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Abstract:

The aim of this paper is to respond to Thomas Diez’s call for more reflexivity in the notion
of EU normative power. The case study concerns how the EU defines its role in its
relationship with Ukraine: Is it shaped by value considerations, namely by the normative
ideal of democracy promotion? Or do self-interests prevail in the framing of EU decisions?
Historical analysis, in-depth interviews as well as discourse analysis reveal that the EU’s
rhetoric on the value of democracy is often contradicted by the predominance of EU’s self-
interests. Moreover, the EU’s attempt to disguise its strategic goals by making broad, vague
and declarative statements leads to the conclusion that the EU resembles more and more the

“Machiavellian prince” who has to present a lofty image of himself and of his ventures.



1. Introduction

The attempts to capture the nature of ‘this strange political animal’ that is the European
Union have been abundant. One of the most original and most successful interpretations of
EU power was the elaboration of the normative power concept. This approach, which is
noted for the importance that it attributes to the ideational dimension of EU external political
action, is being increasingly and legitimately challenged by those who advocate that the EU
is not the benign, virtuous and altruistic power as it is usually considered to be. Thomas
Diez is a leading exponent of these academic rebels who demystify the normative power

concept and call for more reflexivity in the notion of EU normative power.

Indeed, the elements of strategic, self-interested political action have been for a long
time overshadowed by the EU’s historical success of promoting democracy through
enlargement in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as by its self-defined strategies that
embraced the means of rhetoric and declarative politics. A more reflexive approach that goes

beyond the general assumptions of benevolent EU goals is thus required.

The case study of EU-Ukraine relations analyses if EU political action vis-a-vis
Ukraine is shaped by value considerations (namely the ideal of democracy) as the normative
power approach would predict, or whether self-interests (geopolitical, economic or security)
prevail in the framing of EU political choices. The Ukrainian case is relevant for several
reasons. First of all, Ukraine is often defined as a ‘second Turkey’ because of its high
expectations to join the EU and because of the EU’s reluctance to meet these expectations.
After the almost certain accession of the Western Balkans, Ukraine is to become the ‘test
country’ of the EU’s enlargement prospects in its Eastern neighbourhood and of the scope
and future of EU enlargement policy in general. Secondly, Ukraine’s democracy, although

fragile and often unpredictable, has made significant progress in the last ten years, and the



way it develops depends also on the EU’s will and capability to influence it. Hence, this case
is also a good test of the EU’s democracy promotion strategy. Last but not least, Ukraine’s
recent foreign policy choices indicate the shifting nature of EU-Ukraine relations. The
analysis of the historical grounds and dynamics of these relations could be a useful tool to

understand better EU foreign policy in a former Soviet geopolitical area and its prospects.

The theoretical framework of this research is based on Realpolitik and Normative
Power approaches, which are further crystallized in the ideal-types of value-laden and
interest-laden political action. The research is divided into three parts: the historical
analysis, which aims at detecting the nature of the considerations that shaped EU foreign
policy towards Ukraine in the 1990’s and during the Orange Revolution; the in-depth
interviews that follow the political anthropology method to uncover the underlying
motivations and reasons for EU strategic choices as regards to Ukraine; and a discourse and
content analysis of the New Neighbourhood Policy to interpret if the EU’s rhetoric on

democracy is reflected in its actual promotion of democratic values.

2. Realpolitik and Normative Power: Interest-laden and Value-laden Actions

The two constitutive components of any political action are goals and means, which
are also the crucial elements to determine the nature of the political actor itself. Realpolitik
and normative power approaches differ significantly in their interpretation of both; goals and

means thus represent two diametrically opposed models of political action.

Realpolitik, often identified with Otto von Bismarck, is the broadest expression of

political realism. However, the notion of power politics can be dated to ancient Greece, in



