. 

4.1.2 The claim of a transatlantic gap  

In relation to the war in Iraq, much was said about both the EU and the United States, and not least 

about the relationship between the two. The notion that a “transatlantic gap” emerged as a 

consequence of the intervention has been a dominant idea on both sides of the Atlantic. During the 

build-up to the war, Robert Kagan, one of the most prominent advocates of this view and co-

founder of the neo-conservative think tank Project for the New American Century, argued that 

Europe was from Venus and America from Mars. - And by no means intending this statement as a 

compliment to Europe. The premise for his claim was that Europe lived in the Kantian paradise of 

“perpetual peace” (only made available by the protection of the US), while America still found 

itself “exercising power in the anarchic Hobbesian world where international laws and rules are 

unreliable” (Kagan 2002: 3). His now famous article presenting this view was entitled “Power and 

Weakness”, referring respectively to the US and the EU. In line with this was his bear analogy on 

the psychology of the weak, i.e. Europe. Kagan argued that if a man was caught in the forest with a 

bear and only a knife as his weapon, he would consider the bear a tolerable danger, seeing as the 
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alternative of hunting the bear armed with only a knife would be a larger risk than hoping for it to 

never attack. Had the man been armed with a rifle however, he would not tolerate the risk of the 

bear attacking and thus go after it (ibid.: 13). Hence, Kagan’s assessment was that Europeans would 

not dare a military intervention in Iraq to hunt the bear of Saddam Hussein
7
 as they were simply too 

weak, as opposed to the powerful US being armed with a rifle rather than a knife.  While Kagan’s 

article did gain much attention, his claim about Europeans being from Venus hardly holds up, as a 

vast number of European countries joined the coalition of the willing. 

However, thoughts on differences between US and EU strategic cultures were also voiced on the 

other side of the Atlantic, despite the focus was not on distinguishing between power and weakness. 

Gilles Andréani, who was then Head of Policy Planning in the French Foreign Ministry, noted a 

difference in the overall political culture between the EU and the US. While Andréani, by all 

means, did acknowledge a division over Iraq between European countries, he did point to 

“European countries” as a more diplomatic and multilateral force in the international system 

compared to the US:  

“Aside from national sensibilities that are closer to multilateralism, the day-to-day operation of the 

European Union has made them more accustomed to a process of negotiation, influence and 

compromise leading to consensus as a precondition for action, at least in foreign policy. These 

working habits are deeply rooted in European diplomatic culture” (Andréani 2003: 51). 

In all fairness, the EU and thereby the European countries have done much to promote a multilateral 

approach to the international system, i.e. the institutional developments as outlined in the previous 

chapter as well as the development of interdependence within the EU, and the notion of 

multilateralism is mentioned in various official EU texts. However, it is possible to pose certain 

questions about Andréani’s statement in regards to namely the CFSP. First of all, the case of Iraq 

did not even remotely project a European foreign policy culture with negotiation and compromise 

as the main pillars. Even taking aside the Eastern European accession countries, which had not yet 

been “accustomed to a process of negotiation…” through membership of the EU, the “experienced” 

member states were neither able to reach consensus nor conduct a very high level of diplomacy by 

early 2003. Again to be fair, the EU and thus its members have tried to develop a more coherent and 

united approach to the CFSP after the war in Iraq. The argument here is by no means that the EU 

does not have an ambition to become a united international actor, it does. Nonetheless, a capability-
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 Who was a priori determined a risk to international security by Kagan. 
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expectations gap remains. Andréani’s notion of a European diplomatic culture entailing 

compromise and consensus is thus to some extent questionable, as the case of Iraq does not stand 

alone concerning a lack of European unity on foreign policy. Despite the post-Iraq EU 

developments, the Union still shows weakness as an international actor, as will be illustrated 

through the later cases of Libya and Syria. However, the case of Iraq will first be examined more 

closely, and the following paragraphs will thus argue how the “real” gap was not between the EU 

and the US, but rather within the EU. 

4.1.3 What really happened: the intra-European gap exposed 

4.1.3.1 Covering up the elephant in the room 

As John Peterson has argued, the notion of a crisis in transatlantic relations after the Iraq 

intervention was mainly a product of European disunity, and not just concerning Iraq in itself, but 

also on broader questions of European integration (Peterson 2004: 10).  

This came to show through a number of events. Part of the build-up to the war happened alongside 

the German federal election campaign during the summer and up the actual election on 22 

September 2002. On 26 August 2002, US Vice President Dick Cheney had given the so-called 

Nashville speech, justifying a military attack on Iraq, and stating that “[t]he risks of inaction are far 

greater than the risk of action”, and claiming that “[t]here is no doubt they wish to strike again, and 

that they are working to acquire the deadliest of all weapons” (Cheney 2002). At this time, then 

German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder was lacking behind in the opinion polls. Perhaps therefore 

he, as John Peterson among others has argued, stepped up his anti-war rhetoric by declaring his 

opposition to any US-led military intervention, even if sanctioned by the UN, which seemingly 

came as a delight to both his own SPD party and the anti-war east German voters (Peterson 2004: 

14). At the same time as Schröder began to lead in the polls, French President Jacques Chirac joined 

the Chancellor in opposing military intervention (Jones 2004: 484). However, while French and 

German leaders were joining forces against the intervention, British Prime Minister Tony Blair 

moved ever more towards the foreign policy of US President George W. Bush, bringing 

reminiscence to the special relationship of the UK and the US.  

However, the intra-European crisis did not escalate until 2003. This was as a UN Security Council 

resolution (UNSCR 1441) had been passed on 8 November 2002, seemingly bridging the Franco-

German and UK-US stances. The resolution put pressure on the Iraqi regime without authorising 
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military action, but noted that the UNSC would reconvene to authorise additional action if proven 

necessary, and that Iraq would face serious consequences if its obligations were not met (ibid.: 485). 

The mentioning of UNSCR 1441 is relevant, as the acknowledgement that a compromise was 

reached with the resolution was furthermore expressed by the European Council meeting in 

Copenhagen 12 and 13 December 2002, from which a declaration attached to the Presidency 

conclusions read:  

“The European Council underlines its full and unequivocal support for Security Council Resolution 

1441 of 8 November 2002. The goal of the European Union remains the disarmament of Iraq's 

weapons of mass destruction in accordance with the relevant UN Security Council Resolutions (…) 

The EU will continue to give its full support to the efforts of the UN to ensure full and immediate 

compliance by Iraq with Resolution 1441. The role of the Security Council in maintaining 

international peace and security must be respected” (Council of the European Union 2003b). 

As Erik Jones has further noted, the last sentence, referring to the need for respect of the role of the 

UNSC, was filled with just enough ambiguity to be interpreted as both a statement meant for 

George W. Bush as well as for Saddam Hussein (Jones 2004: 485). What is interesting about the 

European Council statements of December 2002 is the fact that while the EU officially and formally 

appeared to agree on Iraq, the wording of the declaration allowed for possible future divergence on 

the topic. 

4.1.3.2 And then the cover fell… 

The above mentioned divergence happened to escalate in the very near future of the declaration. In 

early 2003, George W. Bush did, at least formally, still try to seek a UNSC resolution to authorise 

the use of force in Iraq. As John Peterson has noted, this was partly due to the pleading of Tony 

Blair arguing that a resolution was needed in order to gain British public support and parliamentary 

backing for the war (Peterson 2004: 16). Blair accordingly tried to raise support in his country by 

asserting US efforts of multilateralism in his speech in London on 6 January: “The US choice to go 

through the UN over Iraq was a vital step, in itself and as a symbol of the desire to work with 

others” (Blair 2003). The positive sentiments towards the US were not shared by the Franco-

German alliance. On 20 January a UN debate on international terrorism was held, after which it 

became clear that a common stand on Iraq neither within the wider international community nor 

within the EU would be attainable. As The Guardian reported, Bush and Blair declared that Saddam 
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Hussein was not cooperating with the UN weapon inspectors, and that time was running out for 

him. Oppositely, French Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin emerged from the meeting stating 

that “[w]e believe that nothing today justifies envisaging military action”, thus indicating that 

France would use its veto power in the Security Council if necessary (Borger et al. 2003). In line 

with this reasoning, German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer refused military action noting that 

“'Iraq has complied fully with all relevant resolutions”, and that Germany was “greatly concerned 

that a military strike against the regime in Baghdad would involve considerable and unpredictable 

risks for the global fight against terrorism” (Preston 2003). Consequently, Chirac and Schröder 

officially jointly opposed an intervention on 22 January, when Chirac stated that “France and 

Germany have a judgment on this crisis that is the same” (Tagliabue 2003).  

The strident announcements of France and Germany did to some extent come as a surprise to both 

the US and the UK. After the UN meeting on 20 January, Tony Blair had declared that he was 

prepared to send 30,000 troops to the Middle East. In summary, the events of late January 2003 

made it apparent to both the Anglo-American alliance and the Franco-German such that neither a 

second UNSC resolution authorising the use of force in Iraq, nor a compromise palatable to all EU 

member states could be reached (Jones 2004: 485; Peterson 2004: 15).  

4.1.3.3 Old Europe vs. new Europe? – And the refusal to “shut up”  

While the paragraphs above have focused on the divergence among the “big three” EU countries, 

i.e. the UK versus France and Germany, it is highly important to note that the intra-European 

discrepancy went much further in width, as several EU member states sided with Britain. As 

Fakiolas and Fakiolas have pointed out, almost all the countries of the former Soviet bloc sided with 

the US, including those soon to be formally accessed into the EU. One reason for this was arguably 

that the Eastern Europeans were convinced that the United States was the most reliable guardian of 

liberal democracy, seeing as they were still in some regard dealing with the legacy of the cold war. 

However, but in line with this, they also sought to secure their new, national sovereignty and 

identity which they had finally regained after decades of Soviet rule. In the year of 2003, they were 

aspiring to attain the status of full membership of the EU, having signed the deal in 2002 with 

accession from 2004. Nonetheless, the Eastern European candidates were, as Fakiolas and Fakiolas 

have further argued, uncertain about exactly what kind of “union” they were to join, and the 

confusion had been underlined by the accession negotiations and the diverse views several 

European leaders had voiced about the big bang enlargement, with the debate between those who 
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argued that EU integration should go wider, and those who wanted a perhaps smaller, but more 

deeply integrated European Union (Fakiolas & Fakiolas 2006: 300). 

One of the most cited statements on the different stances of EU countries came from US Secretary 

of Defence Donald Rumsfeld during the turbulent days of late January 2003. When, at a press 

conference, questioned about European opposition to an intervention in Iraq, Rumsfeld made the 

comment: “Now, you're thinking of Europe as Germany and France. I don't. I think that's old 

Europe”, which he followed up by stating that: “But you look at vast numbers of other countries in 

Europe. They're not with France and Germany on this, they're with the United States” (Rumsfeld 

2003). While his distinction between “old Europe vs. new Europe” was somewhat technically 

incorrect, seeing as even founding EC members as Italy and the Netherlands sided with the US, 

Rumsfeld was right in noting that a vast number of European countries supported the US stance.  

As stated the EU found it difficult to come to consensus within itself. However, on 27 January 2003 

the 15 foreign ministers were able to issue a joint statement that Saddam Hussein had to comply 

with UNSC resolution 1441 and let the UN weapon inspectors carry out their work: “The Iraqi 

authorities must, as an imperative, provide the inspectors, without delay, with all additional and 

complete information on questions raised by the international community”, but maintaining the role 

of the UNSC: “The responsibility of the UNSC in maintaining international peace and security 

must be respected” (Council of the European Union 2003a). Despite the remaining ambiguity in the 

statement, Financial Times later reported that HR Javier Solana had only succeeded in winning 

agreement of the wording between member states after “lengthy negotiation”, which had been “a 

painful exercise” (Peel et al. 2003).   

Although a joint statement had been issued, there was an indication that the member states hardly 

tried to communicate with each other. On 9 February, Bloomberg Businessweek reported that on the 

topic of the Franco-German position, an anonymous top aide to the Italian Prime Minister, Silvio 

Berlusconi, had complained it had been concluded “without the least prior consultation with us or 

any other European partners” (Crock & Rossant 2003). While the anti-war countries may not have 

consulted the remaining member states, nor did the pro-war countries. On 30 January – three days 

after the joint statement on Iraq, an open letter claiming that Iraq was “a clear threat to world 
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security” signed by eight European state leaders
8
, appeared in the media (Menon 2004: 638; 

Peterson 2004: 16). The idea for the “Letter of Eight” turned out to have actually originated with the 

Deputy Editor of the pro-war Wall Street Journal Europe.  

Shortly after, the so-called “Vilnius 10” states
9
, of which several were to join the EU the following 

year, issued their own letter with even clearer support for a US-led intervention in Iraq. However, it 

was later discovered that the letter had actually been drafted by a former US military intelligence 

officer, Bruce Jackson, who had worked the governments of Central and Eastern Europe (Peel et al. 

2003; Peterson 2004: 16). Yet, while Jackson did put pressure on the countries to sign, it should be 

noted that they seemed to be inclined to side with the US, having emerged from the cold war.  

All things equal, the member states did not manage to communicate properly, and both the anti-war 

states, the then Greek Presidency and HR Javier Solana had been kept out of the loop, which caused 

further frustration within the EU (Menon 2004: 638p.; Peel et al. 2003). The Greek Presidency did 

attempt to seek common ground for a policy on Iraq, and after an extraordinary meeting in the 

European Council on 17 February another joint statement was issued, which stepped up the rhetoric 

in pressuring Iraq: “The Iraqi regime alone will be responsible for the consequences if it continues 

(…) and does not take this last chance”, but maintained that “the primary responsibility for dealing 

with Iraqi disarmament lies with the Security Council” (Council of the European Union 2003c), and 

thus echoing the ambiguity of prior statements. Despite its attempt, it became apparent that the 

Presidency had hardly been very successful in bridging the stances, as French President Chirac 

emerged from the meeting with comments on the Eastern Europeans’ open support to the US that 

they had “missed a great opportunity to shut up” (CNN 2003; Peterson 2004: 15). 

As Peterson has noted, Iraq effectively ceased to be an EU issue after early 2003 (Peterson 2004: 

15). When the invasion of Iraq was initiated on 20 March, it was apparent that the European Union 

did not act collectively. As Jones has further argued, despite the conclusions of the European 

Council summit of 20-21 March noted the “commitment to the fundamental role of the United 

Nations”, and that the EU was “determined to strengthen the capacity (…) in the context of the 

CFSP and the ESDP” (Council of the European Union 2003d: 33), the simultaneous, different 

activities of member states implied the opposite (Jones 2004: 489). 

                                                           
8
 Tony Blair (the UK); Jose-Maria Aznar (Spain); Jose Manuel Durao Barroso (Portugal); Silvio Berlusconi (Italy); 

Vaclav Havel (Czech Republic); Peter Medgyessy (Hungary); Leszek Miller (Poland); and Anders Fogh Rasmussen 

(Denmark). 
9
 Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Republic of Macedonia, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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4.1.4 The intra-European gap reflecting the capabilities-expectations gap 

4.1.4.1 Diverging conceptions and the lack of a common position 

As the discussions in the paragraphs above have shown, the matter of the intervention in Iraq did 

rather reflect a divide within the EU than between the EU and the US, and just as importantly that 

there was a gap between the EU’s capabilities and expectations. 

As Ulrich Krotz and Richard Maher have noted, the heated debate between EU member states 

preceding the Iraq intervention thus illustrates the resilience of state-centred interests, as European 

governments continued to pursue predominantly  nationally defined interests and policies (Krotz & 

Maher 2011: 552).  

The subject of diverging member state interests and values thus also came to show in regards to the 

relationship with the United States. While the US had all along been somewhat eager to pursue an 

intervention in Iraq, the disputes during the build-up testified about the differences between the EU 

member states’ conceptions of the transatlantic relationship, as pointed out by both Anand Menon 

(Menon 2004: 638) and Benjamin Kienzle. As Kienzle rather accurately has noted, the member 

states “had distinct cognitive ideas about ‘what is’ the transatlantic relationship and differing 

normative ideas about what that relationship ‘ought to be’” (Kienzle 2013: 433). As Menon has 

further argued, a distinction can be drawn between those who favourably envisioned a structural 

shift in the nature of international relations by the rise of multi-polarity (i.e. the anti-war coalition), 

and those who saw the US as an indispensable superpower and thus defended uni-polarity, i.e. the 

countries siding with the US (Menon 2004: 638). Related to these so-called structural preferences is 

also the notion of different normative ideas about the transatlantic relationship. Aside from the 

special Anglo-American relationship, a striking illustration of different normative ideas was the 

stance of the former soviet countries, which were to obtain accession into the EU and ended up 

siding with the US.  

Of course it should be kept in mind that the “Vilnius 10” letter had actually been drafted by a 

former American intelligence officer – and that the “Letter of Eight” had been encouraged by the 

Wall Street Journal. Hence, it may be argued that the US played on the existing divisions within the 

EU. Nonetheless, it was rather apparent that the EU member states did not agree on the topic of 

Iraq, or, for that matter, the relationship with the US.  
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Despite various statements from the Council of Ministers and the European Council, the member 

states acted individually and not as a union. Hence, the EU did not deliver on its expectations. 

Again, we can evoke Christopher Hill’s notion that a genuine common EU foreign policy cannot 

simply be a complement to the existing activities of member states.  This is furthermore relevant to 

Karen E. Smith’s view that in order to determine EU international actorness, we must take into 

consideration what the EU actually does. Recalling the quote of Benjamin Kienzle in the 

introduction to the present case, on Iraq “the EU had the option to support, tolerate or oppose the 

war collectively”. As we have seen, the EU found itself unable to act in either way, and the official 

EU statements were not correspondent with the member states’ pursuits of separate interests and 

policies. Moreover, not only did the EU fail to act collectively, but the strident openly diverse views 

of member states were seemingly communicated to the wider international community before 

having been deliberated on within an EU forum, which accordingly resulted in the EU losing its 

ability to be regarded as a serious international actor from outside. As John Peterson has argued, it 

is “plausible to think that any
10

 EU position, in terms of shaping views about Europe in America, 

would have been preferable to its embarrassing disunity over Iraq” (Peterson 2004: 24).  

4.1.4.2 Disagreement preventing action 

The discussion above finally brings us to the concrete matter of the capability-expectations gap, 

with the components of resources, instruments at the EU’s disposal and the ability to agree. 

Obviously, and as discussed in prior chapters, the lack of ability to agree and unity hinders the EU 

in using its other components of resources and instruments. At the time of the build-up to the 

invasion of Iraq, the EU had the resources and instruments of joint actions and not least common 

positions, but was not able to use neither due to differences between member states. Yet EU had set 

expectations through the ambitious wording of the Maastricht Treaty, the (formal) existence of a 

common foreign and security policy, and the determination to keep publishing official statements 

on Iraq. Nonetheless, owing to member states’ inability to agree, the EU capabilities did not match 

the expectations. 

The obvious lack of agreement accordingly affected the EU’s ability to present itself as an 

independent international actor. Consequently, the EU was not able to act as a normative power 

either. This thus leads to the discussion of Hill’s concepts of actorness and presence. In terms of 

actorness and its features of delimitation, autonomy and structural prerequisites, the question of 

                                                           
10

 ”any” is underlined to maintain Peterson’s emphasis, as the word was already in italics in the original text. 
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autonomy and whether the EU can make its own decisions is the most central, as noted in the last 

chapter. In the case of the war in Iraq, the EU was not able to make its own decisions. While the EU 

had the opportunity to either support, tolerate or oppose the war collectively, it did neither. As 

known, the EU does not act as one in the UNSC, and while the UK supported the intervention, 

France vetoed it with support from Germany. Again, despite the official statements, the EU as a 

self-contained identity did not make a decision. Rather, the member states made their own without 

much regard to the Maastricht Treaty’s notion that they should “refrain from any action which is 

contrary to the interests of the Union or likely to impair its effectiveness as a cohesive force in 

international relations”. Moreover, the Treaty’s emphasis on the role of the UNSC and 

international law, which was repeated in the respective official EU statements concerning Iraq, was 

not echoed by the actual actions of member states. Hence, in terms of presence, the EU thus hardly 

showed any, as Iraq as such ceased to be an EU issue due to the divergence between member states.  

On the question of whether the EU was able to act as a union when faced with the intervention in 

Iraq, the answer is consequently “no”. This is again due to its challenged capabilities from lack of 

agreement and thus lack of unity. Namely the lack of unity and hence actorness poses a challenge 

for the EU to be seen as a normative power in terms of Ian Manners’ definition. First of all, it has 

been established that the EU was not able to act as a union, and subsequently neither was it able to 

exert normative power. At the root of the challenge of Iraq and normative power however, is the 

fact that the member states appeared to have different norms and views on what was “normative”. 

Therefore, not only was the EU not able to exert normative power and influence over third 

countries, nor was it able to influence its own, which became evident from the opposing views and 

actions of member states. Furthermore, the respect for international law and multilateralism may be 

mentioned in various EU documents, and not least, as Manners rightfully argues, these concepts are 

pillars in the EU’s foundation, as well as the norms followed in regards to the union’s internal 

relations. However, the EU does consist of its member states, of which several disregarded the 

notions of international law and multilateralism in the case of Iraq. Hence, Manners’ argument that 

we have to focus on what the EU is, proves difficult to sustain in the case of Iraq. The EU 

seemingly had trouble deciding what it was itself, due to the division between pro- and anti-war 

member states, which indisputably undermined its normative power and to some extent also the 

idea of such. In the words of Christopher Hill, the sum of EU foreign policy is no more than what 

the member states each decide. And for the EU as a union that was nothing in the case of Iraq. 
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4.2 The case of Libya - A missed opportunity for EU actorness? 

4.2.1 Structural preconditions and approach 

4.2.1.1 Libya was not Iraq 

As the Iraq war has been discussed in the section above, the following paragraphs will revolve 

around the case of Libya and hence illustrate the capability-expectations gap of EU actorness to a 

further extent. The question of military intervention in Libya differed from that of Iraq in several 

ways, and yet the member states could not agree. 

The uprisings in Libya was part of the Arab Spring, which originated in Tunisia with the uprisings 

of December 2010 and spread to Libya by February 2011, where demonstrations in the eastern city 

of Benghazi against the authoritarian Gaddafi-regime were met by security forces opening fire. The 

popular protests then erupted in other towns before reaching the capital, Tripoli, and thus evolved 

into an armed revolt seeking to topple to Muammar Gaddafi, who again responded with violence. 

On 27 February, opposition forces established the Transitional National Council (TNC) in 

Benghazi, which was chaired by Gaddafi’s former Minister of Justice, Mustafa Abd al-Jalil, and on 

5 March the TNC presented itself as the sole representative of all Libya. However, the Gaddafi 

regime continued violent attacks against civilians (Koenig 2011: 11p.). 

As opposed to Iraq in which the primary arguments for intervention revolved around the claim of 

WMDs, the crisis in Libya was both a humanitarian issue and one of democracy, and not least had 

the Arab community recognized intervention. To add to this, it may be argued that the question of 

Libya brought all five of Ian Manners’ notions of core norms into play: peace, liberty, democracy, 

the rule of law and respect for human rights. - Norms which are also either implied or directly stated 

in official EU documents. In regards to the rule of law, the intervention in Libya actually had a 

UNSC mandate through resolution 1973 of 17 March establishing a “no-fly zone” and authorising 

“all necessary measures” to protect civilians (United Nations Security Council 2011).   

Aside from the different characteristics of the cases of Iraq and Libya, a few further notes will be 

made more specifically on the EU as an international actor and Libya. First of all, the crisis in Libya 

happened after the ESS had been developed and not least after the Lisbon Treaty had entered into 

force. Concerning the ESS, it namely points to EU engagement in its neighbourhood and the Arab 

world, which Libya is part of. Also, the conflict in Libya in some regard can be said to potentially 
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pose the core threats listed in the ESS, namely international terrorism, proliferation of weapons of 

mass destruction, regional conflicts, state failure, and organised crime. As Sven Biscop accordingly 

has pointed out, dealing with Libya was in the interests of all twenty-seven member states, and the 

issue would end up on the EU agenda no matter what, when the long-term perspectives for the 

region were to be debated (Biscop 2011: 1). Furthermore, the ESS states that these threats should be 

dealt with through both civilian and military means with an emphasis on multilateralism. And as 

pointed out, regarding multilateralism there seemingly was an understanding within the 

international community that involvement in Libya was necessary. Moreover, one of the main 

objectives of the Lisbon Treaty was to enable EU international actorness and allow the union to 

speak with one voice in the global arena. Again it is important to note that both the CFSP and the 

CSDP (before Lisbon ESDP) had been given more space and additional remits in terms of military 

operations, among other formal advancements article 44 allows the Council to entrust the 

implementation of a task to a group of member states provided they are willing and have the 

necessary capabilities to carry out the task.  

4.2.1.2 Maintaining expectations, but failing to deliver 

Having pointed out the a priori notions of EU rhetoric and institutional developments relevant for 

the Libya case, one additional note will be made. Not only did the EU speak highly of democracy 

and human rights prior to the Arab Spring, it also did so in explicit reference. On 28 February 2011, 

amidst of the uprisings, Štefan Füle, EU Commissioner for Enlargement and Neighbourhood 

Policy, gave a speech in the European Parliament on the events in North Africa. In his speech, Füle 

recognised that the EU perhaps for too long had accepted the authoritarian regimes in the region due 

to a mistaken notion of stability, but stated that “Europe must and will rise to the challenge of 

supporting democratic transition in North Africa”, and that the regional events signalled hope for 

“human rights, pluralism, social justice and the fundamental freedoms which are at the core of our 

values”. The EU’s commitment was again emphasised by the statement that “Europe, at this 

particular moment more than ever before, must be faithful to its values and stand on the side of 

democracy and social justice” (European Commission 2011a).  

Two important conclusions can be drawn from the discussion above. The first one is that the EU 

indeed appeared to set expectations in regards to Libya. And secondly, the crisis in Libya can be 

argued to have been an opportune possibility for the EU to manifest itself as an international actor. 

As Nicole Koenig has noted, the conflict represented a litmus test for the Union post-Lisbon Treaty 
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(Koenig 2014: 10). As discussed, the crisis concerned several of the EU’s values and “norms”; the 

EU had a strategic interest in stability in the neighbourhood and not least there was wider 

international backing to interference in Libya. However, the EU hardly manifested itself as an 

actor
11

. In terms of military action, France and the UK opted for military intervention and a no-fly 

zone, which was for long directly rejected by Germany, who ended up abstaining in the UNSC. 

Moreover, the EU was somewhat slow to act even in regards to sanctions, due to Southern 

European countries initial reluctance. 

Hence, the following paragraphs will illustrate and discuss how the lack of agreement between 

member states once again resulted in impairment of EU capabilities and thus disabled it from acting 

in unity. As with the case of Iraq, the focus will be on the discourse leading up to the actual 

intervention. Finally, after these deliberations, the projection of the capability-expectations gap will 

be discussed more in depth in regards to Libya. First, we will, however, review what the EU did 

manage to do as well as the diverging member states’ actions. 

4.2.2 The EU’s two-faced, but incoherent response to the Libyan crisis 

4.2.2.1 Actual accomplishments 

From the beginning of the uprisings in Libya, it became clear that EU member states lacked 

agreement. However, while the EU member states did show a lack of agreement in regards to both 

military action and sanctions, it should, in all fairness, be noted that the EU managed to act in terms 

of humanitarian assistance and thus bring some crisis management tools into effect. As Nicole 

Koenig has pointed out, the European Commission launched two of the large emergency 

instruments of its Directorate General (DG) for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO): 

The civil protection mechanism and humanitarian assistance. The civil protection mechanism was 

already activated on 23 February, and it facilitated member state consular operations by pooling and 

identifying transport means for the evacuation of an estimated 5,800 EU citizens from Libya 

(Koenig 2011:14). 

Furthermore, the EU as a whole was the largest humanitarian donor to Libya. By late August 2011, 

the Commission and the member states had managed to provide more than 152 million Euros for 

humanitarian aid and civil protection. When the TNC progressed to take over control of Tripoli in 

August, the advance humanitarian planning also provided for a rather quick reaction from the 
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Commission, as 10 million Euros had been set aside for humanitarian relief in the capital, 

humanitarian stocks had been prepositioned in accessible zones of Libya, and a multidisciplinary 

team of humanitarian experts opened an ECHO office in Tripoli on 29 August (ibid.; European 

Commission 2011b; European Commission 2012).  

Additionally, two EEAS offices were opened in Libya. The first one opened in Benghazi on 22 May 

with the aim to support and legitimise the pro-democratic movement, and on 31 August an EEAS 

mission arrived in Tripoli with the task of preparing the ground for the opening of an EU delegation 

and to make contact with the members of the TNC present in the capital (European External Action 

Service; Koenig 2011: 14). Hence, in regards to the Libyan crisis, the EU did succeed to manifest 

itself in some aspects of crisis management. Nonetheless, on both the actual military questions and 

even the matter of sanctions, the EU found it rather difficult to come to find agreement between 

member states. Thus the following paragraph will discuss why the EU in large parts failed to 

present itself as an international actor. 

4.2.2.2 Fast talk - slower action 

As the paragraph above notes, the member states found it difficult to act collectively in the 

immediate face of the Libya crisis. As member states diverged on what kind of action to take, if 

any, the EU’s initial response to the crisis was to declare its concern. On 20 February HR Catherine 

Ashton issued a declaration on behalf of the EU: “The European Union is extremely concerned by 

the events unfolding in Libya (…) We condemn the repression against peaceful demonstrators and 

deplore the violence and the death of civilians” (Council of the European Union 2011a). While the 

declaration also urged Libyan authorities to refrain from further use of violence and called for 

public access to the internet and free media, no actual measures to counter the violence were 

mentioned. On 23 February, similar declarations were issued by both Ashton and Herman van 

Rompuy. However, Ashton’s statement now further pointed out that the EU had decided to suspend 

negotiations with Libya on the EU-Libya Framework Agreement and was ready to take further 

measures. The declaration also welcomed the UNSC statement of 22 February calling on the Libyan 

government’s responsibility to protect its population and respect human rights, as well as the 

statement of the Arab League condemning the use of force against civilians and suspending Libya 

from the League. Accordingly, Rompuy’s declaration stated that the EU should “not shy away from 

using its political and moral responsibility” (Council of the European Union 2011b; European 

Council 2011; Security Council Report 2011).  
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While the EU condemned the violence and spoke of ”further measures”, it took time for the 

member states to agree on just sanctions. France along with Germany, Finland and the Netherlands 

urged immediate sanctions against the Gaddafi regime, whereas Malta, Cyprus and especially Italy, 

led by former Prime Minister Berlusconi, were unwilling to endorse the proposal, due to both a fear 

of crisis escalation followed by a run of refugees and Berlusconi’s friendly relationship with 

Gaddafi. Hence, it may be said that different strategic interests were pursued due to the Southern 

European states’ fear of a refugees flow, and Berlusconi wishing to maintain his relationship with 

Gaddafi. However, after the UNSC had adopted resolution 1970 on 26 February imposing 

sanctions, the EU member states came to agreement and implemented the sanctions, which were 

gradually reinforced including the implementation of an arms embargo, targeted sanctions on 

persons related to the Gaddafi regime, in addition to restrictive measures against Libyan financial 

entities, the energy sector and port authorities (Koenig 2014: 9; Marchi Balossi-Restelli 2014: 93).  

4.2.2.3 The no-fly zone 

As sanctions alone did not seem to affect the Gaddafi regime, and the Libyan crisis continued to 

escalate, the discussion of a no-fly zone and military intervention was on the table by the end of 

February. As Luis Simón has pointed out, Washington was more than willing to let the EU take the 

lead in regards to Libya, and France and the UK wanted to do so (Simón 2012: 101). On 28 

February Prime Minister David Cameron had declared that the UK was planning to arrange a no-fly 

zone (Cameron 2011). On 10 March Nicolas Sarkozy and David Cameron accordingly sent a joint 

letter to Herman van Rompuy opting for additional action in regards to Libya, which included the 

proposal of a no-fly zone (Cameron & Sarkozy 2011).  

On 11 March an extraordinary European Council meeting was held. The conclusions of the meeting 

stated that Gaddafi had to relinquish power immediately, as his regime had lost all legitimacy, and 

that the EU now recognised the TNC as a political interlocutor in Libya, which the French 

government had in fact recognised unilaterally the day before (EurActiv 2011). The declaration 

further noted that “[i]n order to protect the civilian population, Member States will examine all 

necessary options, provided that there is a demonstrable need, a clear legal basis and support from 

the region” (European Council 2011b). Nonetheless, the declaration did not mention the no-fly 

zone. Catherine Ashton along with several member states, Germany in particular, had concerns 

about such action due to the risk of killing civilians, and German Foreign Minister Guido 

Westerwelle expressed his unwillingness to send German troops. The situation caused frustration in 
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both the French and British parliaments. French Foreign Minister Alain Juppé complained that it 

had taken very long for the member states to come to agreement on the declaration and directly 

accused Germany of wanting to restrict the EU’s role to humanitarian action (Koenig 2014: 261p.). 

Meanwhile in the British Parliament, Ashton was being scorned for her reluctance in a reported 

conversation between MP Bernard Jenkin and David Cameron, Jenkin asking: “What mandate does 

she have to give her opinions? Should she not serve the member states of the European Union 

rather than pretending to lead them?” (Watt 2011). Hence, as the Libyan crisis progressed, 

diplomacy again wore off, as in the case of Iraq. 

While French President Sarkozy may have wished for Libya to become a CSDP mission, it had by 

mid-March become clear that this would not be the case. At a G8 meeting on 15 March, he and 

Cameron thus tried to convince the Group’s foreign ministers to intervene through a no-fly zone, 

but the idea were again rejected by Germany, and also Russia, while Italy projected strong 

scepticism (BBC 2011).  

The G8 meeting, however, happened at the same time as the UNSC negotiations between the 15 

members over a UNSC resolution. On 17 March resolution 1973 was thus adopted, establishing the 

no-fly zone and authorising member states to take all necessary measures to protect civilians. 

Although the resolution was adopted
12

, it became evident that the EU member states were not able 

to stand united. While the permanent members of France and the UK, who had called for the 

resolution, voted in favour and were backed by Portugal, Germany abstained and was thus instead 

in tandem with China and Russia. As Vivien A. Schmidt has argued, Germany could have voted 

along with the EU member states while explaining that it would not take part in any no-fly 

operations. Had Germany done so, the EU member states would have projected a higher level of 

unity and Germany would have sent a signal that it was fully on board with the other member states 

in the CFSP, but would opt out of this particular mission (Schmidt 2012: 186). 

After UNSC resolution 1973 had been passed, on 19 March a multi-national coalition, headed by 

France, the UK and the United States, began a campaign of air strikes against pro-Gaddafi forces. 

On 27 March, NATO assumed command of all air operations under operation “Unified Protector”, 
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Ida Synnestvedt, Copenhagen Business School 

The EU as an international actor: Expectations, capabilities and the question of unity 

 

 

49 

 

which included 11 EU member states
13

, and carried out daily air strikes targeting government 

ground forces as well as strategic and logistical targets (Koenig 2011: 12). However, as both Vivien 

A. Schmidt and Anand Menon have pointed out, the intervention in Libya happened within a 

NATO framework, and it seemed that Libya was never de facto considered a possible mission under 

the CSDP (Menon 2011: 75; Schmidt 2012: 186). However, Italy subsequently proposed a maritime 

CSDP operation for the enforcement of the arms embargo of resolution 1973, which France 

supported. However this proposal was rejected by both Germany and the UK, and this task was also 

taken over by NATO (Koenig 2014: 262). 

However, on 1 April, the notion of a military operation to support humanitarian assistance 

operations in Libya, EUFOR Libya, was actually adopted by the Council. If requested by the UN 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), EUFOR Libya would have been 

deployed, but the request was never aired, and the mission never deployed. Furthermore, when UN 

humanitarian chief Valerie Amos was asked about EUFOR Libya on 20 April, she implied the 

mission would be a last resort and expressed concerns about the “blurred lines” between 

humanitarian and military operations (EUbusiness 2011). As Koenig has further noted, EUFOR 

Libya appeared to be more of a symbolic gesture than a real response to UN needs (Koenig 2011: 

22). 

4.2.3 Failing the litmus test? 

4.2.3.1 The agreement box remained to be ticked 

In light of the discussions above, the overall conclusion on Libya is that the EU once again 

projected a capabilities-expectations gap. Although humanitarian aid was granted, sanctions were 

imposed and the notion of a military operation, EUFOR Libya, was adopted by the Council, most of 

it did not happen in the immediate face of the crisis. Nor was the EUFOR Libya mission ever 

actually deployed.  

As Karen E. Smith has argued, we must consider what the EU actually does in order to determine 

its international actorness. In a rather critical argument, Sven Biscop has called the Libya crisis “a 

textbook example” of a situation for the EU to prove itself as an actor worth noting. A statement 

followed by the question: 

                                                           
13

 Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Romania, Spain, Sweden and the UK. Aside 

from EU member states, contributors were Canada,  Norway, Qatar, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates and the United 

States (North Atlantic Treaty Organization 2011). 
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“Security Council Resolution 1973 authorizing the use of force, the most difficult precondition for 

intervention to fulfil; regional support in the form of an unprecedented request for intervention 

from the Arab League; absolute clarity in the US that it will not take the lead. What more boxes 

needed to be ticked before the EU could step onto the breach and take charge of crisis 

management?” (Biscop 2011: 1). 

The answer to Biscop’s question is that one crucial box remained to be ticked; namely agreement 

between EU member states. As Luis Simón has further argued, despite the EU repeatedly 

condemned the Gaddafi regime and demanded his departure, the Union failed to seriously consider 

playing a military role (Simón 2012: 112). While Nicole Koenig has called the notion of EUFOR 

Libya a symbolic gesture, Anand Menon has taken it one step further noting that the approved 

mission had a stronger resemblance of face saving than effective intervention. He furthermore 

quotes an unnamed European diplomat “CFSP died in Libya – we just have to pick a sand dune 

under which we can bury it” (Menon 2011: 75p.). 

Furthermore, even if Libya was not considered a possible CSDP mission, but rather a NATO 

project, it is plausible to argue that one would still think that the EU member states would act and 

speak in accordance due to the increased aims and efforts of EU international actorness. In the 

Libya discourse, however, member states again diverged, and while France and the UK called for 

join action to protect civilians and took leadership in the intervention, Germany stalled the UNSC 

negotiations and ended up abstaining from the resolution (Echagüe et al. 2011: 329; Schmidt 2012: 

186). What is more, the difference of opinions between member states was made clear before the 

voting in the UNSC, with France unilaterally recognising the TNC as the political interlocutor, and 

the French and British reported complaints after the European Council meeting on 11 March, and 

the difficulties on agreeing on even sanctions in the initial phase of the crisis. – All of which 

arguably led to the EU losing face internationally.  

4.2.3.2 Great expectations, questionable capabilities 

Hence, for the concrete notion of the capability-expectations gap two aspects should of course be 

noted; the expectations and the capabilities projected. As has been argued, in regards to Libya, the 

EU definitely had set expectations for itself. For one, the ESS had had time to manifest, which 

points to EU engagement in its neighbourhood and the Arab world and the threats listed were 

relevant in the face of the Libya crisis. Furthermore, the Libya crisis happened after the Lisbon 
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Treaty had entered into force, and one of the main objectives of Lisbon was namely to strengthen 

the EU as an international actor. In regards to the Arab Spring, Štefan Füle, EU Commissioner for 

Enlargement and Neighbourhood Policy, had given a speech on the events in North Africa declaring 

the EU’s support to democratic transition and that the EU would rise to the challenge. In addition to 

this, the EU issued various statements on the situation in Libya condemning the violence and 

requiring Gaddafi to relinquish power. 

While the expectations had been set, the EU hardly delivered in terms of capabilities. As Hill has 

argued, the gap between expectations and capabilities consists of the three components; resources, 

instruments at the EU’s disposal and the ability to agree. As has been outlined, the EU technically 

had the resources and instruments due to the advancements of the Lisbon Treaty, but the ability to 

agree once again remained to be seen. Accordingly in regards to Hill’s notion of actorness and 

presence, the EU was lacking both. Concerning actorness and its most challenged element of 

autonomy, the EU did still not appear to be autonomous, most notably as France and the UK pushed 

very hard for a no-fly zone and was defied by Germany, who also ended up abstaining in the 

UNSC, resulting in different votes from the EU member states. Thus also regarding the issue 

presence, the EU hardly showed any in terms of hard policy. Of course, and again to be fair, the EU 

was a large humanitarian donor and it did eventually impose sanctions, but for the question of 

military intervention in Libya the EU was not present as a united actor.  

Hence, as the EU arguably projected a lack of actorness regarding Libya, it is thus also difficult to 

argue that the EU manifested itself as a normative actor. And as has been outlined in the 

introduction to this case, the question of Libya can be said to have entailed all of Manners’ five core 

norms; peace, liberty, democracy, the rule of law and respect for human rights. Despite these 

“normative” features of the crisis, which along with the UNSC resolution meant that Libya highly 

differed from the case of Iraq, the member states were not able to come to agreement, and the Union 

was not able to act as one entity, namely due to the different courses of member states. Hence, 

despite the numerous statements on Libya, the EU failed to present itself as a serious international 

actor. 
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4.3 Syria and the remaining issue of the ability to agree  

4.3.1 Structural preconditions and approach 

4.3.1.1 No intervention, but multiple disagreements 

Having dealt with the issues of Iraq and Libya, this final case will discuss the EU’s approach to the 

civil war in Syria, which again projected a high level of disagreement between EU member states 

rather than EU actorness.  

As with Libya, the Syrian crisis has taken place as part of the Arab Spring. The escalation began in 

March 2011, when popular non-violent, pro-democracy protests in Damascus and Deraa were met 

with violence from the Bashar al-Assad government’s security forces, which led to the protests 

spreading. The government did announce some conciliatory measures for the protests to stop, such 

as the (initial) release of political prisoners and ending the 48-year-long state of emergency, but as 

the authorities continued to use violence, protests spread and were nationwide by April 2011. In 

May 2011, Assad responded by sending army tanks into several Syrian cities in order to crush anti-

regime protests, which again only led to the crisis escalating further and both sides becoming more 

violent. In April 2013, and again in August, it was reported that government forces had used 

chemical weapons against the population, which was concluded by UN weapon inspectors in 

September same year (BBC 2014b). In May 2014, 162,000 were reported dead as a result of the 

conflict (Barnard 2014). 

Likewise as with Libya, the Syrian crisis revolves around questions of democracy, human rights and 

the rule of law, but it also differs in more than one respect. While no Western military intervention 

has taken place in Syria, arguably for numerous reasons, a such intervention has definitely been on 

the table with the UK and France as the main proponents, although no international mandate has 

been given.  

What is crucial to this thesis however, is the fact that the EU member states have again differed 

very much on their stances towards which approach to take concerning the crisis, and little 

agreement has thus been reached. While numerous statements were again issued on Syria, the EU 

neither managed to present itself as one united actor on the question of military intervention, nor on 

the lifting of the previously imposed arms embargo. Hence, Syria ended up projecting a gap 

between the EU’s expectations and capabilities once more.  
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While France and the UK, as noted, have been fierce advocates of an intervention, most of the 

remaining EU members have just as fiercely advocated against it, and it may be argued that, in 

some aspects, the disagreements over Syria within the EU have proven even more severe than over 

Libya and Iraq. One argument for this statement is the member states’ conflict over the arms 

embargo, imposed on 10 May 2011 and lifted by the end of May 2013. While an arms embargo 

cannot directly be seen as military intervention or a discussion thereof, it is a direct way of 

influencing the military situation in another country, and it is thus deemed relevant for the 

discussion below. 

4.3.1.2 Focus on the lack of a common approach 

As Carnegie Europe’s Judy Dempsey has noted, in relation to the use of chemical weapons, it was 

Russia who proposed international supervision, not any EU member state. In a comparison of the 

EU’s approach to Syria and Iraq, she has underlined the critique of the EU in that: “(…) Europe is 

in even worse shape strategically than in 2003. The most important countries—Britain, France, and 

Germany—have failed to project any kind of European leadership” (Dempsey 2013). While the 

argument will not be that the EU has regressed to its state before Iraq, Dempsey is right in noting 

that no leadership for the EU was projected, as the member states pursued their own agendas. 

Hence, this subchapter will focus on the EU’s capability-expectations gap projected through the 

EU’s approach, or lack thereof, to the Syrian crisis. As with Libya, the Syrian conflict happened 

after the adoption of the ESS, the ratification of Lisbon and so forth. Also, the crisis revolved 

around the some of the issues considered EU core values such as democracy, human rights and the 

rule of law. Furthermore, the EU has arguably had a clear strategic interest in acting, one way or 

another, in unity to the crisis, due to the flow of Syrian refugees and the preference for stability in 

its neighbour region. From these aspects, it would thus not be unreasonable to expect that the EU 

would be able to stand collectively when faced with the Syrian conflict, and yet it did not manage to 

do so. In reminiscence of Karen E. Smith’s notion that we must look at what the EU does in order to 

determine its actorness, the argument will be that little actorness was shown, as the EU did not 

manage to do much as a union. Accordingly, it can hardly be argued that the EU has exercised any 

normative power, as the member states again displayed diverging views on what was normative. 

The first section will thus examine the different stances, and the lack of a collective such, on how to 

approach the crisis. In accordance with the deliberations above, focus will be on the EU split on the 
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arms embargo, the disagreements regarding military intervention and the questionable response to 

the concluded chemical weapons. The final paragraph will consequently elaborate on the capability-

expectations gap in relation to the crisis, and discuss how the EU failed to present itself as an 

international actor, normatively or otherwise. 

4.3.2 Different approaches preventing unity 

4.3.2.1 The initial response: Statements of concern and disagreements over sanctions 

As with Libya, the initial response to Syrian crisis was a series of statements. On March 18 2011, 

HR Catherine Ashton issued a statement expressing her concern over the Assad government’s use 

of violence against the protestors, calling on the authorities to ensure the protection of peaceful 

demonstrators and noting the need for dialogue, human rights and fundamental freedoms. As the 

violence continued, Ashton issued a similar statement on 26 March condemning the use of force 

and urging the authorities to exercise restraint, concluding that “[h]uman rights and fundamental 

freedoms must be respected and protected by the authorities and security forces” (Council of the 

European Union 2011c; Council of the European Union 2011d). Following a meeting on 12 April, 

the Foreign Affairs Council also issued a statement expressing concern, condemning the violence 

and calling on the Assad regime to “respond urgently to the legitimate demands of the Syrian 

people” as well as noting that the authorities “must abide by their international commitments with 

regards to ensuring respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” (Council of the European 

Union 2011e).  

Again the EU’s rhetoric thus put emphasis on its own expressed values and norms of democracy 

and human rights. While the Union condemned the use of force and stated that the regime “must” 

abide and respect human rights, the EU was hardly able to decide how to approach the situation, 

when it escalated regarding both sanctions and the question of intervention, as will be discussed 

below. However, to be fair, it should first briefly be noted that the EU has been, as with Libya, the 

largest donor of humanitarian aid. From 2011 and until March 2014 the total EU contribution was 

over 2.6 billion Euros
14

 (European Commission 2014).  

Despite the amount of humanitarian aid, however, the EU found it difficult to come to agreement 

with itself regarding sanctions. As an initial restrictive response, the EU froze the draft Association 

                                                           
14

 The number accounts for both the aid mobilised directly through the European Commission, through other EU 

instruments and aid provided by the member states individually. 
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Agreement with Syria, and on 9 May 2011, the Council came to agreement on a sanctions package 

which included the arms embargo and blacklisted thirteen Syrian officials. However, as The 

Guardian and Al Jazeera among others wrote, the package “failed” to target Bashar al-Assad 

himself, as the EU member states could not come to agreement on whether or not to include Assad. 

As with Libya, a split between the North and South appeared. France, Germany, the UK, the 

Netherlands and Sweden advocated imposing sanctions directly on Assad. However, this was firmly 

opposed by Cyprus, Greece, Italy and Spain, who seemingly feared to flow of refugees to be caused 

by escalation of the crisis from Assad’s side. The Southern European countries were supported by 

Estonia who feared retaliation against Estonians kidnapped in Lebanon and believed to be in Syria 

(Al Jazeera 2011; Traynor 2011). However, Assad was added to the list later the same month along 

with additional officials, and later the sanctions were extended in scope, including measures such as 

an oil embargo and ban of gold, precious metals and diamonds. Nonetheless, the early 

disagreements on whether or not to sanction Assad again speak of the difficulties of the member 

states coming to agreement in the immediate face of a crisis. Furthermore, as will be discussed in 

the next paragraph, the arms embargo agreed on, on 9 May 2011, turned out to create further and 

very obvious conflict between the EU member states. 

4.3.2.2 The question of the arms embargo 

While the previous paragraph has mainly revolved around the early responses to the Syrian crisis, 

this section, as well as the next, will focus on somewhat more recent events in 2012 and 2013, 

namely the disagreements over the arms embargo and the notion of intervention, starting with the 

former.  

As noted, the arms embargo was originally imposed in May 2011 and it included the supply of 

arms, military equipment and equipment which might be used for internal repression. Furthermore, 

in January and June 2012 Council decisions were made that specified in more detail the items and 

services banned under the arms embargo, and in July 2012 it was decided that member states should 

inspect vessels and aircraft bound for Syria within their territories, if there was reason to believe 

that the cargo may include sanctioned items (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

2013).   

In November 2012, the original plan was to extend the arms embargo for a year. However, after a 

campaign led by the UK with support from France, the result was that the embargo was only 
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renewed for another three months, with the argument that the EU would thus have more flexibility 

in terms of deciding whether or not to send arms to Syrian opposition groups (Chaffin 2012). While 

the EU managed to come to agreement on another three months’ extension in February 2013, a very 

obvious dispute over the embargo broke out in May, when it was to be renewed again.  

After a meeting between the EU foreign ministers on 27 May 2013, the arms embargo was lifted 

after intense pressure from the UK and France who rejected to renew this part of the sanctions 

regime, despite the strong wish from particularly Austria, the Czech Republic, the Netherlands and 

Sweden. The last four countries argued that the weapons could end up in the hands of jihadists, that 

lifting the embargo would undermine negotiations with Assad, and that Russia might supply the 

regime with additional arms. Hence, while the UK and France tried to sell the decision as a victory, 

with British Foreign Minister William Hague stating that “it was necessary and right to reinforce 

international efforts to reach a diplomatic solution to the conflict in Syria”, the opposing countries 

had less positive attitudes. Austrian Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger told reporters he 

regretted “that after long talks it was not possible to find a compromise with the UK and France”, 

and warned that “everybody is entitled to deliver weapons to the Assad regime or to the opposition” 

(Al Jazeera 2013; Kanter 2013). 

The joint declaration following the meeting did state that member states would not proceed with the 

delivery of arms equipment to opposition forces at that time, and it was accompanied by the official 

Council conclusions condemning the violence (Council of the European Union 2013a; Council of 

the European Union 2013b). Yet, despite the statements, it seemed quite apparent that the decision 

to lift the embargo was a product of a lack of unity rather than a joint decision. As BBC diplomatic 

correspondent Jonathan Marcus wrote on the following day: “Once again, Europe's divisions are in 

evidence; what was promoted as a strong message to the Syrian regime may actually fall short of 

sending quite the signal that was intended” (Marcus 2013). In line with this, Spiegel International, 

The New York Times and Al Jazeera reported the meeting as a “failure” to agree (Al Jazeera 2013; 

Kanter 2013; Neukirch 2013).  

The disagreements over the arms embargo thus again led to the EU failing to present itself as an 

international actor. Spiegel International’s Ralf Neukirch was particularly harsh in his commentary 

entitled “Empty Compromise: EU Foreign Policy Fails Again on Syria”. While arguing that the EU 

would hardly be on top of the list as an ally for a party in the Syrian war, he made the central point 

that: 
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“Europe, to be sure, regularly demands written assurances that its allies are not cooperating with 

Islamists and terrorists. But as quid pro quo, they don't offer much more than encouraging words. 

And there is a reason for that. The Europeans can't even agree on a common position” (Neukirch 

2013). 

As Neukirch further concluded, the EU had managed to sideline itself on a central foreign policy 

question. Despite the attempts to sell the end of the arms embargo as a necessary compromise, it 

was rather evident that the EU member states did not stand collectively on the matter. And the lack 

of unity over Syria again became apparent during the discussions on the possibility of a military 

intervention as will be seen in the next section. 

4.3.2.3 To intervene or not to intervene? 

While the possibility of an intervention in Syria had been implied by the British and French foreign 

ministers already during the summer of 2011, the idea was to some extent put to rest due to a lack 

of backing (Rettman 2011). However, the idea was revived after it was reported that Assad had used 

chemical weapons against the population on 21 August 2013. 

On the notion of the chemical weapons attack, it should be noted that it took the EU more than two 

weeks to send out a statement. When it was issued by Ashton on 7 September, after an informal 

meeting between the EU foreign ministers, it stated that the attack “constituted a blatant violation of 

international law, a war crime, and a crime against humanity” and noted that a clear and strong 

response to the attack was crucial, while underscoring that the crisis should be addressed through a 

UN process (European External Action Service 2013). However, the intra-European discourse 

surrounding the statement made it quite clear that a common position on what means were 

appropriate to address the issue was lacking. 

As indicated, France and the UK were the main advocates for a military intervention in Syria, thus 

backing the stance of the US. In the week following the chemical weapons attack on 21 August, the 

three states made clear that they were planning military strikes, as reported by The Guardian on 28 

August. These plans were voiced before the UN weapon inspectors had finally confirmed the 

attacks, and moreover it seemed that France and the UK had not attempted to come to consensus 

with its fellow EU member states. Nonetheless, President Hollande stated that France was “ready to 

punish those who took the decision to gas the innocent”, and Prime Minister Cameron noted that 

while the UK did not seek to become further involved in the Middle East, action was to be taken in 
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regards to the chemical weapons: “[I]t is about chemical weapons. Their use is wrong, and the 

world shouldn't stand idly by” (Borger et al. 2013). 

However, on 29 August when Cameron was to seek backing from the British parliament in order to 

take military action, he did not accomplish the needed votes and the motion was not passed (Reuters 

2013). The unexpected developments in the UK did, however, not scare off Hollande, who 

continued to insist that regarding military strikes in Syria, “France will be part of it. France is 

ready” (Bowen 2013). The French statement came despite the remaining EU member states either 

remained wary of such action, underlining the need for a UNSC mandate, such as Germany, Italy, 

and Luxembourg or more firmly opposed it such as Poland (Rettman 2013; Tholl 2013). 

The lack of European unity was further underlined during the G20 meeting in St. Petersburg on 6 

September, i.e. one day before the meeting between EU foreign ministers in Vilnius. During the 

meeting the UK, France, Italy and Spain signed a statement calling for a "strong response" to the 

events in Syria. The four European signatures were not well-received by German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel, who did not sign, and openly stated her discontent noting that she did not believe 

“that it is right for four countries to agree to a united stance without the other 23 that cannot be 

there, knowing that 24 hours later all 28 will be gathering around the table” (Hewitt 2013). 

As noted, the EU did send out a statement after the meeting on 7 September, but while the statement 

called for a clear response, it was evident that the EU member states were hardly in agreement on 

what that respond ought to be. The notion of military action was finally mellowed, by both the US 

and France, after the US and Russia on 14 September managed to reach an agreement to destroy 

Syria’s chemical weapons, which was implemented by the Organisation for the Prohibition of 

Chemical Weapons (BBC 2014a). On 31 October, the OPCW thus announced that Syria had fully 

complied (Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons 2013).  

However, as noted by Judy Dempsey, it was Russia who proposed the deal and no EU member state 

initiative was shown. Hence, while no military intervention has taken place in Syria, it was clear 

that there was no common EU position on the matter. As BBC’s Europe editor, Gavin Hewitt, has 

noted on the overall EU approach to the crisis: 

“The EU has proved effective in delivering humanitarian aid and, occasionally, in acting as a 

diplomatic broker. What is less clear is whether it has the will or the ability to act decisively in the 

face of an international crisis” (Hewitt 2013). 
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And namely as the EU, due to the lack of member states’ agreement, appeared to be unable to act 

decisively in the face of the Syrian crisis, it did not present itself as an international actor. 

4.3.3 No common approach – no actorness 

As argued throughout this subchapter, the EU failed to manifest international actorness when faced 

with the Syrian crisis. This again happened as the member states did not manage to find a common 

approach, and furthermore it appeared they hardly made a serious attempt to do so. While, as with 

Libya, humanitarian aid was delivered and sanctions imposed, the EU, when regarded as one entity, 

sidelined itself over both the questions of the arms embargo and military intervention.  

Regarding the arms embargo, it seemed apparent that the move to lift it was a product of member 

states’ disagreements rather than a joint decision as the countries could not come to consensus on 

renewing it. While the UK and France argued that the removal of the embargo was a necessary 

measure, several countries openly opposed the decision, and Austrian Foreign Minister Michael 

Spindelegger even told reporters he regretted the lack of agreement with the two formerly 

mentioned countries. Furthermore, the general consensus of the international media was that the EU 

“failed” to extend the embargo, which undeniably led to the EU losing face. As noted by Ralf 

Neukrich, the lifting of the arms embargo very much appeared to be more of an “empty 

compromise” than a statement of international actorness. 

The disunity over the Syrian crisis was once more displayed after the chemical weapons attack on 

21 August 2013, when the question of military intervention was again brought to the table. Again 

the UK and France decided to argue decisively in favour of military action without consulting with 

their fellow member states, who were wary of such measures. Even after David Cameron was voted 

down in the British parliament, Hollande continued to support the US notion of intervention, stating 

that his country would definitely be part of it. Moreover, it should be noted that it took the EU more 

than two weeks to send out just a statement, seemingly since the member states diverged to a high 

extent on what approach to take. And when the statement was issued on 7 September, it still 

remained unclear what the EU’s response was except for condemnation of the attack. Hence, while 

the statement noted that a clear and strong response was crucial, it was rather obvious that the 

member states had different opinions on what such a response ought to be. 

Hence, when we are to review what the EU actually does, as Karen E. Smith has noted is essential 

to determining actorness, the conclusion must be that the EU as a union did little when faced with 
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urgent questions, such as the arms embargo and military intervention, during the Syrian crisis. The 

EU thus again projected a gap between expectations and capabilities. Despite the EU’s own various 

notions that it is ready for international actorness and speaking with one voice, this was not the case 

on the discussed matter, as member states acted and spoke on their own rather than in unity. In 

terms of Hill’s elements of actorness, it was thus again autonomy that lacked, namely as the EU was 

disabled from making its own decisions, i.e. as one entity, on several issues. Hence, as the member 

states lacked the ability to agree, the EU’s remaining capabilities were impaired and the Union did 

not manifest itself as an international actor. And accordingly, neither did the EU did act as a 

normative power, as its member states showed highly diverging views on what was normative, 

which was apparent from both the different stances of sending arms to Syrian opposition forces and 

the obvious split on the matter of intervention. Hence, nor did Syria become the case when the EU 

proved its claimed international actorness.  

As the three cases of Iraq, Libya and Syria have now been analysed, a question might be posed 

whether the EU has learned nothing over time. Nonetheless, this is not the claim. As pointed out in 

previous chapters, the EU has evolved and the developments which have taken place can be seen as 

namely a willingness to learn from the member states. However, the fact remains that the countries 

tend to disagree on foreign policy matters, which impairs the EU’s ability to act as one entity. The 

EU’s evolvement and remaining lacks thereof will thus be discussed in the next chapter.  
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5 Evolvement and the remaining lack thereof 

5.1 Central points: Has the EU learned nothing over time? 

5.1.1 Less than a state, but more than an IGO 

As both the institutional developments related to EU international actorness and three cases during 

which the EU has had an opportunity to manifest itself as an international actor have been presented 

and analysed, the following chapter will discuss to what extent the EU has shown the ability to act 

in unity and how the capability-expectations gap seemingly continues to exist. 

As indicated, the argument is that the capability-expectations gap is still present due to a lack of 

unity between the EU member states. However, in order to clarify just how the gap continues to 

show and what developments have happened, some of the central points from the previous chapters 

will be drawn on.  

First of all, we must recall Christopher Hill’s question of how the EU can be termed a genuinely 

independent international actor seeing that it is less than a state, but more than an IGO – namely as 

this dilemma is arguably the largest present-day challenge to EU actorness. According to Hill, two 

concepts are relevant for this discussion of the EU as an international actor; actorness and presence. 

As Hill has noted, actorness requires three main features; delimitation from others, autonomy as the 

respective actor can make its own laws and decisions, and that the actor preserves structural 

prerequisites for action on an international level (i.e. legal personality etc.). On the notion of 

presence, Hill has noted that it concerns namely the EU’s ability to be present in international 

affairs, having a cohesive impact thereon, despite this impact may be produced in a messy way (Hill 

1993: 308p.).  

The specific concept of a capability-expectations gap thus presents itself through the divergence 

between the imagined roles for the EU and its actual capabilities in regards to the ability to agree, 

its resources and the instruments at its disposal. As the treaty texts, the ESS and other official 

documents and statements have been cited throughout the chapters, it must be said that the EU has 

set expectations for its international actorness and often projects a self-perception as a credible and 

serious actor. However, in relation to the actual capabilities, the EU may have developed the 

features of resources and instruments, but to a large extent still lacks the ability to agree, as will be 

discussed in further detail later in this chapter. Yet, it will at this stage be noted, as previously 
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argued, that the lack of agreement thus undercuts the EU’s autonomy in that it disables the union 

from making decisions. Hence, the lack of autonomy again weakens EU actorness and thus also 

international presence, seeing as the member states tend to conflict on foreign policy matters taking 

actions on their own, and the EU is therefore not able to present itself as one entity in international 

affairs. However, while EU actorness is often undercut by disagreements between member states, 

the fact that the EU has made developments towards becoming an independent actor should be 

underlined, as argued below. 

5.1.2 Something has been learned, but… 

As pointed out, the EU has made an effort taking steps in the direction of actorness through 

institutional developments. The institutional advancements have thus brought further instruments 

and resources to the overall capabilities of EU international actorness. With the Maastricht Treaty, 

the EU was given the options of joint actions and common positions, the Amsterdam Treaty first 

introduced the resemblance of a foreign minister, i.e. the High Representative, the establishment of 

the ESDP explicitly brought the defence aspect into focus and enabled the EU to carry out crisis 

management operations, and the Berlin Plus arrangement allowed for the EU to borrow NATO 

troops and assets. Last but definitely not least, the Lisbon Treaty, among other developments, 

provided the EU with legal personality, streamlined part of the institutional setup, promoted the role 

of the HR, and provided the Council with the option to entrust the implementation of a task to a 

group of member states.  

Therefore, it must undeniably be argued that the EU has attempted to become more efficient as an 

actor on the international stage from the outset of the creation of the CFSP. While the following 

notion has been stated previously, it stands repetition in order for clarification: If the question is 

asked whether the EU has become more of an international actor than it was in 1993, when the 

CFSP entered into force and Christopher Hill’s article was published, the answer is yes. Yet, one 

thing is crucial to note in this regard: While several institutional developments have taken place, the 

EU’s foreign policy dimension continues to be subject to specific rules and unanimity in the 

Council, which means that the EU’s capabilities in terms of resources and instruments, rely on the 

member states’ ability to agree. And namely as member states tend to disagree on foreign policy 

matters, the EU is thus not able to manifest itself as an actor in the face of a crisis. Furthermore, one 

additional point is to be made. Although the EU on the overall has strengthened its capabilities 

through institutional progress, expectations have been raised as well – ironically enough, partly due 



Ida Synnestvedt, Copenhagen Business School 

The EU as an international actor: Expectations, capabilities and the question of unity 

 

 

63 

 

to the advanced capabilities. Hence, as the EU formally has a common foreign and security policy 

as well as a defence policy, the resemblance of a foreign minister, a security strategy and not least 

has put emphasis on its international actorness in several official documents, expectations have been 

raised along with the actual capabilities. The capability-expectations gap thus still exists, and it 

comes to show when the EU is faced with an international situation that requires actorness. As 

Karen E. Smith has argued, in order to determine the EU’s international actorness, it is necessary to 

discuss what the EU actually does as a union, which will be done in the following section and then 

related to Ian Manners’ notion of normative power. 

5.2 Member states’ disagreements still prevent genuine actorness 

5.2.1 The EU versus its member states 

The international actorness of the EU has been analysed through three cases in the present thesis; 

those of Iraq, Libya and Syria. While these cases differ in several respects, they have one thing in 

common; namely that the EU failed to act cohesively as a union when faced with the international 

crises.  

Nonetheless, some of the differences between the cases will briefly be discussed, as namely the 

differences reveal variations of the capability-expectations gap and to some extent evolvement of 

the EU over the years.  

As noted by Krotz and Maher, the aggressive discourse within the EU during the build-up to the 

Iraq intervention illustrates the resilience of state-centred interests, as European governments 

continued to pursue predominantly  nationally defined interests and policies (Krotz & Maher 2011: 

552). However, while state-centred interests may be resilient, there are indications of change over 

time, which can be illustrated by change of alliances in the three cases as one example. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that while the majority of the Eastern and Central European states 

to obtain accession in the EU sided with the US on Iraq, for which one reason was arguably that 

they were uncertain on “what kind” of union they were to join, and the US was still seen as the 

main guardian of liberal democracy after the cold war, these states seemed much less inclined to 

side with the US on Libya and Syria. One argument for this may be that they now feel more certain 

about what kind of union they are part of and to a higher extent accepts the EU as a guardian of 

democracy.  
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On Iraq, it can accordingly be noted, as Kienzle has done, that the question of intervention was not 

just about intervention in itself, but also about what relations should be with the US. The European 

states thus “had distinct cognitive ideas about ‘what is’ the transatlantic relationship and differing 

normative ideas about what that relationship ‘ought to be’” (Kienzle 2013: 433).  

Hence, both the cases of Libya and Syria thus appear to be less about the relations with the US, 

regarding member states actions. While the cases differ, since military intervention has taken place 

in Libya and not in Syria, both cases have revolved around the overall issues of human rights, 

international law and democracy. Despite these notions are given emphasis in official EU 

documents and the EU spoke highly of them in relation to the Arab Spring, the Union again failed 

to present itself as one entity in most instances. Furthermore, as opposed to Iraq the two cases took 

place after the ESS had been developed and the Lisbon Treaty had entered into force. Hence, it can 

be argued that expectations were higher with Libya and Syria.  

So, if expectations were raised, what about capabilities – was any actorness enforced at all? As 

noted, sanctions were imposed despite initial disputes between mainly the Southern European 

countries and the rest, as the Southern European feared the flow of refugees, and thus pursued their 

own interest in opposing the sanctions. Moreover, it should be underlined that the EU was the 

largest humanitarian donor in both cases, which can be seen as actorness, just not in the so-called 

traditional understanding of foreign policy. Hence, to be fair it thus may be said that the EU 

managed to manifest a higher level of actorness concerning both Libya and Syria than with Iraq. 

Yet, as expectations have also been raised the capability-expectations gap was again revealed. After 

all, this thesis revolves around the traditional understanding of foreign policy and actorness. As the 

member states openly diverged on the question of military action, and in the case of Syria also on 

the arms embargo, it can hardly be argued that the EU manifested itself as a decisive, international 

actor. 

As this section has focused on what the EU actually does, the assessment of the EU and Syria from 

BBC’s Gavin Hewitt can thus be said to encapsulate the more general question of the Union’s 

current level of international actorness: While the EU proves effective in delivering humanitarian 

aid and occasionally acting as a diplomatic broker, it is less clear whether it has the will or the 

ability to act decisively in the face of an international crisis (Hewitt 2013). 
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5.2.2 Different norms and interests undercut the EU as a normative power 

One notion remains to be discussed in this chapter; namely that of Ian Manners’ normative power. 

Manners’ main argument revolves around the statement that the EU’s international role is not 

shaped by what it does or says, but what is. Hence, as the EU in its construction transcends 

Westphalian norms and is founded on a normative basis, the EU is predisposed to act in a normative 

way, rather than an instrumental such, Manners has claimed. By reinforcing and expanding its core 

norms of peace, liberty, democracy, the rule of law and respect for human rights, the EU is thus 

allowed to present and legitimate itself as more than the sum of its parts (Manners 2002).  

Throughout this thesis it has been indicated that despite Manners claim, the EU at least has severe 

holes in its normative power. Hence, while the five core norms Manners lists are often present in 

the EU’s rhetoric, i.e. treaty texts, speeches, statements and other documents
15

, his argument that 

the EU reinforces them and thereby legitimises itself as more than the sum of its parts can be 

questioned. As Karen E. Smith has argued, we must take in to regard what the European Union 

actually does in order to determine international actorness. As the three cases analysed show, it 

seems difficult for the EU to act as one entity in the face of international crises. However, before 

discussing the lack of unity and thus action, one point will be made in relation to what the EU has 

actually done as a union. As noted, aside from granting humanitarian aid during the crises in Libya 

and Syria, the EU also, despite initial disputes, imposed sanctions. Yet, according to Manners, the 

EU acts normatively rather than instrumentally, or is at least predisposed to do so. However, as 

Smith has indicated, the EU’s power exertion often happens through instrumental means (Smith 

2005: 75), and this must also be said to be the case regarding the sanctions imposed on Syria and 

Libya – despite the fact that the sanctions were seemingly imposed on a normative basis. Hence, 

this leads us back to the previously presented notion that all actors’ use of power, instrumental or 

not, can be seen as normative power, which renders the EU less distinct from other actors.  

On the question of European unity and international actorness, the EU may have been created on a 

normative basis and the speak highly of the norms on which it was constructed, but the fact remains 

that its member states often act differently in terms of foreign policy. The different actions of 

member states thus clearly undermine the EU’s ability to present itself as more than the sum of its 

parts in international affairs. Hence, as the member states project different conceptions of what is 
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normative and take actions on their own, the EU’s sum become less than its parts, namely as the EU 

is then not able to act as one entity. 

Touching on Hyde-Price’s critique of Manners’ concept (Hyde-Price 2006), it can be argued that 

member states tend to only allow the EU to act as the repository for shared ethical concerns as long 

as this does not conflict with their core national interests. Examples of this may be the Southern 

European countries’ initial opposition to sanctions against Libya and Syria due to the fear of a flow 

of refugees, and France’s continuous strife to manifest itself as a global power or so-called 

“puissance”. However, as Peter Schmidt and Benjamin Zyla have noted, as states can be seen as 

social actors, their actions may not only be defined by their national interests as such, but also by 

their identities and namely norms developed through interaction with other actors and their acquired 

knowledge, habits and routines knowledge (Schmidt & Zyla 2011: 486p.). The clearest examples of 

this within the reviewed cases are the German general reluctance to consider military action given 

the country’s history, and also France trying to cling to its previous role as a main actor on the 

world stage
16

, and the UK unceasingly trying to maintain its close relationship with the US. Hence, 

as the states reflect their different norms and interests in their actions, EU actorness is impaired. 

However, Manners’ has argued that one of the problems surrounding the discourse on EU 

international actorness is the focus on state-like features, and that his notion of normative power 

thus is an attempt to focus on cognitive processes instead of the empirical emphasis on the EU’s 

institutions or policies (Manners 2002: 239). Nonetheless, the fact that the EU has developed state-

like features through its institutional developments, such as the CFSP and CSDP etc., cannot be 

ignored. Neither can the fact that the EU claims to have international actorness, in more than 

Manners’ notion of normative power. Furthermore, as noted by Toje, the international system in 

which the EU operates is after all (primarily) inhabited by states, with whom the EU must interact. 

When discussing international actorness, it is thus reasonable to hold the EU to some of the same 

yardsticks as the remaining actors (Toje 2008b: 204). 

Again Karen E. Smith’s argument that we must consider what the EU actually does and not just 

what it is when determining its global role is relevant. When faced with international crises such as 

Iraq, Libya and Syria, the EU would manifest itself on international stage by acting collectively and 

decisively, whether this action contained the support or opposition to military intervention, 
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sanctions etc.. Yet, as has been discussed, this has not been the case in either of the events, as 

member states projected different positions and to a large degree acted as individual states rather 

than one union. Hence, as Hill has argued, the sum is no more than what the member states each 

decide (Hill 1993: 309). The essence of the capability-expectations gap can thus be grasped by the 

excerpt from the Maastricht Treaty noting that the member states should “refrain from any action 

which is contrary to the interests of the Union or likely to impair its effectiveness as a cohesive 

force in international relations” (TEU Title V). However, this is far from always the case. 

5.3 Perspectives 

5.3.1 Alternative foreign policy tools 

This final section before the conclusion will briefly review two different kinds of perspectives for 

the EU on the international stage. The first following section will attempt to look outside the 

traditional understanding of foreign and security policy and thus focus on EU enlargement and 

association agreements, while the second part of this section will note some outlooks for future 

actorness. 

While the EU’s accomplishments regarding the traditional understanding of foreign policy may be 

somewhat limited, it can be argued that the EU has managed to act in terms of enlargement. As 

previously noted, John Mearsheimer voiced his pessimistic views on the future of the EC and the 

prospect of new European interstate war, when the end of the cold war was nearing (Mearsheimer 

1990). However, the EU did in fact manage to act when faced with the new geopolitical settings by 

opening accession negotiations with the former Soviet countries. While this process may have been 

somewhat lengthy, the big bang accession in 2004, and the following, must be argued to have been 

an achievement, and the EU did thus contribute to European security and stability (Smith 2011).  

While the Eastern enlargement undeniably can be said to have been an example of actorness, the 

EU has been less successful concerning Turkey, which for strategic purposes could be seen as a 

mediator between the EU and the Middle East. While Turkey applied for membership in 1987, no 

membership seems in sight and negotiations have stagnated for several years, which accordingly 

seems to have led Turkish interest in becoming an EU member do the same.  

Of course, the question of Turkish EU membership is rather complex, for more than one reason, and 

the recent authoritarian developments within the government has not brought the country any 
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closer. However, one point is relevant to regard, namely that the authoritarian developments seems 

to be a clear sign of Turkey moving even further away from Europe, and that the EU has not been 

able to prevent the country from doing so. Again, while the issue of Turkey in the EU is complex, 

the Union has not provided much incentive during the negotiations, and the fact that countries as 

Austria, France and Germany have stridently opposed Turkish accession and advocated negotiations 

of a “privileged partnership” instead of membership again questions the EU’s abilities in the 

interaction with a growing geopolitical actor (ibid: 316p). 

In continuation of the discussion on Turkey, the issue of Ukraine, another strategically important 

country to the EU, can be noted. While no accession negotiations have been considered, the 

association agreement between the EU and Ukraine has played a large part in the recent Ukrainian 

crisis, as pro-Russian president Viktor Yanukovych was overthrown after rejecting the original 

agreement in February 2014. While the agreement is now to be signed on 27 June 2014 by the new 

president Petro Poroshenko, the agreement has caused much disturbance (BBC 2014c)
17

. As with 

Turkey, an argument might be that the Union did not manage to provide a strong enough incentive 

for Ukraine to move towards the EU during the original negotiations. This notion has been voiced 

by Fareed Zakaria, arguing that the EU should have planned a bold and generous strategy of 

attraction, instead of conducting “lengthy, meandering negotiations with Kiev, eventually offering it 

an association agreement mostly filled with demands that the country make massive economic and 

political reforms before getting much in the way of access, trade or aid with Europe” (Zakaria 

2014). 

While it is difficult to predict what would have happened, regarding both Ukraine and Turkey, if the 

EU had acted differently, the lack of successful persuasion of the countries by the EU does give an 

indication that the EU is challenged when interacting with geopolitical actors of strategic interest. 

Of course it should be underlined that EU enlargement must be seen as significant achievements, 

but the notion remains that the EU continue to face obstacles in terms of external action. 

5.3.2 Historical developments take time  

As Ulrich Krotz and Richard Maher have noted, no other issue than that of foreign, security and 

defence policy has a higher probability of incompatibility between states, as basic interests and 
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values diverge and both state sovereignty and identity may be challenged (Krotz & Maher 2011: 

552), and so has been demonstrated and underlined throughout this thesis. 

However, despite the thesis has argued that member states have severe difficulties coming to 

agreement, thus hindering the EU in presenting itself as an international actor, the conclusion is not 

that it is eternally impossible for the EU to obtain international actorness. 

After all, this thesis is based on a constructionist ontology. As has been noted, prompted by both 

internal and external events, the EU has taken several steps towards international actorness through 

institutional developments from the end of the cold war and the creation of the CFSP. Had there 

been absolutely no willingness or desire from the member states to improve EU capabilities, this 

development would not have been possible. Furthermore, the mere notion that the EU has actually 

managed to promote peace between its member states cannot rightly be forgotten. However, as 

Christopher Hill has noted, historical developments such as European unity are a slower process 

than impatient politicians and idealists would wish (Hill 1993: 315). This argument is crucial to 

accept in order to understand the EU as an international actor and how it often fails to present itself 

as a such. While the EU has increased its rhetoric ever more ambitiously over the years, and it has 

developed (at least formally) a common foreign and security policy, a common foreign and defence 

policy, a security strategy and the resemblance of a foreign minister, the member states have to a 

large degree continued to act individually thus undermining the notion of a common policy, and the 

capability-expectations gap has been projected, as the EU has been disabled from acting as one 

entity. 

Again, historical processes are slow, but the actual developments should not be completely 

dismissed. If we draw on the constructivist theory that social actors develop their identities and 

norms through acquired knowledge and interaction with each other, there is an argument that while 

the EU member states are individually experienced actors, they are less experienced working as part 

of the construction of the EU, and the EU is in itself thus a much more inexperienced actor. And 

while European unity on foreign policy questions has far from been the overwhelming case, there is 

some indication that member states learn. As noted, developments have been made, and a more 

recent aspect can be drawn on: While Germany has been reluctant of any sort of military action, the 

present defence minister, Ursula von der Leyen, in January 2014 stated that Germany would take 

more international and European responsibility, noting that the country had understood the need for 
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foreign policy compromise when faced with the aggravation after the abstention in the UNSC on 

Libya (Pfister & Repinski 2014).  

While the statement from von der Leyen far from can be interpreted as a notion that all member 

states will start agreeing in the near future, it is an indication that countries are able to learn. 

However, until a higher level of European unity on foreign policy matters is acquired, the EU will 

maintain a gap between capabilities and expectations. Hence, as the conclusion will read, in the 

words of Christopher Hill: “a genuinely European foreign policy cannot simply be an “add on” to 

the existing activities of the member states, as some would like to believe” (Hill 1993: 319) 
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6 Conclusion: A genuinely European foreign policy cannot be an “add on” 

The final conclusion of this thesis is that a genuinely common foreign and security policy, worthy 

of its name, cannot simply be added to the existing activities of the EU member states. While the 

EU has definitely taken steps towards international actorness through various institutional 

developments which have again strengthened its capabilities in terms of resources and instruments 

at its disposal, the CFSP is still an intergovernmental process requiring unanimity in the Council. 

The EU is thus often disabled from acting internationally, as it still lacks the ability to agree – or 

rather its member states do, and the existing capabilities of the EU are undermined.  

Furthermore, the EU has set certain expectations through its rhetoric, as the notion of the EU as an 

international actor is present in several official EU documents, and not least through the fact that it 

actually has developed, at least in name, a common foreign and security policy and the resemblance 

of a foreign minister, the HR, with the aim of speaking with one voice. However, a gap remains 

between the EU’s capabilities and expectations. This fact has been illustrated by the three cases of 

Iraq, Libya and Syria. Although these international crises differed in context, they have the one 

thing in common that the EU member states were not able to come to agreement on several central 

questions. The EU was thus prevented from acting as one entity and speaking with one voice. 

Nonetheless, Ian Manners has argued that in order to determine the EU’s international role, we are 

to look at what it is, rather than what it does. While the EU may have been constructed on a 

normative basis and the construction in itself relies on norms such as international law, peace and 

democracy, which are echoed in official texts, the EU fails to exert any normative power, when its 

member states project different conceptions of what is normative and take actions on their own.  

Hence, the sum of EU actorness is no more than what the member states individually decide.  

As Karen E. Smith has pointed out, it is simply not enough merely to review what the EU is, when 

determining its international actorness, we must also discuss what it does. And as have been seen, 

the EU has severe difficulties acting as one entity and thereby presenting itself as an autonomous, 

decisive international actor. Yet, the conclusion is not that EU international actorness will never 

succeed. It should be emphasised that the EU has made a serious attempt moving towards actorness, 

and there is thus indication that the member states are willing to learn. However, as already 

emphasised, European unity – and thus also development of common normative conceptions – is a 

slower process than many would wish. And until the member states de facto accept that a common 
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foreign policy cannot simply be an “add on” to their existing activities, the capability-expectations 

gap will continue to exist. 
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