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The Road to Tehran Runs 
Through Europe

Mitchell Belfer

Three months since withdrawing from the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), and the United States has begun to reimpose heavy 
sanctions on Iran. To the dismay of many in Europe, especially in Brus-
sels, France, Germany and the UK, President Trump announced that it 
will be impossible for companies, and countries, to maintain economic 
relations with both the US and Iran—they have to choose. Armies of 
lawyers have sprung into action. They are exploring legal loopholes, 
waivers, constructing subsidiaries, opening ghost accounts, and look-
ing for other mechanisms to protect their investments in Iran. This is 
near-sighted and it is irresponsible.

An air of duplicity surrounds European calls for continued engage-
ment with the Islamic Republic. It is worrying. The glaring crimes 
committed by Tehran beyond its borders — throughout the Middle 
East and in Europe — are being white-washed. This year alone Tehran 
ordered the bombing of an Iranian opposition demonstration in Paris 
(it was, fortunately, interdicted by Belgian security ‘just in time’) and 
assassinated an Iranian dissident in Amsterdam. Its agents were caught 
‘acquiring Jewish targets’ across Berlin and were arrested scoping-out 
dissident venues in Albania. Sadly, these episodes are relegated to foot-
notes. Europe’s business relations to Iran are, apparently, more import-
ant than the principles it purports to represent in global politics.

In 2013, when negotiations began, it was argued that the JCPOA 
would enrich, liberalise and ultimately empower Iran’s middle class—
and they would temper Iran’s  regional and international behaviour. 
This was a naive expectation. Not only has sanctions relief not trick-
led down to ordinary Iranian citizens and has not sparked a wave of 
economic or political liberalisation, it has actually increased domestic 
repression and paramilitary operations abroad. The only Iranian bene-
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factor of the JCPOA is also the most pronounced of Iran’s instruments 
of oppression—the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC). Mo-
hammad Ali Jafari, the reclusive leader of the Guards, has been spend-
ing more money on the Basij militia (internal repression) and the Al 
Quds Force (international operations) than at any other time in the 
Islamic Republic’s history. That money is coming from sanctions relief 
and the new, especially European, business [ad]ventures. Some Euro-
peans are getting very rich in Iran. As is the IRGC. Ordinary Iranians 
remain poor.

Still, many are afraid of simply scuppering the JCPOA. They ask why 
abandon an agreement — any agreement — that stops Iran from ac-
quiring nuclear weapons. Certainly, nuclear proliferation must, at all 
costs, be avoided. However, this deal is not a silver bullet. A new, more 
comprehensive agreement needs to be negotiated. 

Here’s why:
First—the deal was flawed from the beginning. It did not seek to 

prevent Iran’s nuclearisation only to prolong its ‘break out’ period. In 
theory, Tehran would have its nuclear ambitions governed by the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and if it were to violate the 
terms of the agreement, the international community would know — 
but not be able to do much about it. In practice, Iran suspended aspects 
of its nuclear programme in pursuit of other aspects. So, at present,  it 
may not be enriching uranium but it is still researching centrifuges 
and, importantly, delivery systems. Iran retains the Middle East’s larg-
est and most diverse missile arsenal. The money pouring into the Is-
lamic Republic is enhancing that capability. The Soumar cruise missile 
(2500 km range), the Sejjil MRBM (2000 km range) and the Shahab 3 
MRBM (2000 km range) are all capable of carrying a nuclear, biological 
or chemical weapon and were operationalised since the JCPOA went 
into effect. Any nuclear deal that does not include ballistics (re: deliv-
ery systems) is dangerously incomplete.

Second—Iran actively works against Europe’s  international inter-
ests. Developing business relations with Tehran while containing it is 
counterintuitive. In Afghanistan, NATO is harassed and European and 
US soldiers are killed by a Taliban in alignment with Iran. The weapons 
they use and the targets they select are, partially, provided by the IRGC 
who are equally interested in the retreat of NATO from the region. To-
gether with Russia and Al Assad, Iran is culpable in ethnically cleansing 
Syria of Sunni Arabs—and sending them into Europe as refugees. It 
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retains 43 militias in Iraq and props-up the Al Assad regime to consoli-
date a land-corridor that links Iran to the Mediterranean Sea. From the 
wars in Iraq, Syria, Yemen to the war on drugs (re: Hezbollah is one of 
the world’s most prolific drug smugglers) and terrorism — hosting, un-
til very recently, key Al Qaeda members including Hamza Bin Laden —  
Iran has taken a contrary position to the EU and NATO.

Third—Iran is engaged in proxy wars with many of the EU’s closest 
international allies. It is fighting: 1. Morocco (through the Polisario), 
2. Saudi Arabia (through Hezbollah of the Hejaz), 3. Bahrain (through 
Saraya Al Ashtar and Hezbollah et al), 4. the UAE (through Hezbollah) 
and 5. Israel (through Hezbollah, Hamas and the PIJ). Since the Iranian 
takeover of Iraq, Tehran has added the country’s Kurds to its hit-list 
as it works at undermining Erbil’s autonomy. In its quest for regional 
hegemony and the proliferation of its revolutionary ideology, Tehran 
developed a  militia-superstructure that undermines stability in key, 
strategic areas and is directly responsible to the deteriorating security 
situation in the wider Middle East. 

Finally—history matters. For 444 days, starting from 04 November 
1979, Iran held 52 [after a token release of 16 hostages] US diplomatic 
personnel hostage. They were exposed to a terrifying ordeal. Threat-
ened with death, taunted and humiliated, the hostages were at the 
mercy of the Revolutionary Guard. From then until now, irrespective 
of Obama’s grand overtures, financial incentives or  wholesale diplo-
matic rehabilitation, the country has never apologised or attempted 
to make amends for its past crimes. Instead, it has promoted and em-
powered those that made their careers on the backs of that episode. 
They can now be found on Rouhani’s negotiating teams, in the Minis-
tries of Foreign Affairs and Defence, they are the influential members 
of the theocracy and they are Iran’s international representatives. The 
Obama Administration, notably John Kerry, was willing to overlook 
1979. For a country like Iran, whose central ideological pillar is laden 
with history, ignoring the past to move into the future, is perceived 
as a weakness. Iran knows what it did and what it does. It is time for 
others to remember as well and to judge Iran accordingly.

Additional US sanctions against Iran are in the works and it is crunch-
time for Brussels. Either Europe can scupper the JCPOA and stand 
with the US to interrupt the flow of money that has empowered the 
IRGC, or it can interrupt the transatlantic relationship. Some, like 
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Macron and Merkel, have adopted a narrative that sees more value in 
limiting the EU-US relationship in favour of a more robust EU global 
strategy—including with Tehran. This would be a tragic mistake. On 
the other side of the world, South Korea and Japan have already scaled 
back and are working to end their importation of Iranian oil and sever 
their trade relations to Tehran. They value their relationship to Wash-
ington more. It is time for Europe to follow suit.

Whatever reservations European leaders may harbour about Don-
ald Trump, the President does not lead a weekly, collective, chant call-
ing for the death of Iran. Contrarily, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Khamenei — rabidly anti-American since, at least, 1958 — only refers 
to the US as the ‘Great Satan’ and routinely calls for its death and de-
struction. Until Iran’s rhetoric and its geopolitical and ideological am-
bitions are neatly knotted empowering it is reckless. If the EU and US 
further drift because of a few, narrow, European commercial interests, 
Iran will have done what even the USSR could not and build an insur-
mountable hurdle across the Atlantic.
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Schengen in Crisis? 

Why Subjective Critique Matters
Markéta Votoupalová

Recently, predictions about the potential end of Schengen coopera-
tion have multiplied. The extraordinary number of refugees coming 
into the EU is generally understood as the root of the problems within 
Schengen because the external borders were not prepared to manage 
such a strain. At the same time, reimpositions of internal border con-
trols seem to be blamed for the crisis of the Schengen project. How-
ever, the reasons why the controls were reimposed and their impact 
on Schengen have not been explored thoroughly. Hence, drawing on 
the theoretical concepts of crisis and employing the discourse-histori-
cal approach, this article investigates how the states which reimposed 
internal controls argue about their decision, how the EU leaders react 
and what the future of the Schengen cooperation looks like from their 
perspective. It follows from the analysis that although states admit 
that Schengen faces difficulties, they argue, referring to the Schengen 
acquis, that reimpositions are to be seen rather as a  remedy for the 
Schengen crisis, not a threat to it as scholars may imply. Overall, the 
article shows how important it is to establish how the concept of crisis 
is discursively constructed.

Keywords: Schengen, reimpositions, internal controls, crisis, discourse-
historical approach

Since Autumn 2015, when Germany and Austria reimposed their in-
ternal border controls, media, politicians and experts began to doubt 
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whether the Schengen cooperation is sustainable.1 Whereas some me-
dia see the reimpositions as the beginning of the end of Schengen,2 
scholars are usually more nuanced in criticising the reimpositions as 
an unfortunate way how to handle the problems since they are based 
on a national rather than an EU-led solution. Still, the lack of solidarity 
and selfish behaviour of states reintroducing internal controls is often 
emphasised as the main problem of the Schengen project.3

Drawing on Koselleck and his introduction of the notion of crisis,4 
the first question that needs to be raised is what is actually meant by the 
Schengen crisis. As Koselleck claims, there are two sides to all crises: 
an objective side based on observable facts and its subjective critique. 
In the case of Schengen, there is an agreement on the manifestation of 
the problems, lying in external migration pressures, (alleged) terrorist 
threats and successive internal reimpositions, but specific actors per-
ceive the crisis from different angles. Employing the discourse-histor-
ical approach (DHA), this article focuses on how the internal border 
controls are understood by the states that have reimposed them since 
2015. These states are assumed to be quite skeptical to the overall func-
tioning of Schengen cooperation as they decided to use this emergency 
mechanism. The discourse analysis aims to lay out whether the states 
perceive reimpositions as the main driver of the Schengen crisis as me-
dia and scholars insinuate. The findings will help understand how the 
crisis is constructed since it is often assumed and not explored thor-
oughly. However, without knowing how various actors perceive the 
current problems it is not possible to find an appropriate solution to 
them.5

Methodologically, the DHA was selected as it allows to study vari-
ous genres within a broad socio-political context and focuses on argu-
mentation. According to Reisigl,6 the DHA employs formal, functional 
and content-based aspects of argumentation and enables us to exam-
ine how specific actors argue about the reimpositions and their rela-
tion to the Schengen crisis. The DHA is based on two levels of analysis. 
Whereas the entry-level analysis consists of examining discourse top-
ics and is quite straightforward, the in-depth analysis investigates how 
actors are represented (framed) and which argumentation strategies7 
and schemes (topoi) they use. The role of the topoi is to justify what is 
true and right by presenting or manipulating specific arguments. The 
analysis follows the main topics discussed in the discourse on reim-
positions, such as solidarity, the right to seek asylum and the relation 
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between the member states and the EU. The identified topics are dis-
cussed in the article itself (successively in legal, scholarly and political 
discourse) and summed up in Figure 1 which also presents the main 
argumentation strategies and topoi.

As the argumentation strategies are often implicit, the analysis may 
be quite demanding.8 In this regard, it is important to try to avoid po-
tential misinterpretations. Hence, the analysis is based primarily on 
direct quotations in the respective original languages which were re-
trieved from official government websites and, complementarily, from 
public media. All translations into English are mine and the original 
versions are available in the endnotes. The time frame covered by the 
analysis begins in September 2015, when Germany and Austria first re-
imposed their internal controls and ends in June 2017, when the data 
collection was finished.

The article opens with a brief introduction of the concept of crisis. 
Defining the term allows to study the impact of reimpositions on the 
Schengen resilience in a systematic way. Since it is important to study 
discourse in context,9 a section on how reimpositions of internal bor-
der controls are perceived in the Schengen acquis and scholarly litera-
ture and how they relate to the crisis of Schengen follows. Finally, the 
discourse analysis of the political context proceeds. Concerning actors 
examined in the analysis, the study operates at the state level. The states 
are represented by their governments and their members as the initi-
ators of official national policies and main decision-makers which are 
considered as individuals, not as a unified actor. Specifically, in each state 
included in the analysis, statements of the prime minister and ministers 
responsible for migration are examined; depending on the government 
configuration, these might be ministers of migration, interior or justice. 
Where relevant, the positions of respective opposition parties and reac-
tions from EU leaders are presented to complete the picture. 

By combining these layers, the article offers a  multi-faceted per-
spective on how the discourse on reimpositions is constructed and 
interpreted in a broad context and thus contributes to the current re-
search on Schengen, which only rarely uses an elaborated discourse 
approach.10

The Concept of Crisis
Whereas psychology or economics offer quite detailed definitions of 
the concept of crisis, its development and possible solutions, interna-
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tional relations (IR) scholars are much more vague in this regard and 
often take the concept as a given and generally understood.11 However, 
if the concept is explained, IR scholars proceed from the Greek (med-
ical) origin of crisis which presents crisis as a sudden change leading 
either to recovery or death12 and adapt it to the nature of international 
politics. In this vein, Morse13 understands crises as circumstances af-
fecting the survival of a political system or an interaction influencing 
its stability. Typically, mutually incompatible but highly valued inter-
ests are the roots of international crises. Similarly, Parker14 explains 
crisis as an intense conflict or the beginning of war or, alternatively, 
as a  threshold between verbal and physical behaviour. Even though, 
as Hewit15 argues, violence does not necessarily need to be used in in-
ternational crises, crises are frequently understood as (open) conflicts. 
Overall, the most typical characteristics of an international crisis en-
capsulate the moment of surprise and unexpectedness and the neces-
sity to make a decision, often without adequate coping mechanisms 
and under considerable time pressure and stress.16

Although some IR scholars such as McCormick17 or Tanter18 ac-
knowledge the importance of studying the (inter)subjective percep-
tions of crises, IR scholars usually draw on a quantitative point of view 
and examine the objective aspects of crises.19 In order to fill this gap, 
this study analyses thoroughly how the notion of crisis per se is under-
stood by employing a qualitative discourse approach which focuses on 
the subjective critique that is often neglected in IR but emphasised in 
other disciplines which this study draws on.

A  useful introduction into the notion of crisis is given by Kosel-
leck.20 Proceeding from conceptual history, he shows how the meaning 
of crisis has changed since Ancient Greece. From the beginning, the 
meaning has been twofold: an objective one based on observable facts 
and its subjective judgement. Later on, the notion spread out from 
medicine into politics, history, economics, and psychology. It could 
designate both specific and recurrent events, both brief and long-last-
ing ones. Also, it could be used metaphorically. As Koselleck argues, 
this diversity and vagueness in how the term has been applied caused 
it to lose its theoretical rigor. However, to systematise the research, 
Koselleck introduces four options how the concept of crisis may be 
interpreted: firstly, as a chain of events culminating in a serious point 
in time when a  clear decision must be made, secondly, as a  turning 
point leading to an irreversible change in history, thirdly, as a process 
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that may endanger the current situation or certain actors, or, finally, as 
a period of transition caused by specific processes.21

The distinction between objective and subjective is developed upon 
by many scholars in various disciplines: for instance Cordero, drawing 
on a  sociological perspective, explicitly distinguishes between ´crisis´ 
(objective experience) and ´critique´ (subjective perception). He aptly 
remarks that the reality of crisis is inseparable from the concept itself 
and that crisis provokes critique and vice versa.22 Proceeding from politi-
cal economy, Samman draws directly on Koselleck by claiming that both 
the objective and subjective dimensions of crisis should be explored 
and stresses the importance of past events that can partake in the con-
struction of current crises.23 By the same token, De Rycker and Mohd 
Don argue that crises have both material and semiotic properties and 
are constructed through narratives and discourse.24 This brief overview 
demonstrates the importance of exploring the subjective dimension of 
crisis. Otherwise, the analysis would be incomplete. In light of this, this 
article enriches the current state of knowledge both about the Schengen 
project and about the concept of crisis from an IR perspective.

Reimpositions as a Threat to Schengen? Legal and Scholarly 
Perception
Reimpositions of internal border controls have been perceived as 
a  controversial mechanism since the beginning of the Schengen co-
operation. Abolishing national border controls in the traditional ter-
ritorial sense is a major step which is difficult to take for the Schen-
gen member states, particularly with regard to their ability to control 
movements into their territory. Apart from this practical perspective, 
border controls are loaded with symbolism since they have historically 
been linked to state sovereignty. Hence, there is no wonder that states 
are not eager to abandon the idea of internal border controls com-
pletely.

Whereas the first Schengen agreement, which was agreed in 1985, 
avoids mentioning internal reimpositions at all,25 the Schengen imple-
mentation agreement which came into force ten years later suggests 
a possibility of reintroducing internal controls for a restricted period 
in cases that ‘public policy or national security so require’.26 This emer-
gency mechanism is described in the Schengen borders code (SBC) in 
more detail. The SBC, adopted in 2006, states that the internal borders 
can be ‘exceptionally reintroduce<d>’ in the case of ‘a  serious threat 
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to public policy or internal security’ and only as a last resort.27 Specifi-
cally, internal borders can be reintroduced in the case of ´foreseeable 
events´, i. e. in situations which can be predicted, e.g. sport or political 
events which are planned in advance.28 How to proceed during unfore-
seen events requiring immediate reaction is regulated by article 25.29 

The conditions of internal reimpositions were further elaborated 
in the Schengen governance package (SGP).30 The SGP was adopted in 
2013 as a reaction to the Franco-Italian dispute (see below) and its aim 
was to enhance the role of the EU as an observer of the rules and to 
specify the conditions of internal reimpositions to prevent misusing 
this mechanism, which was supposed to be applied only in exceptional 
situations. On the other hand, a new possibility of reimposing internal 
controls was added to the acquis: if a state does not follow the rules 
and hereby puts the overall functioning of the Schengen Area at risk, 
internal borders may be reimposed, as well.31 It is relevant to stress, par-
ticularly with regard to the current events in Schengen, that the SGP 
states that ‘Migration and the crossing of external borders by a large 
number of third-country nationals should not, per se, be considered 
to be a threat to public policy or internal security’.32 These conditions 
of internal reimpositions are adopted also in the recent Regulation 
2016/39933 which replaces the SBC including its amendments in order 
to simplify the system of the Schengen acquis.

It follows from the legislative overview, that the reimpositions are 
regulated quite in detail. However, states have still significant room 
for discretion, which is often criticised by scholars. Apap and Carre-
ra,34 Nascimbene and Di Pascale35and Carrera et al.36 claim that reim-
positions should be avoided even if they are legally justified since they 
contradict the spirit of Schengen cooperation. Apap and Carrera even 
argue that reimpositions have been overused constantly.37 Contrarily, 
Groenendijk38 and van der Woude and van Berlo39 claim that re-intro-
ductions have occurred only rarely in the past. While the first group 
of researchers argue explicitly that a more detailed legislation and fol-
lowing not only the acquis but also the spirit of solidarity and burden 
sharing are a necessary precondition of the resilience of Schengen, the 
latter scholars do not elaborate why and when internal re-impositions 
are justified and how they relate to the sustainability of Schengen. 
They merely state that they are an inherent part of it.

Hence, if reimpositions are linked to the resilience of Schengen, 
a rather skeptical perspective prevails in that reintroductions express 
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mistrust and a lack of solidarity and inevitably lead to a ´race to the 
bottom´.40 In the past, the problem of internal reintroductions was 
discussed particularly in 2011, when France reimposed internal border 
controls after Italy had given a temporary residence permit including 
the right of free movement to Tunisian migrants and Denmark rein-
troduced its border controls with Germany as a result of a government 
deal with the right-winged populist Danish People´s Party. Whereas 
France was accused of acting in compliance with law but against the 
spirit of solidarity,41 Denmark was condemned even harsher, either 
for twisting the legislation42 or for directly violating it.43 According to 
scholars,44 both affairs showed a lack of solidarity and the determina-
tion of the states to control entries of third country nationals onto 
their territory in the case of a (supposed) threat.

These events bear many similarities with the current crisis when 
states justify internal reimpositions as a means to better manage un-
expected migration flows. Also, nowadays many scholars45 criticise re-
impositions for embodying a lack of mutual trust and solidarity both 
across member states and between the states and the EU and promote 
an EU-led approach rather than disintegrated national solutions. Bör-
zel and Risse,46 Börzel47 and Nivet48 even claim that Schengen is expe-
riencing a severe crisis which might endanger not only Schengen itself 
but also the whole EU. Although not all scholars use the term crisis 
explicitly49 and some directly refuse it,50 they always perceive reintro-
ductions of internal controls as very problematic.51 According to Cor-
nelisse, Schengen is riddled with national sensitivities and states use 
internal reimpositions as a symbolic expression of their sovereignty.52 
By the same token, Dingott Alkopher and Blanc claim that states prefer 
national solutions, i.e. reimpositions, to being forced to share security 
risks on their territory.53

Drawing on the definitions of crisis, scholars acknowledge that the 
crisis represented by the external refugee flows was sudden and not 
predicted but consider the reimpositions to be an inadequate response 
to it. They also emphasise that the solution must be found shortly and 
preferably on the EU, not national, level while stressing how incom-
patible the state interests are with the overall functioning of Schengen. 
Despite the nuances in the scholarly perceptions, the researchers pres-
ent observable facts when introducing and evaluating the current sit-
uation in Schengen rather than how the reimpositions are subjectively 
perceived by the main actors.
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Reimpositions as a Remedy? Political Discourse
In summer 2017, five countries kept their internal border controls due 
to migratory pressures.54 Germany and Austria reintroduced their con-
trols in September 2015, Norway and Sweden followed in November 
and Denmark in January 2016. At first, all countries justified their de-
cision on the basis of article 25 of the SBC which regulates unforeseen 
events and allows to reimpose internal controls immediately for 10 
days and prolong them repeatedly, each time for 20 days with the total 
period not exceeding two months. That is why the states ´switched´ 
to article 24 which regulates foreseeable events afterwards. Accord-
ing to this article, the reimpositions have to be justified in advance 
(compared to article 25, which allows for an ex post explanation) and 
can last up to 30 days with possible extensions up to six months in 
total. When this period was exhausted, as well, the states, in coordina-
tion with the European Commission (EC) and the Council of the EU 
(Council), decided to prolong the reimpositions based on article 26, 
which allows internal controls in the event the overall functioning of 
the Schengen Area is put at risk. This step enables reimpositions for 
another six months with three possible prolongations, i.e. for a max-
imum of two years.55 Following the legislation, all five countries ex-
tended the reimpositions in May and November 2016 and in February 
and May 2017.56 The deadline for abolishing the controls completely 
was 11 November 2017.57

Based on the acquis, each internal reimposition has to be justified in 
an official letter sent to the EC. It follows from the letters that the main 
reason for reimpositions was unexpected migratory pressures and their 
impact on internal security. Only Slovenia stressed its solidarity with 
other member states and said it would cooperate actively in address-
ing the problems.58 All the other states link solidarity only to securing 
external borders which is insufficient and therefore, internal reimpo-
sitions are necessary. In particular, Germany refers to an ‘enormous 
influx of third-country nationals’ which, if allowed to continue, ‘would 
endanger the public order and internal security’.59 Since the ‘massive 
influx’ continued, the external borders were not sufficiently secured 
and the transit countries did not fulfil their responsibilities, Germany 
decided to keep its internal controls despite its commitment to free 
movement and Schengen as key pillars of the EU.60 Similarly, Austria 
justified the internal controls by a  serious ‘security situation caused 
by the huge migration flows to and via Austria and the reintroduction 
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of border controls by Germany’ which might lead to its ‘continuous 
overburdening’. Austria stresses that it is ‘not responsible for the vast 
majority of the persons concerned’ and deems the reimpositions to be 
‘inevitable’.61 By the same token, Sweden, Norway and Denmark justify 
their decisions by pointing out the ‘threat to public policy a security’ 
caused by ‘unpredictable migratory flows’.62 Drawing on the DHA, the 
topoi of security and danger prevail clearly when it comes to justifying 
the reimpositions.

Although all states stress that they act in compliance with the 
Schengen legislation (topos of rules),63 it is a  rather controversial 
statement, since, as mentioned above, migration per se should not 
(notice the conditional) be the only reason to reimpose internal con-
trols. However, it follows from the EC evaluation reports that all 
reimpositions are considered to be justified and in compliance with 
the legislation, since the high numbers of incoming migrants may 
threaten internal security and public order (again, an intensive topos 
of danger). Moreover, the EC stresses that it has not ‘received any 
complaints from citizens about the way border controls are carried 
out in practice’.64 In the last decision on prolonging internal controls, 
the Council states that despite progress, conditions required for ‘re-
turning to a normally functioning Schengen area are still not entire-
ly fulfilled’ and the overall functioning of Schengen is still at risk65 
which corresponds with how the states argue (see below). Interest-
ingly enough, the topos of rules is used both by member states and 
the EC to defend the reimpositions.

The official justifications bear many similarities and, as it follows 
from Figure 1, all countries reimposed national controls in order to 
control migration flows into their territories since the common checks 
at the external borders were insufficient. Specifically, the moment of 
surprise, which is typical of many definitions of crisis, is emphasised 
by the German Chancellor Angela Merkel: ‘When the pressure at the 
external borders suddenly occured, we realised we were not prepared 
at all’.66 On the other hand, as the German Minister of Interior Thomas 
de Maizière stated, states had some possibilities to approach the crisis 
as ‘the Schengen Border Code includes crisis mechanisms already now 
in case the external border control functions insufficiently’.67 Again, an 
emphasis on following the rules is expressed and the crisis of Schen-
gen seems to be possible to overcome since appropriate mechanisms to 
tackle the problems are already at disposal.



19

Markéta
Votoupalová

In a similar vein, all countries agree that reimpositions are tempo-
rary but necessary as long as external borders are not secured. In order 
to enhance the latter, all five states agree on shifting more powers to 
the EU. Specifically, the European Border and Coast Guard (EBCG) is 
fully supported68 with only Sweden insisting that the actions of the 
new agency must be conditioned by an agreement from the affected 
states.69 As de Maizière stated: ‘An efficient border control consists of 
two components: protection of internal borders and protection of ex-
ternal borders. As long as the external border controls do not work 
effectively, we need to protect borders on a national level to ensure law 
and justice’.70 However, the countries do not try to hide that the time to 
agree on a common European solution may be up soon, so the pressure 
is considerable.71

Understandably, Norway´s position is specific since it is a member 
of Schengen but not the EU. However, its leaders frequently stress 
that ‘Norway is dependent on close cooperation with the EU and EU 
member states’ and should contribute to common solutions.72 Indeed, 
although politicians admit that finding an EU solution will be diffi-
cult, there is an overall agreement that there is no other option. As 
the Austrian Minister of Defence Hans Peter Doskozil says: ‘I´m rather 
skeptical. But of course I know that there is no other way’.73 Overall, de-
spite the internal reimpositions being very state-centered, all countries 
emphasise the need to act together and strive for an EU solution and 
the European framing of the issue prevails.74 A combination of stress-
ing time pressure and potential danger but simultaneously of a relative 
ease that there is a way how to handle the problems occurs. 

Although the topoi of danger and rules prevail in the argumentation 
of all countries, the strategies of each government are nuanced and 
depend on the national context. Specifically, Austria stresses the need 
to register and reduce the numbers of incoming migrants since it is 
not responsible for all of them and other states must also participate in 
sharing the burden of incoming refugees.75 The topos of burden sharing 
is explicitly used but not in the way of showing solidarity but rather 
requiring it from the others. Denmark´s  reimpositions followed the 
Swedish decision and their aim was to prevent rather than stop migra-
tion.76 As the Minister responsible for migration Inger Støjberg argued: 
‘we cannot end up in a situation in which there are 3 000 asylum seek-
ers at the main train station’.77 In 2017, potential terrorist threats were 
also added to the reasons why internal controls should be prolonged.78
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Similar preventive reasons are stated by Norway, which moreover 
stresses the need to gather information about incoming (particularly 
illegal) migrants and criminals in order to ensure public security. The 
Minister of Justice Anders Anundsen acknowledged that ‘controls have 
a good preventive effect and we believe that many (migrants) will not 
try to travel to Norway because of the controls at internal borders’.79 
Also, Prime Minister Erna Solberg said: ‘The main challenge is that mi-
grants don´t register in the first country of entry but continue into 
their preferred state in Europe. This is a reason why specific countries 
temporarily reintroduced their border controls in compliance with 
the Schengen legislation’.80 Similarly, Sweden wanted to use internal 
controls to restrict and register migrants.81 In all three Scandinavian 
countries, the topos of potential danger is employed. In Denmark and 
Norway, reimpositions are perceived as a preventive measure to avoid 
further escalation of the crisis while in Sweden rather as a means of 
restricting already existing migration flows.

Whereas the representatives of the above-mentioned countries 
framed the reimpositions prevalently within a national discourse while 
stressing the topos of danger, German leaders stressed how crucial an 
EU-led approach is and how dangerous national solutions might be, 
even though it was the first country to carry out the reimpositions in 
2015. The reimpositions themselves are perceived as a signal towards 
Europe that Germany alone cannot accept all refugees.82 According to 
Merkel, ‘the EU must secure the external borders together and ensure 
the Schengen cooperation regarding visa-free movements across bor-
ders, otherwise, nationalism might come back’.83 The other countries 
also see a coordinated EU solution as necessary but, in contrast to Ger-
many, also mention that they have to proceed on a national level just 
because the EU has failed to control external borders.84

Regarding solidarity and burden sharing, i.e. two aspects of Schen-
gen which are frequently criticised by scholars, all countries acknowl-
edge their necessity but require that also other member states share 
the burden. Particularly Austria and Denmark state that their solidar-
ity with receiving refugees has clear limits.85 Also Merkel argues ‘Ger-
many, Austria and Sweden, as I want to stress again, cannot solve the 
problems alone’.86 On the other hand, Sweden explicitly states that sol-
idarity must also be expressed towards refugees themselves.87 Hence, 
the topos of solidarity and burden sharing is also used differently in 
each country.
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Drawing on refugee treatment, all countries claim that the right to 
seek asylum will be ensured and not restricted by the reimpositions, 
which only aim at those who want to abuse the system.88 As the Aus-
trian Minister of Interior Wolfgang Sobotka said, the reimpositions 
are a clear signal towards illegal migrants and smugglers who should 
know that not everybody will be received.89 This being said, in Austria, 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden, the conditions for getting asylum 
were made significantly stricter during 201690 and also Germany had 
to make concessions to its liberal ´Wilkommenskultur´.91 The intercon-
nection of Schengen with asylum policies is very explicit in all coun-
tries. As Merkel says: ‘Only if there is a reform of Dublin will we be able 
to preserve Schengen permanently’.92 Swedish Minister for Home Af-
fairs Anders Ygeman claimed that if the EU fails to address the refugee 
question collectively, ‘the whole Schengen system is in danger’93 and 
Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Löfven even warned that ‘the whole 
Union can swing if the refugee crisis is not solved and the Schengen 
cooperation collapses completely’.94 Obviously, both policies go hand 
in hand and the Schengen crisis must be seen in a broader context of 
refugee politics.

The decision to reimpose internal controls has not always been 
straightforward, which documents the controversy of this emergen-
cy mechanism. Germany´s decision to reimpose its internal controls 
in September 2015 certainly contributed to Austria following95 but the 
first reaction of Austrian Chancellor Werner Faymann was that his 
country will not strengthen its border controls.96 However, he quick-
ly gave in to his coalition party ÖVP and particularly the outspoken 
Minister of Interior Johanna Mikl-Leitner, who was in favour of reim-
positions.97 Similarly, Denmark and Norway reacted to Sweden´s de-
cision since they did not want to replace it as the preferred refugee 
destination in Scandinavia.98 Whereas Norway admitted that ‘it must 
follow closely what other countries do and act swiftly’99 but welcomed 
the Swedish decision,100 Danish Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmus-
sen hesitated but it took him only one day to change his mind from 
not wanting to reintroduce the internal borders to doing exactly that. 
However, he admitted that internal controls are ‘a big step backward 
for the idea to connect Copenhagen with Skåne and create a powerful 
international region’.101 Moreover, the Danish government feared that 
reimpositions would increase asylum applications.102 Contrarily, Swe-
den welcomed the Danish reimpositions by saying that ‘finally, Den-
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mark takes responsibility for the Nordic region’.103Although this para-
graph shows how difficult the decision to reintroduce internal controls 
might be, unanimity within all government coalitions was achieved in 
the end.104 Austria has probably experienced the most tangible differ-
ences. Whereas Chancellor Faymann and his successor Christian Kern 
(both SPÖ) were hesitant about reimpositions, Mikl-Leitner (ÖVP) 
was in favour of them and even supported fences on borders inside 
Schengen, which is unprecedented. (Regarding government or gov-
ernment-supporting parties, only the Danish People´s Party officially 
supports fences within Schengen and is in favour of building one be-
tween Denmark and Germany.105 Fences on the external borders are 
more common: Austria built a fence in Spielfeld (Slovenia), prepared 
one in Burgenland (Hungary) and planned one in Brenner (Italy)106 and 
Norway built a fence on the border to Russia, allegedly not because of 
refugees but as an upgrade of the border.107)

Overall, regardless whether the government is rather centre-left 
(Sweden), centre-right (Denmark, Norway) or forms a  big coalition 
(Germany, Austria) and whether the strongest party is conservative 
(Norway) or liberal (Denmark), the official position towards Schengen 
is it must be preserved despite the external refugee flows (topoi of secu-
rity and danger).108 All countries emphasise how positive Schengen is, 
most explicitly Germany. Merkel says ‘everything must be done to keep 
Schengen alive’109 since ‘the Schengen area is an area cherished by ev-
erybody’.110 She adds that ‘the current border controls do not mean the 
end of Schengen. I want to return to an open Europe and to a border-
less Schengen’.111 No government representatives claim that Schengen 
should be abolished despite its problems. Even the skeptical Mikl-Leit-
ner, who warns that ‘Schengen is on the brink of collapse’,112 claims that 
‘our priority is to save Schengen’.113 It seems that the open borders are 
perceived as a significant achievement that nobody is willing to give up 
(topos of usefulness).114 In compliance with the wish to preserve Schen-
gen, politicians seem to emphasise on every occassion that they act 
fully in line with the Schengen acquis (topos of rules) and that reimpo-
sitions are a last resort mechanism which is inherent to Schengen but 
only taken for a limited period of time in order to prevent further esca-
lation of the crisis.115 All in all, as presented by the member states, the 
reimpositions are employed to calm the Schengen crisis down rather 
than to be the cause of it.
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Conclusion: Crisis vs Critique
As it follows from the analysis, there is a  broad agreement that the 
Schengen crisis was surprising and unexpected, and that it was brought 
about by extraordinary refugee flows into Europe, which the external 
border controls were not able to manage. However, while scholars crit-
icise reimpositions for being an unfortunate, state-centered approach 
to the problem, all five states and the EU deem them to be an adequate 
coping mechanism that is embedded in the Schengen acquis exactly 
to tackle such a situation. At the same time, the states are aware that 
reimpositions are just a temporary solution and there is a time pres-
sure to find a  long-lasting one. Moreover, although the crisis is only 
rarely seen explicitly as an opportunity to strengthen the coopera-
tion,116 states are positive that Schengen will be preserved. Interestingly 
enough, the analysis shows that politicians use predominantly prag-
matic arguments when explaining why reimpositions are necessary 
and, more generally, why Schengen is an asset, particularly from an 
economic point of view. The symbolic value of the free movement or, 
on the other hand, of national border controls is not employed (as the 
scholarly literature might insinuate).

Furthermore, despite the reimpositions being a state-centered de-
cision, all states want to strive for an EU solution, particularly at the 
external borders since only if external controls are efficient can reim-
positions be abolished again. Although the topos of (potential) danger 
of too many incoming refugees prevail, the topos of rules is also dom-
inant as politicians stress they act in compliance with the Schengen 
legislation and ensure the right to seek asylum. Reimpositions aim 
particularly to identify and select those who enter illegally. Despite the 
overall consensus on the main argumentation strategies, there are cer-
tain national specifics (cf. Figure 1) which document the importance of 
studying also the subjective critique of a crisis. For example, whereas 
Denmark puts the reimpositions into a rather Scandinavian context, 
Germany´s  argumentation is targeted at the whole EU. Alternative-
ly, while Norway and Denmark focus predominantly on prevention, 
Sweden, Austria and Germany on registration and restriction. Also, 
Denmark does not use the topos of solidarity, but the other countries 
do so frequently. 

To conclude, all states intend to maintain Schengen despite the dif-
ficulties they decided to address by employing one of its emergency 
mechanisms. Drawing on Koselleck´s typology, reimpositions do not 
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need to be the beginning of an end of Schengen since the actors in-
volved, be it the selected states or the EU, consider the reimpositions 
to be a way to return to a normal functioning of Schengen. Hence, they 
do not expect an irreversible change in history but rather a transition 
period after which the original state will be restored. No violent con-
flict is to be expected as the IR theory of crisis would suggest. In Anto-
nio Gramsci´s words, the ‘crisis consists precisely in the fact that the 
old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great 
variety of morbid symptoms appear’.117 Reimpositions might represent 
these symptoms.

Of course, this study offers a specific case study and it would be in-
teresting to see how other actors argue about the current Schengen 
crisis and whether they perceive reimpositions as an inherent part 
of Schengen or rather a threat to it. However, as it follows from this 
analysis, it is worth studying how the Schengen crisis is socially con-
structed since without understanding what specific actors mean when 
discussing the Schengen crisis, it is not possible to find appropriate 
solutions. 


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Since the Justice and Development Party came to power, Turkey has 
taken another direction in the international scene, based primarily 
on the ideas of Ahmet Davutoglu, architect of Turkish foreign poli-
cy. Different from Turkey’s conduct during the Cold War, Davutoglu 
developed a new foreign policy with specific principles, with their im-
plementation still open to debates. After Davutoglu’s exit, it should be 
noted that Turkey found itself in another political context, and began 
recalibrating its foreign policy, as president Erdogan has undertaken 
a more active role under the essentials of a de facto presidential foreign 
policy. It is worth mentioning some shifts from Davutoglu’s  frame-
work, such as: from soft power to hard power, from multilateralism 
to strategic security alliances, from zero problems with neighbours 
to a  policy of regaining friends, from strategy of active globalisation 
through multilateralism to strategic security alliances, and  from civil-
isationalist realism of Strategic Depth to proactive moral realism.The 
article aims to shed light on how effective the principles of Turkish 
foreign policy devised by Davutoglu were, whether Turkey continues 
implementing his policies or has abandoned them and what the dy-
namics of the new Turkish Foreign Policy are (after Davutoglu’s exit). 
This article argues that there has been a reorientation of the foreign 
policy of Turkey as a result of structural and contextual changes in the 
regional and international political landscape. 
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Ahmet Davutoglu has played an influential role in shaping Turkish 
Foreign Policy (TFP). He formulated this policy, referring mainly to the 
strategic location of Turkey, as he considers Turkey a  ‘central’ coun-
try or power. It is near Europe, Asia and Africa, and as such, has the 
capability of having an important position within its region and in-
ternationally.  As it simultaneously lies in many regions and is the heir 
to the Ottoman Empire, Turkey is ‘the epicentre of the Balkans, the 
Middle East and the Caucasus, the centre of Eurasia in general and is 
in the middle of the Rimland belt cutting across the Mediterranean to 
the Pacific’.1 Hale reinforces this idea, stating that ‘Turkey is the only 
state, apart from Russia, with territory in both Europe and Asia, and is 
affected by, and affects international politics in South-eastern Europe, 
eastern Mediterranean, Transcaucasia, southern regions of former So-
viet Union and Middle East’.2

Based on the assumption that Strategic Depth argues that a  na-
tion’s value in world politics is predicated on its geostrategic location 
and historical depth, Davutoglu promoted significant principles of 
foreign policy, becoming thus the architect of TFP, having thus a great 
impact on politics for more than a decade. This was a foreign policy that 
saw Turkey getting engaged in various realms, from solving disputes in 
its neighbouring countries to becoming more involved in international 
affairs. He believed that for Turkey to become a regional leader, it must 
have a friendly relationship with its neighbouring countries and a big-
ger influence abroad.3 It could be put forth that the implementation of 
this doctrine raised the international stature of Turkey.

However, after Davutoglu’s exit in 2016, Turkey began to recalibrate 
its foreign policies, due to internal changes in the country and exter-
nal changes in the region. After having played an influential role in 
restructuring the Turkish foreign policy, his exit from the government 
in 2016 - along with changes in the environment of international re-
lations –‘made Turkey vulnerable to changes in the country’s foreign 
policies’.4 This put Turkey in a  different position, as the Turkish se-
curity paradigm was grounded on reconciliation and democratisation 
at home, and peaceful resolution of regional conflicts, while currently 
‘the foreign policy apparatus should be able to recalibrate and restruc-
ture itself vis-à-vis the problems of rising insecurity in the region-
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al landscape and the difficulties of protecting engagements and new 
openings in the international arena’.5

The article aims to shed light on how effective the TFP principles 
devised by Davutoglu were, whether Turkey continues implementing 
his policies or has abandoned them and what the dynamics in new TFP 
after Davutoglu’s exit are. As it tries to answer these questions, the ar-
ticle argues that there has been a reorientation of the foreign policy of 
Turkey as a result of structural and contextual changes in the regional 
and international political landscape.

Traditional6 Turkish Foreign Policy - “a Static Paradigm”
During the Cold War system, the West was Turkey’s close ally, as Tur-
key still is a strategic point for Europe’s defence, and had a stabilized 
position in the international arena. With the end of the bipolar world, 
Turkey had other alternatives and its foreign policy became more in-
dependent. 

Further back in history, during the Kemalism years, the fragile Turk-
ish state defined foreign policy based on domestic and international 
conditions. Kemalism, mainly focused on domestic affairs, set forth ‘the 
policy of non-intervention, Western orientation and vigilance to protect 
national sovereignty’.7 Before the Second World War, Turkish foreign 
policy was based on maintaining neutrality in order to avoid conflicts, 
to become part of Europe and the West in general, as well as to protect 
territorial integrity. In this framework, Aidyn offers four main sources 
for Turkish traditional foreign policy. These sources are the historical 
periods of the formation of the modern Turkish state is based. 

1. historical experience of the Ottoman state;
2. Kemalist nationalist revolution and creation of the Republic;
3. Western orientation; and
4. sceptical perception of great powers and foreign interests.8

According to Fuller, after the foundation of Turkish state, the back-
bone of foreign policy priorities was ‘the transformation of TFP - from 
the trend to expand the influence to containment’ and ‘the harmony 
between domestic and international politics and security issues took 
high priority on the foreign policy agenda’.9

During the second half of the 20th century, two fundamental con-
cepts explain the traditional Turkish foreign policy: maintaining the 
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status quo and westernisation. Traditionally, TFP is based on ‘preserv-
ing the established order within existing borders and balances’ and 
‘implementing a West-oriented foreign policy’.10 During the Cold War, 
the United States and the Soviet Union appeared in the political are-
na as two rival superpowers representing two different ideologies, and 
their rivalry and threats to world peace and security were the paradigm 
of international relations. Being part of this new international order, 
such a paradigm would deeply affect TFP. This new system forced the 
states to behave according to predetermined rules set by the two su-
perpowers.

Aydin clarifies the events that affected Turkey’s  alignment in the 
Western Bloc, stating that ‘after the threats of the Soviet Union in 
1945 to control the straits, Turkey risked falling under Russian influ-
ence’.11 In the power game between the superpowers, President Tru-
man helped Turkey financially and militarily, and Turkey became an 
important ally to the West. Located between areas influenced by the 
two superpowers, Turkey was unable to benefit from their clash, being 
like a ‘garrison’ of the West, and sought to maintain its territorial integ-
rity and security threatened by the Soviet Union.

Being a  critic of this policy, Davutoglu emphasizes that ‘Turkish 
policymakers accepted this position as a static paradigm, and this sit-
uation deprived Turkey of producing alternative paradigms, which re-
sulted in the natural decline of its sphere of influence’.12 In this way, 
Ataturk’s  agenda for the modernisation of Western-oriented Turkey 
and the Cold War system of international relations were the main 
factors defining traditional Turkey’s foreign policy. TFP objectives de-
pended on these two factors, and were - as stated by Davutoglu - part 
of a ‘static paradigm’.

Theory of International Relation explaining TFP during Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) years
According to realism, nation-states in the international system are 
motivated by their self-interests and pursue policies aimed at promot-
ing what they think is best for them. According to Goodin, realism is 
a  ‘spectre of ideas’and is focused on four main proposals: a) states as 
central actors in international politics; b) the international political 
system is anarchic, with  no supranational authority that can impose 
rules on states; c) actors in the international political system are ra-
tional because their actions maximize their interests; and d) all states 
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want power so that they can secure their self-defence.13Referring to the 
four above proposals, we come to the conclusion that states, Turkey 
in our case, tend to act on the basis of their own interests by imple-
menting the realpolitik to expand as much influence as possible. In this 
section, we will try to explain why realism is applied to the Turkish 
foreign policies duringthe AKP period.

To achieve influence in the international system, realism emphasis-
es the fact that a state must have power. During the Davutoglu era14, 
Turkey sought to create an international image of respect and influ-
ence. This is by relying on diplomacy and soft power. The main prin-
ciples, formulated by Davutoglu, are categorized in five pillars: balance 
between freedom and security, no problem with neighbours, good re-
lations with neighbours and beyond, rhythmic diplomacy and multi-
dimensional foreign policy.15Davutoglu believed that, through the im-
plementation of these pillars, Turkey will become more powerful, will 
earn the respect of other states and will assert its influence.16

In addition, in the post-Davutoglu period, we note that AKP for-
eign policy has acquired new characteristics. The new context is driv-
en by several factors, such as the refugee crisis, the conflict with ISIS, 
increased terrorist attacks, the conflict with the Kurds in Iraq and Syr-
ia, the failed coup d’etat etc,. Unlike Davutoglu’s  conduct of foreign 
policy, when foreign policy was based on soft power and civilization-
al multilateralism, Turkey, facing such threats, has undergone a shift 
from the use of soft power to exert influence over its neighbours and 
regional countries, taking a harder approach in trying to promote its 
self-interests.

It should be emphasized that ‘Davutoglu’s theories are not entirely 
based on a single paradigm [...] as he also employs realist, liberal and 
constructivist perspectives’.17 Therefore, there is no wide consensus be-
tween international relations (IR) theorists as to what IR perspective 
Davutoglu doctrine belongs to. Scholars such as Alexander Murison 
(2006) in Strategic Depth and Perspectives on Turkey’s Multi-Regional Role 
in the 21st Century (2015), Emre Ersen in The Evolution of “Eurasia” as 
a Geopolitical Concept in Post–Cold War Turkey, and Pinar Bilgin (2007) 
in Only Strong States, argue that realism is the main theory in Davuto-
glu’s work.18 This leads to the idea that ‘choke points play an important 
part [...] in Davutoglu’s explanation of international behaviour. Davu-
toglu contends that the real reason West is interested in Turkey, and 
in the Middle East as a whole, is that there are numerous choke points 
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in the region’.19 Under this assumption, realism takes precedence over 
role of civilisations or religion. Ozkan states that Davutoglu ‘bases his 
theories on realist expansionist policies’.20 In this context, Davutoglu 
tries to create a  new approach in international affairs ‘by modifying 
existing Western power politics and applying them to Turkey, and an 
Islamic world view’.21 Realism, the basis of Davutoglu theory over civil-
isations, is also explained by Aydinli and Mathews in Periphery Theo-
rizing (2008); Ozkan in Turkey, Davutoglu and the Idea of Pan-Islamism 
(2014); Ozpek and Demirag in The Davutoglu Effect in Turkish Foreign 
Policy: What if the Bowstring is Broken?(2012).22

We can note three elements of realism, reflected in the why TFP is 
conducted. First, power is crucial in international relations, because 
Turkey is already a regional power and, as it has gained this stature, 
sees itself becoming a global power. Second, anarchy is the idea that 
the world lacks any supreme authority. Turkish foreign policy fol-
lows a realist perspective as it considers the world order anarchy and 
tries to exploit this element - through its power. For instance, as the 
United States of America showed for quite some time a containment 
regarding its involvement in the Middle Eastern issues (withdrawal 
from Iraq, reluctance to oust Assad from power, ISIS factor, expan-
sion of Iran influence, and Russia’s involvement in the region), and an 
inability to control the regional order, ‘anarchy fostered competition 
and conflict among states and inhibits their willingness to cooperate 
even when they share common interests’.23 With no central power con-
trolling or configuring the system, the anarchy in international system 
favours powers such as Turkey to fulfil its interests. And third, the con-
cept of alliance in the contemporary world explains the realist attitude 
in relation to Turkey’s alliances. This concept underscores the way of 
creating alliances. Realists argue that there is no permanent ally, as al-
liances are based solely on interests, and the benefits from an ally are 
also not permanent. In a multi-polar system, friends and enemies are 
easily identified, and ‘in this way they are focused on uncertainties and 
dependencies between individual states’.24

During the Davutoglu era, Turkey played in such a field of IR, but, as 
mentioned before, the context after 2015 changed the way TFP was im-
plemented. In 1997, Brzezinski warned that a state like Turkey is ‘vola-
tile in its geopolitical orientation and internally potentially vulnerable, 
and is not only an important geostrategic player but also a geopolitical 
pivot, whose own internal condition is of critical importance to the 
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fate of the region’.25 This is to show that a state like Turkey is prone 
to going through significant changes and transformations in world 
politics, and events such as  Arab Uprisings, the war on terror, failed 
states in the area or the global economic crisis have naturally impacted 
TFP. Brzezinski’s  diagnosis about Turkey is relevant. Especially after 
the year 2000, Turkey has earned the status of  a geopolitical pivot, 
as the AKP foreign policy implemented the Strategic Depth doctrine,  
through specific TFP principles devised by Davutoglu, but the foreign 
policy of this ‘pivot’ has been dynamic, transforming and modifying 
based on its environment. 

According to Keyman, since 2002, when AKP came to power, it is 
possible to analyse and categorize Turkish foreign policy within three 
periods. The first period started in 2002 and continued until 2010, in 
which the environment was mainly framed by the September 11 at-
tacks and the global war on terror. During this time, TFP was shaped 
by soft power, active globalisation, and a  suitable environment for 
Turkey’s proactivity. This is the period Davutoglu employed concepts 
of strategic depth, and civilizational, realist thinking of regional and 
global relations. The second period started with the Arab Spring in 
Tunisia and Egypt in 2010, where a strong societal demand arose for 
regime change in the Middle East and North Africa region, with the 
intention of forming democratic regimes. But this movement ended in 
a boomerang, paving the way for internal and regional conflicts. The 
military coup in Egypt and the civil war in Syria ended the possibility 
of transformation in the region. It went even further, as the Middle 
East’s instability represented an opportunity for expansionist regional 
powers.

Turkey was not immune from these radical changes. The regional 
tensions impacted the proactive foreign policy immensely. It was the 
time when Erdoganassumed the post of president and the tenure of 
Davutoglu as prime minister ended. The third period is characterized 
by serious security risks. Escalating conflict and instability in the re-
gion within the deepening global turmoil has made it necessary, if not 
imperative, to adjust Turkish foreign policy. In such a region, charac-
terized by instability and insecurity, realism concepts such as chaos, 
alliances and power determine Turkish behaviour.26

It is also worth emphasizing two internal events that have signifi-
cantly impacted TFP. First, since the Gezi protests in May and June 
2013, much of the foreign policy language emanating from Ankara 
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haschanged considerably. This change has been profound even in the 
case of Davutoglu, who made a full volte-face from a language of win-
win thinking and soft power to zero-sum games and strongmen ag-
gression, justifying the government by saying that ‘first, it’s wrong to 
claim there is a deficit of democracy in Turkey […] Second, our success 
extends beyond the ballot box […] Third, though we view peaceful pro-
tests as part of a democratic system, we have to strike a balance be-
tween this principle and maintaining public order’.27 In comparison to 
Davutoglu, Erdogan’s language comes across as uninfluenced by ‘soft 
power’ discourse, remaining nationalist on the one hand, and commit-
ted to Realpolitik in the extreme on the other hand.28

The second important internal event impacting TFP was the coup 
d’etat attempt of July 15, 2016, an attack on Turkish establishment. Af-
ter this failed attempt to seize power, the head of state was strongly 
opposed to the reaction of the European Union and the US adminis-
tration. He believed that they did not give appropriate support to his 
elected government. Receiving criticism for the way it handled these 
events, Turkey was even prepared to turn its back to the West. Being 
a NATO member-state since 1952, its international alliance is clearly 
defined with the Western world and it was very difficult to imagine 
Turkey moving away from that alliance. 

The reaction toward internal and external risks have given rise to 
a new, proactive foreign policy, which, referring to Keyman, is moving 
toward a proactive moral realism, with the following specifics:

Since 2002, TFP was, and continues to remain, proactive […] 
The perception of Turkey as a  pivotal state/regional power 
has remained […] TFP has undergone a shift from soft power 
to hard power […] Turkey’s 2002-2010 strategy of active glo-
balisation through multilateralism has significantly declined 
and been replaced by the establishment of, and involvement 
in strategic security alliances […] “Zero problems” principle 
ended in 2015 and has been replaced by the policy of regaining 
friends […] There was also a shift from “civilisationalist real-
ism” in the 2002 - 2010 period, whose basic principles can be 
found in Davutoglu’s elaboration of strategic depth, to “moral 
realism” in the use of hard power.29

In conclusion, the proactivism of TFP, as set by Davutoglu, ended 
in 2014 - 15, and the new foreign policy is being shaped by proactive 
moral realism.
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Discussion on Davutoglu Alternative 
Since 2002, Davutoglu has managed to influence the TFP and helped 
to establish the five pillars or principles. 

One of the pillars is ensuring that there is a balance betweenfreedom 
and security. From Davutoglu’s  point of view, if the Turkey was not 
democratic and secure, then it would not have the capability of assert-
ing its influence in the neighbouring countries.30 The decision by the 
Turkish government to promote democracy and security in its internal 
affairs was motivated by the need of claiming control and influence 
over its neighbouring countries.

The promotion of this principle was also galvanized by the idea that 
Turkey was to be admitted into the European Union. Advancement of 
democracy and security within its internal borders was also a foreign 
affairs strategy aimed at cementing its global image as a stable country, 
hence influencing the affairs of its neighbours and regional countries. 

In principle, a  state needs to guarantee its internal security and 
eliminate threats from outside. In the domestic sphere, state organisa-
tion is inclined to restrict some essential citizen’s freedom for the sake 
of security. Following the logic of Davutoglu, this restriction requires 
careful balancing between two extreme cases. He says: “If security is 
neglected on behalf of freedom then a turbulent and chaotic situation 
is created.”31 On the other hand, “if freedom is not considered a priority 
such as security, then an authoritarian and autocratic society will be 
created.”32

Additionally, Turkey came up with a policy aimed at ensuring that 
there it had no problem with its neighbours. This is a  policy that the 
country managed to successfully implement, especially in the Balkans, 
Caucasus and Middle East. The main aim of this policy was to ensure 
that Turkey did not engage in costly wars and conflicts with its neigh-
bouring countries.  

However, this is such a  disputed principle. It is populist, but it 
should be emphasized that a  ‘zero problems’ policy firstly creates, 
at least perceptively, territorial security. Davutoglu managed to set 
aside perceptions of threats coming from Turkey or was able to miti-
gate conflicts with neighbours. This principle also seems idealistic in 
a chaotic region where realpolitik prevails. Edin states that ‘a major 
challenge for Turkey stems from the fact that it is a player in three 
regions and viewed by other actors as an integral part of any region’.33 
In addition, Turkey is in contact with various international actors. 
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Its relations with them are often conflicting, because it is difficult 
to agree on a variety of interests in a problematic region such as the 
Middle East. As a  conclusion, it can be said that the principle ‘no 
problem’ simultaneously creates a positive international reputation 
and is difficult to be accomplished. 

However, as with balance between security and freedom, even the 
second principle has been open to polemics, and both these principles 
are intertwined. In fact, ‘zero problem’ is a principle that helps Turkey 
take a very active role in international relations. Friedman states that 
‘Turkey is emerging as a great power,’ but it cannot achieve this status 
if ‘it does not solve its internal problems’.34

Moreover, the third principle of Turkish foreign policy under Davu-
toglu was to develop relationships with countries from other regions of 
the world. In fact, in a bid to be admitted to the European Union, Tur-
key, in the first years of AKP into power, sought to reform its laws and 
policies for more freedom and democratic principles. Regarding its 
relationship with NATO, Turkey is a member since 1951, and has the 
second biggest army of the alliance. From such a position, the country 
has acquired a solid stature. This is an indication that Turkey sought 
to build alliances with countries from other parts of the world. None-
theless, alliance building with the European Union has been frustrated 
due to many differences of both parties. 

Such policy targets a  foreign policy vision, by which international 
relations have no restraints. This is illustrated by Davutoglu as follows:

Turkey’s engagements from Chile to Indonesia, from Africa to 
Central Asia, and from European Union to Organisation for 
Islamic Cooperation will be part of a holistic approach to for-
eign policy. These initiatives will make Turkey a global actor 
as we approach 2023, the one hundredth anniversary of the 
establishment of the Turkish republic.35

Rhythmic diplomacy is the fourth pillar of the Turkish foreign policy 
under Davutoglu. Under this principle, Turkey was to engage in inten-
sive diplomatic initiatives aimed at cementing its image as an import-
ant regional and international actor.

As noted above, ending its status as buffer zone during the Cold 
War, Turkey gained the stature of a significant power in the interna-
tional scene. Rhythmic or proactive diplomacy is also a  reflection of 
this perspective. According to Davutoglu, proactive diplomacy ‘refers 
to a stable pro-activism in the field of diplomacy as we strive to achieve 
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an active role in international organisations and to open on areas in 
which Turkey has been limited in the past’.36

The AKP position in this regard is clearly expressed in its program, 
emphasizing the implementation of ‘a proactive, innovative and multi-
lateral external policy’,37 which implies the undertaking of initiatives in 
neighbouring countries in times of crisis. In this new context, consid-
ering expansion to create new areas of influence, Turkey increasingly 
aspires to embrace a global perspective. 

Multidimensional foreign policy is the fifth pillar of the Turkish for-
eign policy. The aim of this policy is for Turkey to engage with inter-
national actors to harmonize its interests and not to compete with 
other actors. This was the main target of the Turkish leadership when 
it sought to establish ties with the United States, NATO and the Euro-
pean Union.38 This approach does not align with former politics based 
primarily on traditional concepts of security. TFP is no longer one-di-
mensional, but it includes a wider range of issues, such as economics, 
culture, diplomacy or energy. Thus, there is a shift from the static po-
larisation of the international system during the Cold War. Davutoglu 
claims that taking this new position ‘is a natural phenomenon for Tur-
key’,39 meaning that its geostrategic position creates a golden opportu-
nity to implement a multidimensional foreign policy.

Turkey’s  international political stance is a  ‘heavy burden’without 
a proper management of diplomacy, especially in the complicated the-
atre of international relations. Keyman underlines his doubts about 
the purpose of this new TFP vision. He sets out three possible reasons 
for the debate:

There is a  “thick scepticism with a  strong ideological take” 
on the new TFP behaviour, and it is perceived as a means by 
which the AKP government attempts to widen the legitimacy 
and power of its Islamic-authoritarian governance […] There 
is another version of scepticism, which claims that Turkey is 
turning its back on the West, and moving towards the East. 
Yet, this version presents a  “thin scepticism”, which is less 
ideological in its orientation […] The third form of scepticism 
raises the question of realism and sustainability: how realistic 
and sustainable is Turkey’s  proactive and multidimensional 
foreign policy?40

It is important to stress that geography forces Turkey to be part of 
a vast network of foreign relations. Turkey’s role in the region as well as 
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in the world in the coming years will be determined by Turkey’s politi-
cal developments and its ability to adapt to both domestic and foreign 
policy levels. As Friedman lists the powers of the future in his promi-
nent book The Next 100 Years, he notes that ‘Turkey is a stable platform 
in the midst of chaos. The Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Arab world 
to the south are all unstable. As Turkey’s power grows—and its econ-
omy and military are already the most powerful in the region—so will 
Turkish influence’.41

Current TFP Recalibration
The aforementioned principles - set by Davutoglu - have created the 
tracks in which TFP after 2002 was re-established. AKP vision was 
thus reflected in Davutoglu’s principles. This policy departed from the 
Cold War’s ‘static paradigm’, where Turkey was focused on preserving 
the status quo and Westernisation, to a somewhat more independent 
policy during the last decade of the twentieth century. And, since the 
AKP’s  victory, Turkey has begun implementing the Strategic Depth 
doctrine, the source of five main principles of TFP.

Focusing on the AKP years (2002 - 2018), we note that, due to Tur-
key’s internal and external dynamics during this period, there has been 
a foreign policy recalibration. While this article aims to shed light on 
how TFP principles have changed over the years of the ruling AKP, in 
this section we try to analyse the current recalibration of the principles 
that began to be implemented in 2002 and reveal their actual config-
uration. As we examine how the principles have changed or evolved 
during AKP years, we must point out that TFP has shifted from soft 
power to hard power, from multilateralism to strategic security alli-
ances, from zero problems with neighbours to a  policy of regaining 
friends, and from civilisationalist realism of Strategic Depth to proac-
tive moral realism.

Regarding the first principle devised by Davutoglu, balance between 
security and freedom, we must point out that in the early years of its 
implementation, there was a  tendency to achieve this balance. This 
principle was meant to strike a balance between freedom and securi-
ty. But, as Turkey has been facing many challenges, such balance has 
not produced the desired results. For instance, one significant aim has 
driven Turkish domestic security policy since 2002, which is prevent-
ing the establishment of a Kurdish state either within Turkey or in Iraq 
(after 2003) and more recently Syria. Davutoglu warned again in 2012, 
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echoing his principle that ‘Turkey must establish a  lasting security/
freedom balance, by liberalizing its political system and abandoning 
its erroneous habits of the past, when viewing society as a potential 
enemy sucked its energy in vicious internal discussions’.42Given recent 
events, there is only a slim chance that the AKP government will allow 
a softening of its security policies towards the Kurdish regions. All of 
this has resulted in a Turkish state that, driven by post-coup paranoia, 
is likely to use force, repression of the media, and other more disrep-
utable means43 to achieve its internal security goals ‘to the detriment 
of freedoms’.

Another example of the failure of this balance, which directly re-
flects the development of foreign policy, is also the coup d’etat attempt 
on 15 July 2016, whose impact on internal security policy in Turkey has 
been crucial. Since coming to power in 2002, to meet EU accession 
criteria, the AKP government also implemented measures to bring the 
military within civilian control. The so-called Gulenists were blamed 
for the coup by the Turkish government. The consequences have been 
dramatic. The Economiststates that “Mr Erdogan is fast destroying the 
very democracy [. . .] About 6,000 soldiers have been arrested; thou-
sands more policemen, prosecutors and judges have been sacked or 
suspended. So have academics, teachers and civil servants, though 
there is little sign they had anything to do with the coup. Secularists, 
Kurds and other minorities feel intimidated by Mr Erdogan’s  loyal-
ists on the streets.”44 Far from being the good ally of the past, Turkey 
blamed U.S. for the coup, with no evidence. Different to the early years 
of AKP government, when the country was considered the model of 
a prospering and stable democracy, Turkey is now threatening to turn 
its back to the West and the democratic practices. Therefore, Davuto-
glu’s principle of ‘security/freedom balance’ is imbalanced in favour of 
security. 

In relation tothe zero problems principle, Turkey envisions an en-
hanced regional engagement. Davutoglu insisted that ‘we believe that 
this is an achievable goal, if enough trust and confidence can be gener-
ated among the relevant parties’.45 This principle was aligned with the 
way Turkey tried to implement public diplomacy, intending to convey 
a positive image of the country to the foreign public.

Referring to what is going on in the Middle East, we see that this 
policy has comprehensively failed. Turkey has many problems with 
its neighbours. Turkey narrowly avoided conflict with Russia, after 
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a Russian SU24 attack aircraft was shot down by a Turkish F-16 on 
30 November 2015, although Turkish - Russian relations are current-
ly normalized. Then on 24 August 2016, Turkeybecame involved in 
the Syrian conflict, after it became clear that without intervening, 
a Kurdish proto-state could become a reality on the Turkish south-
ern border. Turkey’s relationship with Israel was badly damaged af-
ter the Israeli operation to board the Palestinian relief fleet (the so 
called Mavi Marmara incident) on 31 May 2010, although relations 
have since gradually normalized. Relations with the U.S. adminis-
tration were fraught for most of the Obama presidency. There are 
deep-rooted schisms with Iraq over territory and Kurdish issue. As 
the Americans have been collaborating in Syria with YPG Kurdish 
forces (People’s  Protection Units) in the Syrian conflict, ‘Turkey is 
ready to proceed unilaterally in defence of its interests and security 
and [...] and is determined to meet threats to its security’.46And Tur-
key’s relationship with Egypt is poor given Turkey’s unstinting sup-
port for the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Ironically, it is said that ‘Turkey’s  Foreign Policy has gone from 
“Zero Problems” To “Nothing But Problems”’.47 Although such policy 
worked relatively well for some time, today there is almost no ‘country 
of immediate interest’ for Ankara that Turkey has no problems with. 
From Washington to Berlin and Moscow, from Tehran to Baghdad and 
Damascus, you can hardly find a government in Turkey’s  immediate 
neighbourhood and beyond that has ‘zero problems’ with Ankara.

The other principleenvisions an effective diplomacy towards neigh-
bouring regions. ‘Our goal’ Davutoglu says, ‘is to maximize cooperation 
and mutual benefits with all of our neighbours. In order to achieve that 
goal, we build our relations with them on the principles of “security for 
all”, “high-level political dialogue”, “economic interdependence” and 
“cultural harmony and mutual respect”’.48

Considering EU norms, values and reform process, Turkey - EU 
relations had a  considerable impact on Turkey’s  foreign policy. For 
example:Sozen argues that, in the initial years of AKP in power, Tur-
key’s shift to soft power can be seen in Cyprus’ issue, because AKP ad-
ministration changed its policy, ‘as it promised to solve this problem by 
following a less confrontational strategy. Turkish foreign policy shifts 
to a more moderate policy based on solution oriented and AKP’s new 
win-win strategy’.49 This example, as Keyman notes, illustrates Tur-
key’s ‘general activism’. 
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Regarding regional engagements, there has been a shift from ‘gen-
eral activism’ to ‘priority setting’. Turkish foreign policy, especially 
after Davutoglu’s  exit, is concerned more about priorities and less 
about general activism. Moral realism and the use of hard power lead 
to priority setting so that Turkey can achieve the desired outcomes.50 
As Turkey was inclined for a greater cooperation and developing re-
lationships with countries from different regions of the world, while 
negotiating simultaneously with European Union, the United States, 
Russia or Iran - a strategy of active globalisation through multilater-
alism - nowadays we notice that such strategy ‘has been replaced by 
the establishment of, and involvement in strategic security alliances’.51

However, as TFP strategy has changed, Turkey continues to be in-
fluential in such an anarchy. It has acted based on its interests in the 
geopolitical theatre of the Middle East, by building effecting alliances 
with Russia, the U.S. and Saudi Arabia. The shift from soft power to 
hard power has emphasized the strategic importance of alliances in 
foreign policy making.

The fourth principle, rhythmic diplomacy, aspires to provide Turkey 
with a more active role in international relations. It implies active in-
volvement in all international organisations and on all issues of glob-
al and international importance. As it was being “rhythmic”, Turkey 
became a non-permanent member of the U.N. Security Council, and 
chaired three critical commissions concerning Afghanistan, North 
Korea, and the fight against terror. It also undertook the chairman-
ship-in-office of the South-East European Cooperation Process, a fo-
rum for dialogue among Balkan states and their immediate neighbours, 
for 2009 and 2010. In addition, it is a member of G-20, maintains ob-
server status in the African Union, has a strategic dialogue mechanism 
with the Gulf Cooperation Council, and actively participates in the 
Arab League. Turkey has also launched new diplomatic initiatives by 
opening 15 new embassies in Africa and two in Latin America, and is 
a signatory to the Kyoto Protocol. In this regard, the nation’s active and 
constituting role in the creation of the alliance of civilisations to chal-
lenge the clash of civilisation thesis was regionally and globally wel-
comed (The Alliance of Civilisations (AoC) was launched in 2005 by 
the then Prime Minister Erdogan, and former Prime Minister of Spain, 
José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero. The AoC became a U.N. initiative upon 
its endorsement by the Secretary-General of the United Nations). In 
the initial years of AKP, Turkey’s involvement in the areas of economy, 
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culture, identity, diplomacy and humanitarianism raised the profile of 
the country as a secular and democratic government, with a Muslim 
population and a dynamic economy. 

Since 2002, Turkey has been, and likely will continue to be, ac-
tive,engaging, and assertive both regionally and globally. However, 
there are some limits to the effectiveness of this rhythmic diplomacy 
causing counterproductive impacts, especially if it is managed unilat-
erally without considering policy alignment with Europe and the Unit-
ed States. These fractures with the West have reduced the legitimacy 
and the effectiveness of this principle, giving way to the interpretation 
that Ankara is turning away from the EU.52  On the other side, Turkey 
should focus on its priorities, not only to make its proactive foreign 
policy realistic and effective, but also to keep its role in global poli-
tics as an important and pivotal actor. Today, the nation’s regional and 
global engagements focus on Syria and Iraq, as well as on Africa, and 
operate on the basis of the priority of security concerns.

However, since 2010, all of Turkey’s soft power capacities have de-
clined significantly. Instead, in ways similar to Cold War years, Tur-
key’s hard power capacities have become more visible in bilateral and 
international talks. From the war against ISIS to the establishment of 
stability, from managing the refugee crisis to state building, the essen-
tial role of Turkey is perceived more in security terms rather than in 
terms of economy, culture, identity and democracy.53 Turkey’s military 
and geopolitical hard power capacities have begun to draw attention. 
Turkey’s strategic buffer state capacity to contain ISIS, to manage the 
refugee crisis, and to contain Iran and its regional power aspirations 
have become more important than its soft power capacities.54

The fifth principle is adherence to a multidimensional foreign policy. 
Turkey’s relations with other global actors aim to be complementary, 
not in competition. Such a policy gives priority to Turkey’s  strategic 
relationship with the United States, through the two countries’ bilat-
eral strategic ties and through NATO. It considers its EU membership 
process, its good neighbourhood policy with Russia, and its synchro-
nisation policy in Eurasia as integral parts of a consistent policy that 
serve to complement each other. This means that good relations with 
Russia are not an alternative to relations with the EU. Nor is the model 
partnership with the United States a rival partnership against Russia.55 
Only Turkey can play this important role because of its geopolitical 
and geostrategic location connecting both continents. 
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Turkey’s  multidimensional foreign policy has been firmly estab-
lished, and has been largely successful. One of the threats to this pol-
icy came when the relations with the United States were expected to 
collapse in 2007. A  serious problem with the United States seemed 
imminent, due to the developments concerning the Armenian resolu-
tion and the Iraqi situation. On 17 October, 2007, the Turkish Parlia-
ment voted in favor of allowing the Turkish Armed Forces to take mil-
itary action against the Kurdishforces based in northern Iraq, openly 
opposing the U.S. Later that year, Turkey recalled its ambassador to the 
United States after the  House Committee on Foreign Affairs  passed 
a United States resolution on the Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman 
Empire.Nevertheless, by the end of 2007, Turkish-American relations 
had evolved such that both sides emerged with a better understanding 
of each other; channels of communication continue to remain open 
on both sides. After the on-again, off-again relationship between the 
United States and Turkey, it is worth emphasising their latest agree-
ment over the Kurds in Syria in June 2018. In regard to the EU, al-
though the integration process has slowed down, a serious deadlock 
was avoided and the process was not suspended. The relations with EU 
have not progressed at the desired level, sometimes have deteriorated, 
but Turkey and EU interests are intertwined.

As a  reaction to the shaky relationship with the West, an institu-
tionalized pattern of relations with Russia emerged. Ankara’s closeness 
with Moscow strengthens the former’s  political leverage against the 
U.S. and European countries with which Turkey currently does not 
enjoy good relations. Ankara’s  procurement of Russia’s  S400 missile 
system is not only a military move, but also a diplomatic one, sending 
a strong message to its Western allies. Russian - Turkish rapproche-
ment also helps relations between Ankara and Tehran. Iran, Turkey 
and Russia have become the three guarantors of the Astana talks, aim-
ing to solve the Syrian conflict politically. 

This principle seems more immune towards the latest changes, 
as Turkey continues its quest for a  great power. One good example 
is Turkey’s  multidimensional foreign policy with the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): A. Selvarajah, Singapore’s ambassa-
dor to Turkey, in an exclusive interview with Anadolu Agency said: ‘In 
the past, Turkey has focused on its European accession and European 
membership. But today Turkey wants to also look beyond Europe to 
other parts of the world. Turkey’s strategy of having a multidimension-
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al foreign policy is kindly welcomed by the ASEAN countries’. Thai-
land’s ambassador, SuvatChirapant, said that ‘ASEAN was a huge mar-
ket with over 600 million people, and we are looking for Turkey to be 
a hub connecting China, India, Japan and Korea with Europe, Africa 
and the Middle East’.56

However, despite this successful policy, Keyman emphasizes that 
‘considering the multidimensional policy, the present nature of in-
volvement seems to be more focused, selective, and globally limited’.57 
He highlights that there is a  transition from Proactivism/Region-
al-Global Engagements to Proactivism/Selective Engagements, dic-
tated by the context in which Turkey finds itself and responding  to 
‘anticipatory, change-oriented and self-initiated behaviour in specific 
situations’.58

After the change of nature in the international context, Turkey con-
tinues to pursue a balanced, multidimensional foreign policy instead 
of its traditional relatively western orientation. The current dimension 
is partly dictated by the rejection of EU and strained relation with the 
US. Turkey does not accept the ‘privilegedpartnership’ offered by Ger-
many and France, and has been defiant to many U.S. policies. This new 
context has led ‘Turkey to search for new alternatives’.59 As this TFP 
principle continues to adapt to the new context, we can refer to Davu-
toglu, as follows: 

There is no longer a Euro-centric cultural life. China and India 
are rising with their own culture; Islamic world is becoming 
more culturally vibrant, Africa is rediscovering itself, and cre-
ating an African consciousness modernisation is increasingly 
multidirectional; the angle between modernisation and west-
ernisation is getting steeper. New power centres are emerging; 
Turkey with its geography, history and culture, is a candidate 
to be one of these new centres.60

Conclusion
Finally, there is a significant shift in the foreign policies of Turkey, af-
ter Davutoglu’s exit from Turkish political scene, meaning that he had 
an undeniable effect on TFP. His departure coincided with anera of 
changes in internaland foreign policy. During the time when Davuto-
glu was influential in Turkish foreign policy, Turkey managed to follow 
five specific principles that were used to determine its relationships 
with neighbouring countries and the world at large. We have noticed 
that these principles are undermined, as Turkey has recalibrated the 
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foreign policies, especially after the year 2015. For instance, Davutoglu 
believed that for Turkey to have influence all over the world, it must 
first secure its borders and promote democracy. The current govern-
ment does not tolerate criticism and has demonstrated anti-demo-
cratic policies, with the coupd’etat attempt and Kurdish issue being 
the main factors of the eroding security/freedom principle. Erdogan, 
embodying the Turkish establishment, has also departed from the ‘no 
problem’ policy, where Turkey sought to promote peaceful co-exis-
tence with its neighbours. The reason is because of the changing dy-
namics of international relations and the rise of regional powers such 
as Saudi Arabia and Iran. This change in policies is seen with the con-
flicting relationships that Turkey is having in the Middle East, as well 
as disagreements on many issues with the European Union and the 
United States. The relationship of Turkey with these countries has al-
tered significantly, and so has their cooperation. Turkey’s position in 
the international community depends more and more on hard power 
to exert influence over its neighbours.


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The article is aimed at analysing the U.S. contemporary defence and 
military planning from the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA), de-
veloped in the 1990s and consolidated during the War on Terror, to the 
Third Offset Strategy that will guide the Pentagon’s efforts until 2030. 
It will be argued that this process of military innovation based on the 
legacy of the RMA and aimed at keeping the American military-tech-
nological edge while countering the Anti-Access/Area-Denial threats 
may inspire a new revolution capable of transforming the art of war 
while ensuring the country’s military supremacy up to 2050.
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transformation, third offset strategy, American way of war

‘The United States is by its nature a technological nation. The American 
regime is a technical contrivance intended to achieve an unnatural end –  
peace and tranquility […] technical solutions to the problems of war 
are as natural as bravery was to Spartans […] For Americans, weaponry 
is even more essential than courage or leadership’.1 With this evocative 
quote about the United States’ fascination with technology begins The 
Future of War, published in 1998 by George Friedman – founder of the 
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Stratfor strategic intelligence consulting firm and founder and chair-
man of Geopolitical Futures – and his wife Meredith. Based on the idea 
that smart weapons would revolutionize warfare and that US techno-
logical superiority would guarantee its future military supremacy, this 
book was written when the country was in an exceptional situation: 
its main antagonist had disappeared, Washington had been consoli-
dated as the great pole of global power, the world would enjoy appar-
ent peace and stability, many nations of the former Communist Bloc 
wished to integrate into the Western sphere, the American economy 
was once again taking off and its warfare hegemony seemed guaran-
teed by the achievement of a Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) that 
claimed to set a cleaner, more effective, precise and resolute style of 
waging war.

However, many of those hopes vanished in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
the military occupation of which once again demonstrated the severity 
of war. Although the campaigns of Afghanistan and Iraq demonstrat-
ed the weaknesses of fighting in irregular scenarios and moderated 
the proclamations of the previous decade, they allowed the country 
to develop revolutionary technologies and produce smart weapons, 
drones or cybernetics, as well as to exploit new methods of warfare, 
to conceive joint operations in the ground, aerial, naval, space and 
cybernetic dimensions, and to identify the soldier as the weakest ele-
ment in the war machine. Today, having consolidated the revolution, 
buried the War on Terror, popularized the technologies that made up 
the hard core of the past RMA while looking towards Asia-Pacific, the 
United States again seems to hear the siren songs of technology with 
the launch of the Third Offset Strategy, aimed at increasing the tech-
nological and military gap with its potential adversaries, replacing the 
traditional model of forward presence and power projection, capable 
of culminating in a new RMA, as the Second Offset Strategy did in the 
1970s.

This article will analyze the US defence planning from the RMA de-
veloped in the 1990s and consolidated during the War on Terror to the 
Third Offset Strategy. This process of military innovation based on the 
legacy of the last RMA will guide the country’s strategic planning until 
2030 and may inspire a new revolution capable of transforming the art 
of war. Thus, understanding that 1) defence policy is the dimension of 
national security which establishes the goals, sets the objectives, and 
provides the necessary means to guarantee the defence of the country 
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with military instruments, and 2) that defence planning is the process 
focused on defining and obtaining the force structure and the catalog 
of capabilities needed to meet national defence objectives with avail-
able resources, this article will analyze the configuration of the US de-
fence planning and will highlight the continuity patterns between the 
RMA in the 1990s and the Third Offset Strategy that will guide the 
Pentagon’s efforts until 2030.

Revolution
The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 triggered a succession of 
political changes that culminated in the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, 
the disappearance of the USSR, and the reconfiguration of the Europe-
an map. Those great events marked the end of the bipolar internation-
al system, placed the United States at the top of a new world order, and 
forced it to restructure the defence policies of the old foes.

In this historical context, the US defence planning was marked by 
the payment of the ‘peace dividend’ or the reduction of military expen-
diture, demobilization of forces, and reorganization of units. It also en-
tailed the configuration of the country’s post-Cold War strategic pillars 
(the articulation of a hegemonic order that would prevent another re-
gional or global competitor from emerging) and the search for an RMA 
that promised to provide its armies with military dominance against 
any opponent, permitting to reduce both spending on defence and 
support the strategy of primacy that the Bush Administration would 
profile to build the new world order2 3 4. Thanks to the information 
revolution based on the country’s technological and industrial leader-
ship along with a focus on widening the military gap with its strategic 
competitors, this revolution seemed to be the solution to all the politi-
cal, military and economic issues that the United States had to address 
after the end of the Cold War.5 6 7

Considered as the paradigm of a successful military innovation,8 an 
RMA entails a profound change in the way of waging war that stems 
from the exploitation of new technologies, doctrines and forms of or-
ganization. This new catalogue of military capabilities9 renders the 
pre-revolutionary model irrelevant or obsolete and provides enormous 
superiority to the military that first achieves this revolution. However, 
it will be able to maintain this military superiority for a limited time, as 
with the passage of time new technologies will spread and its adversar-
ies will try to emulate (to copy in an uncritical way), assimilate (adapt 
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to their specific situation) or develop answers (either asymmetric or 
counter-revolutionary) to end this superiority.10 11

Although there were numerous RMAs throughout history –from 
the reforms of Xenophon in the fifth century BC to nuclear war in 
the twentieth century– that have transformed the way we conceive of 
making war, the revolution that Washington sought in the immediate 
post-Cold War era and consolidated during the War on Terror12 began 
to take shape in the 1970s, coinciding with the advent of the Informa-
tion Age. Since then, computer science, the Internet, satellite commu-
nications, geolocation systems, and robotics or artificial intelligence13 
have been integrated into the militaries and have transformed their 
processes, practices, organization and capabilities. Its greatest advan-
tages lie in providing a unique capability to acquire, filter and interpret 
unlimited amounts of information of military interest, share it with 
users who need it almost instantly and neutralize any possible threat 
with unprecedented speed and precision.14 It is therefore not uncom-
mon for sensors (command, control, communications, computers, in-
telligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance or C4ISR), platforms (in-
visible to remote sensing or detection systems) and precision or smart 
weapons to be considered as the pillars of this revolution whose pre-
liminary effects were observed in 1991.15 16 17 18 19

Although individually these technologies provide great improve-
ments in the way to conceive, to plan and to conduct the operations, 
what is truly revolutionary is that all systems – as it can be observed 
nowadays with the connectivity between computers, smartphones, 
tablets and other electronic devices – are networked, allowing soldiers 
to know and control what happens around them, either by recognizing 
the terrain, identifying the threats, designating targets or beating tar-
gets based on their situation, threat or availability. This is the premise 
on which the concept of ‘system of systems’ is based, which, regarded 
as the essence of this RMA, allows to accumulate an immense amount 
of information on the area of   operations, to turn it into useful intelli-
gence data for the forces that operate on the terrain and immediately 
take advantage of it to beat the adversary.20 21 The ‘system of systems’ 
also laid the foundations of the ‘network centric warfare’, a new style 
of combating based on the use of small forces integrated in networks, 
organized in swarms, distributed on the battlefield and able to beat 
enemy targets before they realize they have been discovered.22 Indeed, 
network centric warfare will not only be one of the central elements 
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of this RMA, but also of the Third Offset Strategy recently launched by 
the Pentagon, based on network interconnection and using swarms of 
land, marine, submarine, and aerial robots.23 24

In conclusion, the integration of sensors, decision makers, plat-
forms, weapons, and forces into a  network would not only improve 
the planning and conduct of operations, but also lay the foundations 
of a revolution that would occur when the armed forces implement-
ed new capabilities aimed at exploiting the potential of the ‘system of 
systems’. Consequently, in order to achieve this revolution, not only 
should new platforms, sensors and weapons be acquired, or the ex-
isting systems be digitalized to conduct network centric operations, 
but new forms of action should be developed (joint, combined, rapid, 
decisive, expeditionary and effects-based operations and consolidation 
of the space and cyber domains), as well as organization (streamlin-
ing and flexibilization of command structures and networking the 
services), and leadership styles (decentralized tactical command and 
direct strategic control).25 26 27

On the practical level, this revolution began to take shape after 
the Vietnam debacle in the aftermath of the crisis of the traditional 
American way of war, grounded on the country’s  industrial capacity 
to sustain a long war,28 and the growing threat of war on the European 
front.29 30 31 This revolution was based on the dream of Undersecretary 
of Defence William Perry – who, between 1993 and 1997, served as the 
head of the Pentagon and whose work was essential to consolidate the 
RMA – ‘... to be able to see all high value targets on the battlefield at any 
time; to be able to make a direct hit on any target we can see; and to 
be able to destroy any target we can hit’.32 It was projected as a Second 
Offset Strategy33 that would alter the fragile balance of forces on the 
European Central Front in favor of NATO in the 1970 by harnessing 
Western technological potential to multiply allied military power by 
balancing the Warsaw Pact’s quantitative superiority without resorting 
to nuclear weapons in the event of a war in Europe. The revolutionary 
effects of these changes were identified by the Soviet General Staff34 in 
the 1970s and analysed in detail by the Pentagon in the 1980s.35 How-
ever, it was not until the spectacular triumph of the coalition led by 
the United States in the Gulf War of 1991 that this revolution reached 
worldwide fame.

Therefore, it is not surprising that this RMA seduced the Ameri-
can political, military and industrial class and articulated its defence 
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planning until the War on Terror. Not only did it seem to be akin to 
the American strategic culture,36 along with the promise to supple-
ment the reduction of human, material, and financial resources due 
to the peace dividend with technology,37 but it also promised Wash-
ington the future warfare supremacy and the possibility of continuing 
to use military power as a foreign policy tool with little to no political, 
economic or social costs. In other words, ‘… this revolution in military 
affairs offers the United States the possibility of doing “more with less”, 
enabling it to maintain its military power even at a time of shrinking 
U.S. defence budgets’.38

However, the Pentagon initially showed a lukewarm interest in this 
possibility because after the debacle of the USSR its main priority was 
to accommodate the strategic pillars of the country to the immediate 
post-Cold War and to outline a  strategy of primacy that would pre-
serve its future political hegemony. Only some key players, such as the 
Secretary of Defence Dick Cheney, Undersecretary Paul Wolfowitz 
and General Colin Powell (who would return to prominent posts in 
the George W. Bush Administration years later) and the armed forc-
es – with the sole exception of the Navy, fearing that the RMA would 
render its formidable naval and anti-submarine fleet obsolete – joined 
in the discussions. They were attracted by the effects that this revolu-
tion could have on the country’s military strategy, its fighting style, or 
because they could use it as a weapon in its internal struggles for the 
allocation of resources and political influence in a situation marked by 
the financial crisis and the collection of the ‘peace dividend’.39 40 41

It was not until 1993 – coinciding with the conceptual consolidation 
of the RMA and the elaboration of the Bottom-Up Review,42 the first 
major revision of the US post-Cold War defence policy – that the De-
partment of Defence not only began to consider using the possibilities 
offered by the revolution to solve some of the strategic issues that the 
country had to face, such as maintaining the capacity to fight in two 
geographically separate conflicts (Korean Peninsula and Middle East) 
with a smaller force structure than that maintained during the Cold 
War,43 but also started the search for this revolution, which was con-
sidered increasingly fundamental for maintaining hegemony both on 
the battlefield and in international affairs.44

Three years later, the Pentagon sponsored the revolution with the 
publication of the Joint Vision 2010.45 This guide for the development of 
military capabilities planned for 2010 confirmed its existence, and set 
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the course for achieving this revolution that promised to inaugurate 
a ‘new American way of war’ that, based on the US technological edge, 
full knowledge of the battlefield and the ability to conduct precision 
attacks from great distances, would allow the country to obtain fast, 
clean and decisive victories against any adversary.46 In 1997, the politi-
cal class did the same with the first Quadrennial Defence Review.47 This 
roadmap that drove the defence policy of the second Clinton admin-
istration (1996-2000) not only recognized its existence and supported 
the pillars of the revolution identified by the military elite, but under-
stood that its achievement was vital to facing future dangers and con-
tributing to American political hegemony well into the 21st Century.48 49

To this end, it was proposed to take advantage of the ‘strategic 
pause’50 to develop and implement revolutionary capabilities, to ac-
commodate the country’s military architecture to future risks, and to 
modernize selected legacy military platforms to maintain sufficient 
forces to participate in any conflict that could be unleashed while de-
signing the army of the 21st Century. This process, aimed at achiev-
ing the revolution and preparing the American defence framework to 
meet the risks and threats that could materialize in the first decades of 
the third millennium, was called ‘Transformation’.

Although this roadmap considered it essential that the United States 
transform its military power to achieve the revolution and prepare for 
an uncertain future, the timidity of the proposed changes in the struc-
ture of forces and in the catalog of military capabilities; the low budget 
allocation for the development and acquisition of new capabilities (the 
initially proposed expenditure objective was never achieved)51 and the 
high participation of its armed forces in peace operations and crisis 
management (which in the face of the Republican Congressional re-
fusal had to cover expenses with funds initially earmarked for mod-
ernization and training), de facto paralyzed the transformation until 
George W. Bush reached the White House.52

Transformation
The election of the former Governor of Texas, George W. Bush, as the 
President of the United States was the definitive impulse to the RMA. 
Captivated by the promises of the revolution, advised by some of his 
staunchest supporters and aware of its role in supporting the shaping 
of the 21st Century world order,53 President Bush and his Secretary of 
Defence Donald Rumsfeld outlined an ambitious transformation pro-
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cess aimed at achieving the revolution by 2015-20 while preparing the 
US defence architecture to meet the emerging challenges. To this end, 
not only did they design a security policy that would bury the warfare 
paradigm of the Cold War, but they also set the defence transforma-
tion – from the force structure, catalogue of capabilities, and military 
deployment patterns to the organization, operation, administration, 
and financing of the Pentagon – as one of the top priorities of the Re-
publican Administration.54 55 56 57

However, transformation replaced the revolution as the framework 
for US military planning, as witnessed by the Quadrennial Defence Re-
view following the events of September 11.58 This fateful date not only 
ended the ‘strategic pause’, initiated after the end of the Warsaw Pact 
and marked the beginning of the War on Terror whose effects still con-
tinue, but it also forced the White House to rethink its defence policy 
by convincing it of the extreme urgency of accommodating its security 
architecture – a huge, rigid and bureaucratic structure still anchored in 
the Cold War paradigm – to the 21st Century, accelerating its transfor-
mation and allowing it to test the revolution.59

Grounded on the search for Osama bin Laden, the dismantling of 
Al Qaeda and the Afghan and Iraqi military campaigns, the War on 
Terror served to uncover the limitation of US military power, to break 
the apparent unipolarity of the post-Cold War international order and 
facilitate the rise of new powers capable of limiting influence and dis-
puting regional hegemony of the United States.60

The baptism of fire of the new American way of war took place in 
Afghanistan, where a small force specifically formed for Operation En-
during Freedom, with permanent close air support, collaborating with 
the Northern Alliance, equipped with modern technologies and using 
sophisticated tactics overthrew the Taliban regime, isolated Al Qaeda 
in the mountains and in neighboring Pakistan and established a tran-
sitional government in just over a month. This victory surprised the 
Pentagon, which preached that the way the war was waged was an un-
mistakable sign that the revolution was about to consolidate. Thus, it 
proposed to accelerate the transformation.61 62 63

A few months later, preparations for Iraq’s  invasion began. Deter-
mined to overcome the shadow of Vietnam embodied in the Wein-
berger-Powell64 doctrine, Rumsfeld developed a  plan of operations 
that would exploit the revolution and drive the transformation. After 
a  brief deployment and concentration of forces, a  joint ground-am-
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phibious force with permanent air support paralyzed the Iraqi gov-
ernment, causing a total confusion in its armies, nullified the military 
opposition, and achieved a  stunning, overwhelming, and seemingly 
decisive victory in a few weeks.65 66

Both triumphs seemed to validate the preliminary results of the 
RMA, the potential of the military transformation and the effective-
ness of the new American way of war. However, following the transi-
tion from major combat operations to stabilization, factors such as the 
small volume of forces used,67 armaments employed, limited training 
in stabilization, reconstruction or counter-terrorism, limited knowl-
edge of both countries or the lack of intelligence grid on the ground;68 
combined with the absence of coherent plans for peacemaking or the 
incorrect decisions taken after overthrowing both regimes, helped 
an insurgency breakout that jeopardized local authorities and forced 
Washington to wage a long, controversial, and costly war.  

The emergence of the insurgency – as it happened in Vietnam de-
cades before – caught the Pentagon, which, seduced by technology, had 
forgotten that war is a clash of opposing wills and that any actor tries 
to exploit its opponent’s weaknesses, fights with the means it has at its 
disposal and uses the strategies that provide greater revenues. Thus, 
faced with the technocentric US military style, the Afghan and Iraqi 
insurgencies conceived responses that exploited the limitations of the 
American way of war and the vulnerabilities of the advanced societies. 
Among these weaknesses one can stress the volatility of domestic pub-
lic opinion and the pressure of the international community; the fear 
of human loss and collateral damage; the subjection to restrictive and 
anachronistic war customs; the anxiety about political costs and elec-
toral effects of operations; the requirement to restrict its scope, impact 
and duration; the reluctance to use ground forces in operations or the 
need to use force in a limited and restrictive way.69

Not only did the insurgency reveal the shortcomings of the new 
American Way of War in low-intensity environments and the limita-
tions of RMA’s technocentric model, but it also showed how difficult it 
is to pacify hostile territories, the human and material costs involved 
in any imposed change of political regime or new operational require-
ments motivated by participation in both campaigns.70 71 72 These fac-
tors motivated the abandonment of the revolution in the US military 
agenda and a change of direction of the military transformation – from 
preparation for future conflicts to resolution of the present problems –  
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that the services adopted immediately but that was not formalized un-
til the Quadrennial Defence Review 2006, which laid the groundwork 
for Bush’s second term and the appointment of Robert Gates as head 
of the Pentagon.73 74

This strategic turnaround led Gates to focus on conducting the 
Afghanistan and Iraq campaigns and building adequate capacities for 
post-conflict stabilization, national building, or counter-insurgency 
during his tenure at the Pentagon (2006-11). This was accomplished 
through adjustments in defence planning (prioritizing the resolution 
of identified problems), military programming (redefining, slowing 
down or deferring the purchase of the big ticket programs to free up 
funds that would allow the acquisition of other materials needed for 
present missions75), expenditure structure (defraying ongoing mis-
sions and maintaining training standards and modernization plans) 
and force structure (by increasing Army and Navy personnel, recon-
verting artillery units into infantry units, increasing special operations 
forces, civil-military cooperation units, rethinking deployment cycles 
or regulating the presence of military contractors); and consolidated 
with the signing of the Defence Directive 3000.07 of 2008, which placed 
irregular war on the same level as the conventional one and required 
the services to implement all changes necessary to efficiently fight in 
both types of conflict.76 77 78 79

However, the elimination of Osama bin Laden allowed President 
Barack Obama to redefine the War on Terror,80 to advance the with-
drawals from Iraq (2011) and Afghanistan (2014, postponed until the 
situation improves); and to replace the current strategic model with 
a new framework that will guide defence planning over the next de-
cades. It is conditioned, therefore, by the lessons learned from ten years 
of war – especially by the shortcomings of a  force prepared to fight 
against technologically advanced opponents when having to wage an 
irregular war and the limits of the American way of war – as well as by 
the current domestic and international situation, which again focuses 
on maintaining the warfare supremacy against any future enemy by 
launching a new process of military innovation capable of motivating 
a new RMA.

While the War on Terror has had dire effects on US policy and in-
ternational security, revealed the limits of its military power and fa-
cilitated the consolidation of new regional powers capable of com-
peting with Washington, it has also once again demonstrated the 



67

Guillem  
Colom-Piella

José Antonio  
Peña-Ramos

Evelana 
Zhykharava- 
-Salodkaya

country’s  unbeatable conventional superiority, exposed the military 
gap with its competitors, and has matured revolutionary technologies 
and capabilities (especially drones, robotics, and cyber) to the expected 
Revolution in Military Affairs which has been a great qualitative leap in 
the art of war, since the United States’ way of fighting today has little 
to do with its past.81 82 83 84 Despite this, American military supremacy 
no longer seems so large due to the diffusion of technologies that ar-
ticulated the past revolution and its integration into asymmetric and 
hybrid strategies; the economic crisis, which has forced to reduce the 
total cost of defence85 as well as the War against Terror, which has con-
sumed vast resources, eroded the military institution, forced to devel-
op capacities of limited utility for high intensity conflicts and prevent-
ed implementation of the major modernization programs projected in 
previous years.86 87 Although this new model more closely related to the 
American strategic culture began to be articulated in early 2012 with 
the presentation of the Defence Strategic Guidance,88 89 it was consoli-
dated in late 2014 with the launch of the Third Offset Strategy.90

Offset
Based on the legacy of the RMA and the technological leadership of 
American industry,91 this process of military innovation seeks to ad-
dress the strategic issues that Washington must face after the War on 
Terror and to maintain – as it has promised the previous revolution 
in the immediate post-Cold War – the level of military ambition with 
less economic, human or material resources and greater political con-
straints, as well as to widen the capacity gap with its potential adver-
saries. More specifically, it is intended to increase the country’s capaci-
ty to project its military power in anti-access and area denial (A2/AD)92 
environments, to reinforce conventional deterrence and to impose 
a high opportunity cost on potential adversaries seeking to compete 
with the country in technological matters.93

Since the Gulf War of 1991, the country’s potential adversaries have 
studied the characteristics of the new American way of war and have 
been equipped with technologies (C4ISR systems to digitalize the 
battlespace, smart weapons to accurately beat the enemy targets and 
stealth or unmanned platforms to enter risk areas), and capabilities 
(joint action, network centric warfare, special operations forces or cy-
berwar) linked to the RMA.94 95 96 On the other hand, they have also 
developed responses – such as A2/AD measures – to prevent Washing-
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ton from projecting its power and exploiting its technological-military 
potential. In the words of former Secretary of Defence Chuck Hagel: 
‘... We are entering an era where American dominance on the seas, in 
the skies, and in space – not to mention cyberspace – can no longer be 
taken for granted.  And while the United States currently has a deci-
sive military and technological edge over any potential adversary, our 
future superiority is not a given’.97 More specifically, the Pentagon con-
siders that it faces four major problems when it comes to projecting its 
military power:98 

•	The vulnerability of facilities where US forces are stationed, such 
as the bases of Guam (United States), Diego Garcia (United King-
dom) or Okinawa (Japan) to Chinese missiles, thus compromising 
the model of advanced presence and power projection.
•	US opponents are fielding C4ISR systems capable of detecting, 

identifying and following any American movement over great dis-
tances.
•	Non-stealth aircrafts, which represent the bulk of the country’s air 

fleet, are increasingly vulnerable to advanced enemy air defences.
•	Satellites, and thus the capabilities they provide, from global po-

sitioning and navigation to intelligence, observation or commu-
nications, are increasingly vulnerable to physical or cyberattacks. 

In other words, the diffusion of the capabilities that provided the 
country with post-Cold War supremacy and laid the foundations of 
the RMA, together with the development of A2/AD means specifical-
ly designed to limit the country’s military superiority, are increasing 
the vulnerability of forward bases, surface ships, manned aircraft or 
space satellites. This reduces the military gap produced by the RMA, 
and reduces the utility of the paradigm of presence and power pro-
jection, effective since the dawn of the Cold War. And when this hap-
pens, its conventional deterrence model will be compromised, the 
impact of its advanced presence on regional stability will be limit-
ed and its superpower role will be damaged.99 100 As a result, Wash-
ington’s  allies –particularly those in the Asia-Pacific or the Middle 
East101– are likely to question the country’s  ability to defend them 
in case of need, leading to a security dilemma likely to trigger new 
weaponry proliferation and even transform the current system of al-
liances.102
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Consequently, the Third Offset Strategy is based on the legacy of 
the contemporary RMA and the American scientific and technological 
potential to redraw the military divide between Washington and its 
opponents, guarantee the capacity to project its military power to any 
point on the globe and reinforce the security commitments between 
the country and its allies.

To achieve these objectives, the Pentagon will draw two lines of ac-
tion: on the one hand, it will exploit the supremacy that the United 
States maintains in key military capabilities of the recent RMA, such 
as unmanned operations, naval and air operations to large distances, 
stealth operations, submarine warfare or engineering and systems in-
tegration to ensure, with a smaller but more advanced army, the ad-
vanced presence and power projection in A2/AD environments while 
reinforcing its strategic leadership and forcing its opponents to em-
bark on arms race that they probably will not be able to follow, as in the 
case of the Second Offset during the Cold War.103 On the other hand, 
it will prioritize conventional deterrence by denial (reducing the ene-
my’s perception of their ability to achieve their military objectives) and 
deterrence by punishment (by ensuring the ability to retaliate against 
high-value targets to show that any disruption of the status quo will 
have an unaffordable cost for the attacker).104 105 In any case, if it cannot 
avoid aggression against US interests or its allies, Washington must be 
able to respond quickly and decisively to stop the attack, to force the 
cessation of hostilities or to achieve an undisputed victory over the 
enemy.106

In conclusion, with the Third Offset Strategy, the Pentagon will try 
to:

•	Combine legacy capabilities (Cold-War systems or those that have 
been used ever since) with the development of new materials and 
operational concepts that allow the country to combat the full 
range of operations in multiple operations theaters concurrently.
•	Reduce US dependence on forward naval, air and ground bases.
•	Protect itself against the loss or degradation of satellites.
•	Take advantage of the global presence of its air and naval forces, 

the responsiveness of its aviation and missiles and the effective-
ness of its unmanned platforms.
•	Exploit precision strategic strike capability to threaten any enemy 

target inside or outside the theater of operations.
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•	Lead a new arms race by exploiting the technological-military ar-
eas that lead the country (such as drones, artificial intelligence, 
cyberspace, submarine warfare, strategic attack, systems integra-
tion) and where its opponents still lack the necessary know-how.
•	Use alliances between the country and its allies and friends to 

strategically position itself and share regional defence costs and 
responsibilities.

Developed as the answer to the strategic questions that surround 
the United States, the Third Offset Strategy will guide US defence 
planning until 2030. However, taking into account that it may be 
implemented in a restrictive budgetary environment, even President 
Trump has promised to boost the military spending and rebuild the 
military107 and several modernization projects cannot be deferred (nu-
clear arsenal, anti-missile shield, satellites or cyber capacities),108 109 the 
Pentagon will try to combine, as much as possible, the material assets 
inherited from the Cold War or those that have been used since 1991110 
with the development of new systems – strategic stealth drones, new 
stealth bombers, combat robots, cyber weapons, C4ISR systems or 
electromagnetic guns – which will become the technological strands 
of the future wars.111 112

Although this strategy will possibly guide US defence planning until 
2030, its development – and more specifically the acquisition of ma-
terial means the acquisition of the necessary enablers or the research 
of revolutionary technologies – in a context marked by the scarcity of 
financial, human, and material resources, will require implementing 
unpopular measures that will raise controversies between the political 
and industrial class and corporate resistance in the military. On the one 
hand, the structure of forces, the catalog of capabilities, deployment 
patterns and institutional balances among the three armies set by the 
Quadrennial Defence Review for the period 2014-19113 should be trans-
formed. On the other hand, the Pentagon’s spending structure should 
be reconsidered in order to guarantee the financing of the Third Offset 
armament programs. The development and acquisition of these proj-
ects will require funds to be obtained by reducing the structure of forc-
es, rationalizing infrastructure, processes and programs, outsourcing 
services or suspending – as a step prior to the definitive withdrawal –  
modernization plans for all those materials deemed obsolete within 
the new strategy, unable to survive in A2/AD environments, such as 
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non-stealth reconnaissance planes, manned tactical aviation or mech-
anized units.114 115

Conclusion
Despite enormous changes in the international scene since the end of 
the Cold War, the Pentagon’s  reflections have revolved around tech-
nological innovation as the engine of military change and its defence 
planning has been grounded –apart from the War on Terror, which al-
tered the initially proposed order of priorities – in maintaining a mili-
tary-technological gap with its potential adversaries as a tool to achieve 
military supremacy and political hegemony. This techno centrism 
cannot be explained only by the technological and military leadership 
of the country or by the innovative capacity of its military-industrial 
complex, but by a strategic culture that prioritizes the search for tech-
nological solutions to any strategic, operational or tactical problem 
that surrounds the country.

In this context, in the immediate post-Cold War period, US defence 
planning was marked by search for a revolution that based on the ap-
plication of information technologies in the field of defence not only 
promised to contribute to the peace dividend and to solve the strategic 
issues of the country once the Soviet threat disappeared, but also to 
extend its supremacy against any of its future adversaries. Although 
the campaigns of Afghanistan and Iraq revealed the new face of the 
war and exposed the limitations of the new American style of fight-
ing, these conflicts also allowed accelerating the transformation to 
achieve the revolution. However, while Washington was articulating 
this change in the way of combat, the technologies associated with this 
revolution – smart weapons, drones, C4ISR systems or cybernetics – 
spread globally, access to them was democratized and many countries 
emulated the US military model, attempted to assimilate the revolu-
tion and adapt it to their needs or conceive measures to end the supe-
riority of this RMA.

Today, once the War on Terror has been stopped and with a focus 
on the Asia-Pacific region, the Pentagon has launched a new process of 
military innovation capable of motivating a new RMA. Based on the 
country’s technological capabilities, focused on ensuring access to any 
part of the globe regardless of an enemy’s A2/AD measures and aimed 
both at enhancing the links with its allies and partners and forcing 
potential competitors to initiate arms race that its military-industrial 
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complex should not be able to follow in the short-medium term, the 
achievement of the Third Offset Strategy will not only motivate the 
development of new operational concepts, new military capabilities 
and new styles of planning and conducting operations, but it will also 
consolidate a new RMA.

However, by refocusing its attention on technological supremacy 
as a tool to guarantee political hegemony and to steer the strategy to-
wards China, the United States not only runs the risk of forgetting the 
lessons of the War on Terror and obviating foreign strategic tendencies 
unconnected to high politics, but also of turning a hypothetical con-
flict between Washington and Beijing into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Time will eventually tell how this new process of military innova-
tion is configured and consolidated, and if successful, how it will mo-
tivate a new revolution in military affairs that will bring a new leap in 
the art of war.
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The article analyses the positions of the Visegrad Group and the Bal-
tic countries on the Russia-Ukraine conflict that erupted in 2014. 
The public discourse about the Russian-Ukrainian conflict is affected 
by the following main factors in these countries: historical heritage, 
concern for their own safety, the current political situation, econom-
ic and financial interests of transatlantic relations. The authors prove 
that Poland, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia are united by the percep-
tion that the Russian aggression in Ukraine is a threat to their national 
security, they support tough policy of anti-Russian sanctions on the 
international arena and assist Ukraine at the level of declarations and 
activities. Nonetheless, the level of their participation and support 
for Ukraine depends upon their actual capabilities and domestic and 
foreign policy priorities. Reactions of other V4 countries to events in 
Ukraine are more restrained. The evaluation of origins and conse-
quences of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict by Slovakia, Hungary and 
the Czech Republic is mostly based on the context of personal politi-
cal preferences of individual leaders, energy and, in general, economic 
relations with Russia along with the anti-liberal, anti-American and 
Eurosceptical rhetoric of some political forces.
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Introduction
Positions and interests of the Member States perform a  significant 
role in creation and implementation of foreign policy of the European 
Union. This stems primarily from the restrictions associated with una-
nimity voting in the Council of the European Union and the European 
Council on the basic amount of foreign policy and security issues. In 
most cases, it is necessary to achieve consensus amongst the Member 
States on certain actions and decisions of the EU. However, such con-
sensus repeatedly acquired forms of ‘rotten compromise’1 significant-
ly limiting the effectiveness of the joint activities. For example, very 
ambitious Polish-Swedish proposals upon an ‘Eastern Partnership’ had 
come to naught after the Member States in the EU institutions man-
aged to reach a  consensus. Otherwise, this could have made a  great 
contribution to the current European Neighbourhood Policy. The 
position of the EU on the international stage is, therefore, often ‘the 
lowest common denominator’ and its elaborating process is long; the 
energy is being used to resolve internal disputes, rather than forming 
a strong common position in relation to other states. Consequently, 
the consensus is often the result of nothing more than a political com-
promise.

The positions of the Member States are very important for the for-
mation of the EU’s  comprehensive long-term strategy, which would 
aim at strengthening Ukrainian statehood and its integration into Eu-
rope and coherent EU policy towards Russia in the conditions of the 
Russian-Ukrainian conflict. Accordingly, it is crucial to understand the 
seriousness of the differences between the Member States and the in-
struments of influence on the current situation.

The Russia-Ukraine military conflict demonstrates weak cohesion 
of Europe to external threats. Its main reason is, without a shadow of 
a doubt, a divergence of interests of EU members in terms of their for-
eign policy priorities in general and towards Eastern Europe in partic-
ular. American realist Robert Kagan notes on this occasion: 

Even the Europeans of the 21st century, despite all the advantages of 
their union, unable to unite against a predator in their environment 
and, like in the past, willing to give at the mercy of the weakest to save 
their own (financial) skins.2

In our opinion, such a verdict is exaggerated and perhaps premature. 
Although there are doubts and some EU countries do not approve, say, 
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increased economic sanctions and other restrictive measures towards 
Russia, the result in the end is clear – none of the Member States dared 
veto the joint action of EU position on these issues. The EU countries 
reaching a  common position on rejection of the Russian actions in 
Ukraine and the imposition of economic restrictive measures in re-
spect of common agreement of all 28 Member States is a significant 
achievement. On 21st December 2017, the Council of the European 
Union prolonged economic sanctions targeting specific sectors of the 
Russian economy until 31st July 2018.3

It has become, though, more difficult to maintain this consensus. 
Critical asymmetries have been growing between the Member States 
in the issue of continuation of the sanctions even without mentioning 
the imposition of new restrictive measures on Russia. No differences 
in the positions are as evident as in Central Europe, which seemingly 
would have showed similar assessment and a common response to the 
crisis.

The Visegrad Four countries and the Baltic States were surprisingly 
divided in relation to the conflict’s sides. Their reaction to the events 
in Ukraine was not unanimous despite the common history as Sovi-
et satellites, and (for most of them) being occupied by Moscow in the 
twentieth century, the recent experience of their transformation, good 
understanding of contemporary Eastern Europe and Russia, geograph-
ical proximity to the conflict area, deep historic, cultural, social and 
economic ties with their neighbours in the East. Poland and the Baltic 
States took up the most rigid and principled position on the Ukrainian 
crisis, annexation of Crimea by Russia and the following military cam-
paign in Donbas. Each state has its own internal motives for such 
behaviour associated primarily with their recent history. In contrast, 
the response of the Southern part of Central Europe to the events in 
Ukraine was more restrained. It ranges from cautious condemnation 
in Slovakia to clear pro-Russian voices in the Czech Republic and Hun-
gary.

The debates in the EU on sanctions against Russia have deepened 
the differences between the countries of Central Europe, and partic-
ularly the Visegrad Four (V4) countries and the Baltic States. War-
saw, Tallinn and Vilnius are appealing to deepen restrictive measures 
against Russia and exclude it from the SWIFT system and even ex-
pressed willingness to supply weapons to Ukraine; Prague, Bratislava 
and Budapest openly declared their doubts about the effectiveness of 
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sanctions. Moreover, the countries have been pointing out the negative 
effects on their own and other EU countries, and strongly opposing the 
military assistance to Ukraine. It is clear that the factor of their ener-
gy and financial dependence on Russia plays an extremely important 
role here. Their post-war history, dependence on Moscow via Warsaw 
Pact and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance should have at 
least contributed, though, to a greater understanding of the potential 
threats from the Kremlin. The diversity of views and reactions from 
Central Europe casts doubt on its ability to act as an internal advocate 
for the eastern neighbours within the EU and weakens the EU’s ability 
to respond effectively to the spiral of violence in Ukraine.

The positions of the Visegrad Four and the Baltic countries during 
the crisis in Ukraine and the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and their role 
in shaping a  common EU position on these issues have become the 
subject of attention of a number of authors. Anna Kyrydon and Serhiy 
Troian,4 Mihał Baranowski and Bartosz Cichocki5 analysed the posi-
tion and activities of Poland towards both sides of the conflict. Vytis 
Jurkonis,6 Merle Maigre,7 Kristine Berzina8 studied the activities of 
the Baltic States. As to the Visegrad countries, Alfred Kramer,9 András 
Racz,10 Frank Markowic11 scrutinised the policy and stance of the V4 
thoroughly and in general. Alexander Duleba,12 Mateusz Gniazdowski13 
concentrated on the positions of separate countries of the group.

Even though the conflict in Ukraine is still ongoing and the ap-
proaches of the countries of Central Europe on it undergo certain 
modifications, the analysis remains relevant scientific task. In view of 
the above mentioned, in this article we aim to reveal the reasons and 
substantiate the factors underlying the different and often conflicting 
positions of the Visegrad Group and Baltic countries on the crisis in 
Ukraine and the Russia-Ukraine conflict. We focus on differences in 
political attitudes and public debate to assess causes of the conflict that 
range from the aggression of Russia (Poland, Lithuania) to civil war 
(Czech Republic) and approaches on the need of implications of EU 
sanctions against Moscow. We argue that the following main factors 
have the most effect on the public discourse on Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict in V4 and Baltic States: historical heritage, concern for their 
own safety, the current political situation, economic/financial inter-
ests, and transatlantic relations.

The article consists of three parts. The first part discloses the re-
sults of research on approaches of the countries that took the most 
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strict and principled position on the “Ukrainian crisis”, annexation 
of Crimea by Russia and escalation of the conflict in eastern Ukraine 
(Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia). In the second part, we provide re-
sults of this study on “Russia’s proponents” in V4. In the third part, we 
compare the differences between these two groups of countries. From 
there, the article clarifies the significant differences in political and 
public debates on the conflict in Ukraine, important nuances in the 
energy sector and economic relations with Russia, personal political 
preferences and priorities of foreign policy of the leaders of V4 and the 
Baltic states in relation to Ukraine and Russia. This may contribute to 
the discussion about how to resolve the conflict and the extension and 
the consequences of European sanctions against Moscow.

The Positions of Hawks
The earliest and most principled positions on the ‘Ukrainian crisis’, the 
annexation of Crimea by Russia and escalation of the conflict in east-
ern Ukraine were formulated by Poland, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia. 
The positions were formed under the influence of various factors. The 
first component implies the states’ security. For these countries, the 
aggression of Russia in Ukraine has exacerbated the security situation 
in the Baltic-Black Sea region and raised questions about the security 
of the NATO member states via collective defence. Strong transatlantic 
ties are another essential factor that determines the formation of the 
positions of Poland and the Baltic countries on the Russian-Ukrainian 
conflict. It is important to note that the US presence in Europe is seen 
as guaranteeing peace, security and stability in the region. Accordingly, 
from the very beginning, it was important that the EU and the United 
States agreed on common positions and actions, including the issue of 
sanctions against Russia. The last but not the least important factor is 
that Ukraine is an important target country for Poland, Estonia, Lat-
via and Lithuania in context of the Eastern Partnership. Moreover, the 
aforementioned Partnership was previously prioritised since the larg-
est portion of aid for development was transferred to the countries of 
the Eastern Partnership. We will consider the positions and activities 
of each country in relation to the Russia-Ukraine conflict.

Poland
Poland has responded to the crisis in Ukraine since its early days. The 
Eastern Partnership Summit in Vilnius, the question of signing the 
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Association Agreement with Ukraine and prevention of further vio-
lence in Ukraine were central issues in Polish bilateral and multilateral 
negotiations with the Ukrainian government and its EU and NATO 
partners. Polish then-Foreign Minister Radosław Sikorski, along with 
his French and German counterparts, was an intermediary in nego-
tiations between the protesters and the President of Ukraine Viktor 
Yanukovych on 20th February 2014 aiming at ending the violence and 
encouraging the dialogue between Euromaidan and V. Yanukovych. 
However, despite its early activity and practical action, Poland was 
not included into the ‘Normandy format’, a  framework of negotia-
tions between Germany, France, Ukraine and Russia on tackling the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict established in June 2014 in Normandy, France, 
during the celebration of the 70th anniversary of Operation Overlord. 
The format operates mainly through telephone calls between the 
heads of states and respective foreign ministers.

Then-President Bronisław Komorowski and Prime Minister Donald 
Tusk, Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski and Defence Minister To-
masz Siemoniak condemned the annexation of Crimea and the Rus-
sian aggression in eastern Ukraine. B. Komorowski, in an interview 
with German radio stations on 30th August 2014, stated the Russian 
invasion in Ukraine, warned Europe on the policy of appeasement 
of Russia, supported sanctions against Moscow, and called for the 
strengthening the eastern flank of NATO.14

From then on, Poland has focused primarily on actions that could 
be implemented by the European and transatlantic organisations 
in response to Russia’s behaviour. Within the European Union, Po-
land supported the visa restrictions and economic sanctions against 
Moscow, and their expansion in response to the continuing mil-
itary aggression of Russia against Ukraine; within NATO, Poland 
actively advocated for confirmation guarantees of Article 5 of the 
Washington Treaty through practical steps to strengthen the terri-
torial security of the eastern areas of the Alliance. Poland defended 
the idea of increasing presence of the allied troops on the northeast 
side during the preparations for the NATO Wales Summit in Sep-
tember 2014.

Poland has allocated €100 million credit assistance to Ukraine and 
€2.5 million to the scholarship programme for students of the regions 
of Donetsk and Luhansk, and Crimea (in 2015). More than $1 million 
was also provided as humanitarian assistance. The Polish government 
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also allocated €170 000 for treatment and rehabilitation of Ukrainian 
militants (85 people).15

As to the military assistance to Kyiv, Warsaw did not take a  clear 
position. It is willing to sell weapons to Ukraine but does not take any 
specific decisions on this matter. The continuous discussions on the 
weapon supply to Ukraine showed that when it comes to the military 
aspects of the conflict, the Polish reaction to the Russian invasion into 
Ukraine is not univocal.

Such situation caused a barrage of criticism of the government for 
allegedly drifting in the conflict in Ukraine. Namely, Poland agreed 
to limit its military assistance to Ukraine with non-lethal equipment, 
it postponed the entry into force the fourth chapter of the Associa-
tion Agreement between Ukraine and the EU related to the deep and 
comprehensive free trade area, and more than modest results of the 
NATO summit in Wales. Zbigniew Bujak, one of the Solidarity leaders, 
labelled the passivity of the Polish authorities on Ukraine as ‘treason’.16

The behaviour of the Polish Governments of D. Tusk and E. Kopacz 
followed a certain logic: Poland will not affect upon the resolution of 
the conflict in Ukraine, the best that the Polish government can do 
is act systematically with partners in the EU and NATO. As former 
Prime Minister Eva Kopacz said in her address to the Sejm on 1st Octo-
ber 2014: ‘[…] it is important to prevent the isolation of Poland as a result 
of unrealistic targets set themselves’.17 Another statement was made by 
Grzegorz Schetyna, successor of Radosław Sikorski as foreign minister, 
towards the Sejm on 6th November 2014:

The rush of isolationism and anti-Western sentiments and denial 
of European values   will build a wall that will separate Russia from Eu-
rope. Critical assessment of the policy of Russia does not change the 
fact that we will remain neighbours and economic partners (p. 36).18

This position is not surprising, taking into consideration that at the 
beginning of the first term, the Tusk government’s Eastern policy was 
based upon the fact that open scepticism towards the EU co-opera-
tion with Russia and too much ambition on EU relations with Ukraine 
could lead to isolation of Poland on the international arena, as it had 
been under the previous 2005-2008 government. Hence, the Polish 
government offered Russia a  “normalisation” in 2008, hoping that it 
would return Poland in the mainstream of the policies of the EU and 
NATO and improve its position in these organisations. Some subse-
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quent events may indicate that this assumption was correct, including 
the election of Tusk as President of the European Council.

Inauguration of the newly elected President of Poland Andrzej 
Duda from the opposition party ‘Law and Justice’ (won the second 
round of presidential elections on 24th May 2015) was held on 6th Au-
gust 2015. The new president has declared its intention to make deep 
adjustments to the foreign policy of the country. Because of winning 
the parliamentary elections of 25th October 2015, the Law and Justice 
Party obtained the opportunity to form a government. The new Prime 
Minister was the party vice chairlady Beata Szydło.

Nonetheless, despite the drastic changes in the echelons of pow-
er, Poland has not changed geopolitical course towards Ukraine, as 
the country is its closest neighbour. In addition, Poland cannot con-
duct independent foreign policy because it is a member of the EU and 
NATO. However, one can still talk about some important changes in 
the Polish position on the situation in Ukraine. Firstly, Andrzej Duda 
put forward an initiative to expand the Normandy format by having 
Poland and possibly other countries join the negotiations.19 The reason 
for this is an idea of exhaustion (the need for optimisation) of the for-
mat and the need for continued negotiations. Secondly, unlike some 
other Western allies of Ukraine, Andrzej Duda believes the option of 
freezing the conflict in eastern Ukraine is completely unacceptable, 
because it would mean a permanent source of possible threat for Eu-
rope.20 Thirdly, the Polish President is consistent in his plans to return 
to the idea of ‘Intermarium’ (the concept of Józef Piłsudski) that is as-
sociated with creation of a confederation of the states of Central and 
Eastern Europe, the Baltic states, Ukraine and Belarus.21

Taking into consideration circumstances where the Baltic and CEE 
countries are members of the EU while Ukraine is not even a candidate 
for EU membership, not to mention the sensitive international position 
of Belarus, it is evident that the prospects for the implementation of this 
project are quite bleak. However, despite the unsuccessful rhetoric the 
idea of strengthening co-operation, especially a military one between 
Ukraine and the CEE and Baltic countries, is very important. Fourth-
ly, Poland’s  position in relation to the Russian Federation looks now 
even tougher, less dependent on Berlin and more focused on the US.22 
Fifthly, the “Law and Justice” party is largely Eurosceptic and insists on 
a stricter policy of Poland within the EU. This Euroscepticism has al-
ready affected the politics of Poland in the EU, as well Warsaw-Berlin 
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political relations.23 Therefore, the question is whether Poland can be 
an advocate for Ukraine in the EU in the absence of constructive re-
lations with Brussels and Berlin. Finally, after “Law and Justice” came 
into power, disputes in bilateral relations with Ukraine have appeared 
in terms of disagreements on certain historical periods. On 22nd July 
2016, the Polish Parliament (Sejm) adopted a resolution declaring 11th 
July a National Day of Remembrance of Victims of Genocide perpetrat-
ed by Ukrainian nationalists against Poles during World War II.24 As the 
resolution text says, ‘[…] citizens of the Second Republic were brutally mur-
dered by Ukrainian nationalists’.25 The unprecedented cooling in rela-
tions between Poland and Ukraine in the entire period of the Ukrainian 
independence occurred after this resolution raises a question of wheth-
er the advocate of Ukraine in Europe become its ‘prosecutor’ and what 
consequences it will have for bilateral relations for the position of Po-
land on Ukraine and Russia in the conflict in eastern Ukraine.26

Despite the importance of the official position of Warsaw, an ex-
tremely high level of support of Ukraine by the Polish public should 
be noted. Many Poles, journalists, politicians, diplomats, students, hu-
man rights activists and volunteers have become direct participants of 
Euromaidan and events in eastern Ukraine. According to surveys of 
the Transatlantic Trends Fund, 78% of Poles are in favour of economic 
assistance to Ukraine, 77% support sanctions against Russia, and 67% 
support aid to Ukraine, even if it increases the danger of conflict with 
Russia.27 Jarek Podworski, a member of association “Generation” in Ka-
towice, organizer of humanitarian convoys to the Maidan and ATO 
combatants, points out: 

In Poland, foremost the society worried about Ukraine, not the state ... 
We were collecting warm clothes and money to the Maidan and ATO. 
This was not done by the state, but by donations of ordinary Poles, 
private foundations and volunteers...28

Lithuania
The active role of Lithuania during the crisis in Ukraine and in con-
ditions of the Russia-Ukraine conflict is not accidental. Lithuania has 
been a supporter of Ukraine for many years for reasons that range from 
its own diplomatic ambitions to sincere belief that Ukraine has always 
been and should remain part of Europe. Lithuania defends the inter-
ests of Ukraine in various international organisations and supports it 
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on a bilateral level, as evidenced by numerous visits by politicians and 
senior Lithuanian officials in Ukraine. It is necessary to note an un-
precedented participation of the Lithuanian civil society in Ukrainian 
events that started with local solidarity actions with the Euromaidan 
and later manifested in voluntary missions of doctors, charity concerts 
aiming to support Ukraine.

The substantial Lithuanian support for Ukraine is the logical result 
of its priorities and long-term efforts in the countries of the Eastern 
neighbourhood. Guided by the concept of “smart power”, Lithuania 
has been consistently increasing its international subjectivity and dip-
lomatic capacity. Thus, even before it was one of the most outspoken 
critics of Russia’s actions in Georgia in 2008 and the main opponent 
of the EU to resume negotiations with Russia on a new agreement on 
partnership and co-operation after Russia failed its obligations accord-
ing to the ‘Medvedev-Sarkozy plan’. On the eve of the Eastern Partner-
ship Summit in Vilnius in 2013, Lithuanian diplomats were active in 
European capitals to provide the historical possibility of signing the 
Association Agreement with Ukraine, and in Kyiv, they were urging 
the same from the Ukrainian leadership. After the summit, Lithuanian 
politicians made some official visits to Ukraine: 4th December 2013 – 
the Speaker of the Lithuanian Parliament Loreta Graužinienė, 13 De-
cember – Lithuanian Foreign Minister Linas Linkevičius. Public sup-
port of the Ukrainians was also high. Many Lithuanians came to Kyiv 
on weekends during Euromaidan, and civil society organisations sent 
buses with solidarity groups and musicians with concerts in support of 
the Revolution of Dignity. Lithuania provided medical care for victims 
of violence in Ukraine. Government and individuals covered medical 
expenses of more than 60 Ukrainians, including treatment provided to 
Dmytro Bulatov, Head of Automaidan. Many other activists received 
long-term visas and some of them used the opportunity to escape in 
Lithuania and join solidarity actions there.29

Presiding in the UN Security Council, Lithuania initiated an emer-
gency meeting on the crisis in Ukraine in February 2014 and subse-
quently remained active in this matter not only at the UN but also in 
the institutions of the EU, NATO, and OSCE. Lithuania unequivocally 
condemns Russian aggression against Ukraine, claims the responsibil-
ity for the events in Ukraine, accuses Russia of supporting terrorists, 
and insists on the recognition of LNR and DNR as terrorist organi-
sations. Lithuania supports anti-Russian sanctions and their expan-
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sion, and defends the introduction of a military embargo on Russia, 
criticises the ‘weak’ position of the West regarding Ukraine; declares 
possible introduction of national anti-Russian sanctions; is willing to 
supply arms to Ukraine and the Ukrainian military conduct training 
in Lithuania. Perhaps none of the European leaders can compete with 
Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaitė on the severity of comments 
addressed to Russia.

The President of Lithuania condemned the Russian invasion in 
eastern Ukraine in August 2014. She noted it was a  breach of inter-
national peace and security and proposed to classify Russia’s actions 
as a war against Europe. ‘Russia is in a state of war against Ukraine and 
that is against a country which wants to be part of Europe. Russia is prac-
tically in a state of war against Europe’, stated the President before the 
European Council in Brussels.30 In an interview in November 2014, the 
Lithuanian President called Russia a terrorist state and said if Russia 
was not stopped in Ukraine, the aggression could spread to Europe: 
‘[…] today Ukraine is fighting a war on behalf of all Europe’.31 

Lithuania allocated €50 000 to the NATO Trust Fund for Ukraine 
and provided assistance to the Ukrainian army for €43 500. The state 
provides monthly treatment and rehabilitation of Ukrainian soldiers 
and civilians from the Anti-Terrorist Operation Zone (ATO); supplies 
with helmets, body armour, bulletproof panels, dry rations and med-
ical supplies for the Ukrainian military. Lithuanian humanitarian as-
sistance to Ukraine exceeded 250  000 euro.32 Together with Poland, 
Lithuania created the Polish-Lithuanian-Ukrainian brigade “LITPO-
LUKRBRIG” (Ukraine – 545 soldiers, Poland - 3000, Lithuania - 150-
350); it also trains members of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, joint mil-
itary exercises and treatment of military personnel.33

There are many reasons that explain this position of Lithuania. De-
spite the fact that it is part of the Euro-Atlantic community as a mem-
ber of NATO and the EU, it has repeatedly felt pressure from Russia. 
This varied from attempts to influence individual politicians to nu-
merous barriers in trade, business and communications on the border 
with Russia, not to mention the constant attempts to manipulate the 
historical memory of Lithuania.

Estonia
The first official reaction of Estonia to the “Ukrainian crisis” was made 
after the bloody clashes in Kyiv on 18th-20th February 2014. President 
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Toomas Hendrik Ilves issued a statement insisting on ceasing the vi-
olent situation in Kyiv and starting a political dialogue between gov-
ernment and opposition. He warned that Estonia was ready to support 
sanctions against those responsible for violence. In March 2014 in re-
sponse to Russia’s actions in Ukraine, the National Council of Defence 
of Estonia at an extraordinary meeting called for strong countermea-
sures from the EU and NATO. A few days later, Foreign Minister Urmas 
Paet stated that Russia’s actions and threats against Ukraine violate the 
UN Charter and endanger peace and security in Europe. In the same 
month, the Parliament of Estonia adopted a statement in support of 
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine.34

Estonia supports sanctions against Russia and has provided an as-
sistance package to Ukraine in various European and Euro-Atlantic 
forums. In late August 2014, when a  significant number of Russian 
combat troops entered eastern Ukraine, Toomas Hendrik Ilves insist-
ed that it should finally dispel any doubts as to Russia’s participation 
in the conflict.35 In September 2014, he visited Kyiv to express support 
for the country towards political and economic reforms. The Esto-
nian president during a meeting with Ukrainian leader said that the 
Ukrainian-Russian conflict is ‘a war between Europe and non-Europe…
the conflict between different systems of value’.36 Among other things, he 
also said that Estonian hospitals were willing to take the treatment of 
seriously wounded Ukrainian freedom fighters. It is worth noting that 
previously Estonia had provided aid to victims of the protests on Euro-
maidan. Moreover, the government increased the number of available 
scholarships for Ukrainians in Estonian universities. Estonia treated 
15 Ukrainian militants from the ATO area later and has allocated €120 
000 for humanitarian aid (generators, sleeping bags, &c.).37

Estonian President Thomas Ilves has repeatedly accused the West of 
allowing Russia annex Crimea and unleashing war in eastern Ukraine, 
in particular, in an interview to The American Interest. According to his 
statements, the Kremlin has stated its aggressive intentions numer-
ously and used weapons to promote its interests in the neighbouring 
countries. The EU and the US did not respond to it and allowed the 
Russians to behave aggressively.38

Latvia
Assuming the presidency of the Council of the European Union in the 
first half of 2015, Latvia gained an opportunity to contribute actively to 
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the formation of the EU response to the aggressive behaviour of Russia 
in Ukraine. However, one should note that the Lisbon Treaty, having 
entered into force in December 2009, slightly altered the institutional 
construction of the Union. The Presidency in the EU Council of For-
eign Affairs is carried by High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy and the role of the Presidency in other configurations 
of the Council makes it impossible to directly influence the agenda of 
EU’s foreign policy.

Latvia’s approach to the events in Ukraine must balance two oppos-
ing aspects. On one hand, Latvia is experiencing possible risks of ag-
gression and therefore must increase defensive measures. On the other 
hand, it has deep cultural and economic ties with Russia. Therefore, it 
is the most open to cooperation with Russia among the three Baltic 
countries in order to promote de-escalation in Ukraine and is less sup-
portive of isolation of Russia.

Latvia strongly supports Ukraine’s  sovereignty and its territori-
al integrity. The government condemned annexation of Crimea and 
considers the Russian aggression in Ukraine a threat to peace and sta-
bility in Europe. It also calls for greater NATO presence in the Baltic 
countries and supports sanctions against Russia. During the conflict in 
eastern Ukraine, Latvia provides humanitarian assistance and expert 
support to Ukraine (including treatment of Ukrainian wounded sol-
diers), provides seminars for government and civil society to combat 
corruption, and takes groups of children (12-17 years old) from the ATO 
area. Latvia insists on the need for a higher degree of protection of the 
Baltic States by NATO and welcomes the decision of the United States 
to place their forces in Latvia. Despite close economic ties, Latvia sup-
ported sanctions against Russia and ‘is fighting’ it in the information 
war.39

 Latvia has not fully turned away from its big neighbour nonethe-
less. A large Russian minority has close ties with Russia and the two 
countries have very significant trade relations. Almost 30% of the Lat-
vian population speaks Russian as a  first language, but many ethnic 
Russians cannot vote in elections and have special status of non-cit-
izen.40 As a result, while some political and business circles insist on 
a  rigid position against Russia, others call to support economic and 
cultural ties with it. Actions of Latvia concerning Ukraine and Rus-
sia are more moderate than, for example, neighbouring Lithuania. In 
response to the declared willingness of Lithuania to provide Ukraine 
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with weapons, Prime Minister of Latvia Laimdota Straujuma stated 
that Latvia would support Ukraine ‘differently’.41 In fact, Latvia will 
maintain the economic and cultural doors open for Russia if the situa-
tion in Ukraine moves toward de-escalation.

The economic and infrastructural dependence on Russia largely 
influences the attitude of Latvia to the events related to the crisis in 
Ukraine and the Russian invasion. Gazprom owns 34% of the Latvijas 
Gāze national gas company, and Latvia is completely dependent on nat-
ural gas supplies from Russia.42 The economic impact of Russia spreads 
beyond energy. It is one of Latvia’s  largest export markets. However, 
the government of Latvia supported the sanctions, despite the heavy 
losses that they can bring to the economy. Latvia has suffered greatly 
from the Russian embargo on imports of dairy products, meat, fruit 
and vegetables from the EU. Because of falling demand from Russia, 
the wholesale price of milk in Latvia decreased by 25% during the pe-
riod from July to November 2014, while the price of butter and cheese 
went down at 19-20%. The market price of vegetables decreased by 30-
50%.43 The Government notes the significant economic losses associ-
ated with sanctions but stressed the political significance of the latter. 
Prime Minister L. Straujuma warned that the worst scenario for Esto-
nia is a 10% GDP fall if Russia breaks all economic ties with Latvia. She 
stressed that this is unlikely to happen, but if so, preserving of political 
sovereignty justified the economic difficulties: ‘We cannot retreat from 
the sanctions. [...] The independence is more important than the economic 
difficulties that we can overcome’.44

Poland, Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia are united by the perception 
of the Russian aggression in Ukraine as a threat to their national securi-
ty, support for tough anti-Russian sanctions policy in the international 
arena, assisting Ukraine at the level of declarations as well as the level 
of specific actions. However, the degree of participation and support 
for Ukraine depends on their actual capabilities, domestic and foreign 
policy priorities, and ranges from providing weapons to Ukraine (Lith-
uania) to a more moderate position (neighbouring Latvia). Within the 
EU and NATO, all four countries play the role of ‘hawks’, urging the 
West to actively resist Russia and to help Ukraine by all available means, 
including military assistance. In terms of strengthening their positions 
on the conflict resolution, Poland and the Baltic States should seek 
to strengthen regional dialogue within the New Europe, for example 
through the Visegrad Group, the Central European Initiative, or civil 
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society organisations. It is extremely important to achieve common 
understanding of the nature and consequences of Russia’s challenges 
for Europe and to co-operate more closely with Germany, which has 
taken a  leading role in uniting for a common EU policy on the Rus-
sia-Ukraine conflict. Co-operation with the United States in order to 
coordinate their own positions and actions of the partners, and contri-
bution to formation of a new EU policy towards Eastern Europe within 
discussions on the improvement of the European Neighbourhood Pol-
icy and the Eastern Partnership are necessary as well.

“Putinverstehers” in Central Europe
Kremlin media is actively working in Central Europe and is 
shaping the views of a  sizeable pro-Russia constituency in those 
countries. Russia managed to create a  large reservoir supporters and 
sympathisers among extreme left and extreme right parties. According 
to Van Herpen,45, those “Putinverstehers” or “Putin apologists” help to 
the Kremlin’s  propaganda offensive and “did not hesitate to condone 
Russia’s act of aggression”. 

Hungary
The Hungarian government is much more pro-Russian than any other 
V4 country. There are two main aspects that could explain such Hun-
gary’s position towards Russia. First of all, there is a profound level of 
economic relations with Russia, namely Russian investment. In order 
to overcome economic problems in the country’s economy and real-
ising that the EU is not the best solution to resolve them, the govern-
ment seeks to broaden its economic co-operation with non-European 
countries, namely Russia and China.46 

Hungary is also an opponent of sanctions against Russia largely 
because of its dependence on Russian natural gas (Hungary is more 
than 80% dependent on gas from Russia). Moreover, Russia is Hunga-
ry’s biggest trade partner outside the EU. 

Another factor of such an alliance with Moscow is similar ideology. 
According to Viktor Orban, the Hungarian Prime Minister, the mod-
el of Western democracy is not efficient anymore and Turkey, China 
or Russia are good examples of it. The Russian annexation of Crimea 
was, according to Russian officials, caused by the desire to protect the 
Russian-speaking people who live on the peninsula. Orban shares the 
same point of view and the same ideology, expansionist nationalism: 
he often speaks about Greater Hungary that would include Hungarian 
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minorities living in the neighbouring countries – in Romania, Ukraine, 
Slovakia and Serbia. Mr. Orban also calls for autonomy of the Hun-
garian minorities in Ukraine that reach almost 200,000 ethnic Hun-
garians. In the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Budapest states that Ukraine 
cannot be stable without giving rights and autonomy to its minorities 
because Kremlin accuses Kyiv of discrimination against national mi-
norities (namely Russians).47

Slovakia
According to Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico, diplomacy and poli-
tics are the only solution for the Ukrainian crisis with neither military 
action nor economic sanctions. It comes from long warm relations 
with Russia, and the economic factors are the key here because the 
energy industry of Slovakia is heavily dependent on Russia. Regarding 
the question of sanctions on Russia, Slovakia stands against but does 
not go against the unity of the EU and NATO: “In Crimea, we have wit-
nessed a violation of international law. The current dialogue takes place 
in conditions of war and economic sanctions. Nobody wants that Russia 
suffers more”, says Fico.48 However, Mr Fico also said that he could not 
imagine any foreign soldiers being based in Slovakia. 

Fico is one of the candid opponents of economic sanctions against 
Russia. He also rejected demands to increase military expenditure 
within NATO in view of Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine.49 
In spite of the anti-sanctions rhetoric, the Slovak authorities approve 
all restrictive measures against Russia adopted by the EU.

The Russia-Ukraine conflict caused most Central European coun-
tries to increase their military budgets. Bratislava does not intend to 
do this thus because of very limited resources. According to the World 
Bank, the Slovak Republic allocated only 1 percent of its GDP to the 
Defence Ministry between 2011 and 2015.50 A lack of interest in defence 
will lead Slovakia to a greater dependence on Russia because Bratislava 
relies on aging Russian-made military equipment that will need to be 
replaced. 

The President Andrej Kiska (in office since June 2014) has criticised 
the government for its uncertain position on the Ukrainian crisis. The 
public of Slovakia is also divided over the crisis. According to one poll, 
almost a half of the Slovak citizens (45%) are in favour of European in-
tegration of Ukraine. At the same time, 49% think that the EU should 
not impose sanctions on Russia.51 Parliamentary elections in March 
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2016 influenced the policy of official Bratislava towards Ukraine that 
is characterised by the consolidation of position of President Andrej 
Kiska (centre-right forces) and Prime Minister Robert Fico (ruling cen-
tre-left forces).

The migration crisis in the European Union also caused positive 
transformation of stereotypes about Ukraine and prompted the gov-
ernment to choose quite a critical position regarding the EU’s migra-
tion policy: In September 2015, Mr Fico complained about the unfair, 
complicated procedure for obtaining Schengen visas by Ukrainians, 
and meanwhile Brussels required Bratislava to accept refugees from 
the Middle East.52

Bratislava, during its presidency in the Council of the EU in the 
second half of 2016, sought to increase its international prestige and 
strengthen its influence on the development EU’s common policy to-
wards Russia’s war against Ukraine. Slovak leaders count on effective 
co-operation with Ukraine as a non-permanent member of the Secu-
rity Council, namely to co-ordinate measures to stabilise the securi-
ty situation and promote democratisation in Eastern Europe and to 
support relevant projects in Ukraine and other participating countries 
in the Eastern Partnership as one of the main priorities of the future 
Slovak EU presidency.

Czech Republic
The position of Prague on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict is still am-
biguous because it is a country of multiple policies.53 The Czech Pres-
ident’s stance towards the Ukrainian crisis is controversial that could 
be explained by his close association with the Russian political elites 
in spite of strong support of Ukraine by the government. According to 
President Miloš Zeman, there is a civil war in Ukraine. He even ques-
tioned the presence of Russian troops in Ukraine, but later admitted 
that there is ‘Russian aggression’ and ‘the invasion of Russian troops’.54 
President Miloš Zeman also supported the idea of finlandisation of 
Ukraine, stating that Ukraine should not join NATO and must remain 
neutral.55

Czech authorities are trying primarily to defend the interests of 
Czech exporters, especially those linked to the Russian market and 
heavy engineering industries. Former Prime Minister Bohuslav Sobot-
ka says the sanctions have not produced positive results so far, while 
their expansion severely hit the Czech economy. In his opinion, the 
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Czech Republic cannot lose the Russian market, because if so, Chinese 
products will occupy their place and then a return to the Russian mar-
ket after the end of the conflict will be impossible.56 

Many Czech officials and experts think that the biggest weakness of 
the ‘Minsk process’ is the representation of the West by the two larg-
est trading partners of Russia – Germany and France, and two guar-
antors of the Budapest Memorandum57– the UK and the US. More-
over, there are different tools used in the peace-making (and keeping) 
process: Russia considers the Minsk Agreements as instruments of its 
hard power, aggressive political and military pressure on Kyiv aiming 
at ‘freezing’ the conflicts. The EU views the agreements as solutions for 
the conflict in a peaceful way, by soft power instead.

As to sanctions, Prague occupies a ‘betwixt and between’ position. 
The Czech Republic stands against economic sanctions against Rus-
sia in general; however, it actively supported the first two rounds of 
the sanctions. Moreover, it stopped the Rosatom-led Temelín nuclear 
project.58 With relation to NATO, Prague supports strengthening of 
the Alliance’s positions in the Baltic States. Hence, the Czech Republic 
is much more committed to the common stance of West against Rus-
sia’s military aggression than neighbouring Hungary or Slovakia.

Common and different positions of the Visegrad Four countries and 
the Baltic States

Visegrad and Baltic countries, despite differences in political and 
economic interests in relations with Ukraine and Russia, preserved 
unity on issues of territorial integrity and European aspirations of 
Ukraine, and condemned Russia’s actions from 2014 to 2016. The V4 
and Baltic States supported the territorial integrity of Ukraine in of-
ficial statements in the context of the annexation of the Crimea and 
the war in Donbas during this time. They considered Russia’s policy as 
one that violates the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine, 
making other public statements on Russia’s need to respect interna-
tional law.

Notwithstanding, the achievement of consensus was difficult be-
cause of personal political sympathies of some leaders (such as Presi-
dent of the Czech Republic M. Zeman, and his Hungarian counterpart 
V. Orban), ethno-political interests in Ukraine up to the requirements 
of formation of national-territorial autonomy in its composition 
(Hungary), economic ties with Russia (Slovakia, Czech Republic, Hun-
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gary). The assessment of causes of the conflict varied from aggression 
of Russia (Poland, the Baltic States) to ‘civil war’ (Czech Republic). The 
approaches on the need and implication of the EU sanctions against 
Moscow were different as well. This measure has been criticised by 
Hungary, which is almost totally dependent on energy supplies from 
Russia, and is the borrower of loans, followed by the Slovak Republic 
(due to the power factor and powerful Russian information influence 
in the political and social sphere of the country) and the Czech Re-
public, where needs of its economy is the main priority. Even though 
there is such differentiation, Central European States are objectively 
interested in the security of Ukraine (as first-order neighbours and 
economic partners) as well as having opportunities for strengthening 
their weight in European politics.

In spite of existence of common approaches in policies of V4 and 
Baltic countries on Ukraine, there are also clear differences between 
them. They can be explained by the following factors: historical her-
itage, concern for their own security, the current political situation, 
economic and financial interests and transatlantic relations.

The Republic of Poland showed the most uncompromising ap-
proach to the assessment of the 2014 events, annexation of Crimea 
and military aggression in Donbas, defending imposition of sanctions 
on Russia. Extension of the Normandy format, flexible alliances in 
the Baltic-Black Sea region, placing NATO infrastructure in the Bal-
tic States and Central Europe became main goals of the Polish foreign 
policy installed soon after the dramatic changes in the higher echelons 
of power in 2015 and coincide with the national interests of Ukraine. 
However, a complex of humanitarian issues (e.g. the problem of massa-
cres of Poles in Volhynia and Eastern Galicia) appeared to be extremely 
sensitive to representatives of right-wing conservative forces that have 
come to power in Poland and, therefore, require much accuracy in to-
day’s Ukrainian-Polish relations.

The Baltic States that have common land border with Russia and 
where the Russian language minority makes a significant part of the 
population are well aware of the situation in Ukraine. They, as well as 
Poland, do not consider the conflict in eastern Ukraine as a domestic 
conflict, and consider the Russian factor and advocate the continu-
ation and intensification of the sanctions against Russia. The Baltic 
countries have stepped up measures on strengthening their own se-
curity and defence, including placing additional NATO forces on their 
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territory. Lithuania is one of the biggest lobbyists of Ukraine in the Eu-
ropean Union among them. In contrast, Estonia and especially Latvia 
demonstrate more reserved positions.

Hungary, in addition to latent ethnic and political animosities with 
Ukraine (Budapest requirements concerning expansion of autonomy 
for the Hungarian minority in the Transcarpathian region), has sig-
nificant economic ties with Russia not only in the energy sector but 
also in other economic areas. The main political players in Hungary in 
recent years have been using anti-liberal and anti-American rhetoric, 
searching  for their own development model, and therefore indicating 
respect for the political system of Putin.

The policy of the Slovak Republic on the development of relations 
with Ukraine, precisely on the Ukraine-Russia conflict, is rather con-
troversial due to different foreign policy positions of Slovakia’s leaders.

Like Slovakia, a proportion of Czechs have rather pro-Russian views 
explained by traditional Russophilia, Pan-Slavism, presence of Russian 
capital in the country, a large number of affiliated sites and think tanks 
holding economic ties with Russia. The support or neutral attitude to 
the Russian position on the Ukrainian question is in fact a marginal 
position among active public and politicians, as evidenced by demon-
strations against President Miloš Zeman, who openly condemned the 
development of Ukraine in post-Maidan period and named the strug-
gle in Donbas a ‘civil war’.

The Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary opposed the imposi-
tion of EU sanctions on Russia in late summer – early autumn 2014, 
explaining their position with economic arguments. They have later 
repeatedly advocated reduction or complete abolition of the sanctions. 
Acceptance of the EU position on extension of the sanctions by the 
Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary is caused by their dependence 
on Brussels and Berlin in economic and other matters. One can antic-
ipate their future attitude: Prague, Budapest and Bratislava will follow 
all the consensus decisions within the EU regarding Ukraine, at least 
until Berlin supports the current common EU position on the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian conflict.

Conclusions
The countries of  Central Europe officially unconditionally support 
the territorial integrity of Ukraine at the present stage and condemn 
Russia’s  actions in Ukraine as violation of its sovereignty and ba-
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sic principles of international law. However, several constants have 
emerged with respect to the Ukrainian question among members of 
the Visegrad Group and Baltic States despite common interests in 
many strategic issues. Differentiation in assessing the meaning of po-
litical changes in Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea and the conflict 
in the Russian-Ukrainian border may be explained by historical her-
itage, homeland security issues, current political situation, econom-
ic interests, and significance of the transatlantic relations. Policies of 
Central European and Baltic countries on the ‘Ukrainian’ issue can be 
considered common in fundamental issues, but in practise provide 
short-term national interests, without taking into account the strate-
gic interests of the region.

Difference between the approaches of the V4 countries and the Bal-
tic States is not conducive for unity and impugn their willingness and 
ability to act as an internal advocate for the EU’s Eastern neighbours. 
It also reduces the ability of the European Union as a whole to respond 
effectively to the spiral of violence in Ukraine. This requires co-opera-
tion upon strengthening regional dialogue on fundamental changes in 
the security between the countries of the region and their partners in 
the EU and across the Atlantic east of their borders. Regional fora such 
as the Visegrad Group or the Central European Initiative, along with 
civil society, can promote a stronger regional consensus in response to 
the new challenges that have arisen between Russia and Eastern Eu-
rope. The Polish concept of new unions in Central and Eastern Europe 
and the Baltic States seems highly germane. 
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and Gas Sector in Iraq1
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Attacks on energy sectors are an important part of the strategy of Is-
lamist militant and terrorist organisations such as Al Qaeda and its 
offshoots or the Taliban. In connection with this, this article focuses 
on the attitude of the global Islamist terrorist group the Islamic State 
(IS) with regard to terrorism, specifically targeting oil and gas sectors 
as a political instrument of its strategy in the Middle East and North 
Africa. The main aim of this paper is to describe and analyse the forms, 
goals and motives of the IS terrorist attacks on the oil and gas industry 
and the accompanying criminal activities conducted by the IS in Iraq, 
some examples of these attacks, and their possible impact on energy 
security. At the theoretical level, the article is based on the concept of 
terrorist attacks on energy sectors. On the methodological level, the 
paper is based on the case study method.

Keywords:  Islamic State, oil, gas, Iraq, attack on the energy sector, energy 
security

Introduction 
The Islamic State (IS) or Daesh is a Salafi jihadist militant group origi-
nating in Iraq that follows the Wahhabi doctrine. Initially (1999–2004) 
the group that eventually became the IS functioned under the name 
Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad (Organization for Monotheism and Jihad). 
This group was founded in Jordan in 1999 and was led by Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi. Following the 2003 invasion of Iraq by the U.S. forces and 
their Western allies, al-Zarqawi’s strategy2 ‘was to draw the US into an 
exhaustive and long-lasting conflict which would damage its image 
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as a superpower. To that end, he planned to instigate a spiral of sec-
tarian violence between the Sunni and the Shias. Zarqawi hated the 
Shias and perceived them as traitors and infidels’.3 In October 2004, 
when al-Zarqawi swore loyalty to Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda, he 
renamed the group, and it was then commonly known as al-Qaeda in 
Iraq (AQI, 2004–06).4 ‘The group targeted Coalition and Iraqi forces 
and civilians in order to pressure foreigners to leave Iraq, reduce the 
Iraqi popular support for the US and the Iraqi Government, and attract 
new recruits’.5

After the death of al-Zarqawi in 2006, when his house was the 
target of American air raids, command of the group was taken over 
by Abu Omar al-Qurashi al-Baghdadi. With the unification of AQI 
with six other Sunni groups in Iraq, he made major contributions 
to the formation of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI, 2006–13).6 In 2010, 
Abu Omar al-Qurashi al-Baghdadi died in a US-Iraqi operation, and 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi took power in his place. When the civil war in 
Syria started in 2011, the ISI fought against Syrian forces and gained 
ground throughout the region. In 2013, al-Baghdadi renamed the 
organization the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) or, al-
ternatively, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), thus starting 
its incursions into Syria. Since early 2014, ISIS has been conducting 
operations in Iraq as well.7 At first the IS took a part of Anbar with 
the cities of Ramadi and Fallujah, and in mid-June 2014, Mosul and 
Tikrit and other towns in the north of Iraq were also captured by the 
IS after its fighting with the demoralized and poorly trained Iraqi 
army. On 29 June 2014, ISIS declared its conquered territories in Iraq 
and Syria to be a caliphate, and it changed its name to the Islamic 
State.8 

The aggressive behaviour of the IS has been the subject of many ar-
ticles and monographs9, and it is hard to find an aspect of this security 
threat which has not been sufficiently studied. Nevertheless, it is still 
possible to make further contributions to this field of research. This ar-
ticle offers a profound analysis of IS terrorist attacks specifically target-
ing energy sectors10 in the Middle East as a strategic and political instru-
ment in 2014–17. The main focus will be on IS energy-related terrorist 
attacks in Iraq. Although the IS suffered a number of territorial losses in 
both Iraq and Syria in 2016–17 – especially Mosul, its largest city in Iraq, 
and the Syrian town of Raqqa as the “capital” of the IS – and has been 
severely weakened, the IS fighters retained their military strength and 
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are ready to conduct further terrorist attacks on the energy sectors of 
Iraq11, which can cause serious damage and jeopardize energy security.12 

In connection with this, the mail goal of the article is to describe and 
analyse the forms, goals, and motives of the terrorist attacks on the oil 
and gas industry and infrastructure conducted by the IS in Iraq, some 
examples of these attacks, and their possible impact on energy securi-
ty. This article should contribute to the general understanding of the 
issue of energy-related terrorist attacks and show in detail the energy 
strategy and the related fighting methods of the IS in Iraq, which the IS 
will eventually try to transfer to Europe and the USA.

The first part of the article defines terrorism and the problem of ter-
rorist attacks targeting the energy industry. These definitions provide 
the main theoretical framework of the article. The second part analy-
ses the importance of the energy issue and terrorist activities targeting 
the energy industry and infrastructure in the strategy of the IS. The 
third part describes the methodology, or more specifically, the main 
method of the attacks, and some select examples of IS energy-related 
terrorist attacks in Iraq. The fourth part then provides specific exam-
ples of IS terrorist attacks aimed at oil and gas sectors and other illegal 
activities of the IS in Iraq.

Terrorism and terrorist attacks targeting energy sectors 
There is currently no generally accepted definition of terrorism. On 
the contrary, there are endless debates about the types of behaviour 
that may be included under the term of terrorism and those that do 
not belong in the concept.13 

The Definition of Terrorism
To give an example of a definition of terrorism, the Department of De-
fence of the United States of America defines terrorism as the ‘unlaw-
ful use of violence or threat of violence, often motivated by religious, 
political, or other ideological beliefs, to instil fear and coerce govern-
ments or societies in pursuit of goals that are usually political’.14 Paul 
Pillar, a former deputy director at the CIA’s Counterterrorist Centre, 
lists four basic features of  terrorism: (1) premeditation and long-term, 
deliberate preparation; (2) motives which are always political in char-
acter (to change the status quo) and never criminal; (3) attacks on ci-
vilian targets; and (4) terrorist operations that are not conducted by 
regular armies but by subnational groups or organizations.15 
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In November 2001 the European Parliament defined terrorism to 
include acts that ‘are intentionally committed by an individual or 
a  group against one or more countries, their institutions or people 
with the aim of intimidating them and seriously altering or destroying 
the fundamental freedoms, democracy, respect for human rights, civil 
liberties and rule of law on which our societies are based […]’16 Pascal 
Boniface, the director of the Institute of International and Strategic 
Relations in Paris, states that ‘terrorism is an indirect strategy focused 
on intimidating Western countries while avoiding the threat of war 
and attempting to reduce the chance of discovery [of the proponents 
of terrorist acts – author’s note] as much as possible’.17 

Another interesting definition is provided by the UN in Resolution 
number 1373 (2001), which denounced the terrorist attacks of 11 Sep-
tember 2001 in the harshest of terms and described them as a threat 
to international peace and security. Three years later, the UN Security 
Council (UNSC) issued Resolution number 1566 (2004), which charac-
terized terrorism as an especially dangerous phenomenon conducted 
‘with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general public […], 
intimidate a population or compel a government or an international 
organization to do or to abstain from doing any act […]’.18 

Looking at all the various definitions of terrorism and what they 
have in common, it could be said that terrorism is the blind, undiffer-
entiated, politically motivated killing of a defenceless civilian popula-
tion. Terrorists commit mass murder of civilians who are unfortunate 
enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The high fatality 
counts are a tool through which the terrorists influence the afflicted 
society and its top political representatives. This article, in full accor-
dance with UN SC Resolution 1566 (2004), thus defines terrorism as 
premeditated, politically motivated violence which is perpetrated spe-
cifically against non–combatant targets with the aim to influence a lo-
cal or international audience.19

In this context, terrorism can be conceptualized as a  violent lan-
guage of communication. ‘Violence always demands attention – owing 
its life-threatening character – and impresses those at the receiving 
end as well as immediate and secondary witnesses. Communicative 
theories of terrorism focus on the persuasive and dissuasive effects of 
terminal violence or conditional violent intimidation of one group on 
various other witnessing audiences as well as the role of mass media in 
this signalling process’.20 Similarly, according to Jan Eichler terrorism 
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as a security relations phenomenon is an extreme form of communi-
cation with the public which has four main elements: (1) the transmit-
ter of the message, which is always the individual terrorist or terrorist 
group; (2) the target, which is the dead and wounded people who had 
the bad fortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time; (3) the 
message, which is always addressed to the policy makers of the afflicted 
states; and (4) the feedback of the terror target, which is the result of 
political evaluation.21 The relations between these four elements are 
guided by one basic principle: the addressee of the message, that is, 
the object of the extortion and terror, is not the victim of the terror-
ist attack. The damage caused deliberately by the terrorists is never 
self-serving but always instrumental. Every dead or crippled person, 
and every financial loss that is a result of the attack is a message and 
an instrument of indirect pressure on leading political representatives, 
who are expected to either do what the terrorists want or stop doing 
what the terrorists do not like.22

The communicational aspect of terror represents a major tool for 
analysing the goals and motives of an individual attack or the threat 
thereof by the IS, which targets energy sectors and engages in related 
criminal activity. Every terrorist attack on an energy sector has a goal 
and a motive, and its implementation and realization send a clear mes-
sage from the given terrorist organisation both to the political func-
tionaries of the afflicted state and to the political representatives of 
Western countries in general. 

Terrorist attacks on energy sectors 
According to Ali Koknar, the concept of terrorism targeting energy 
sectors is not strictly limited to armed attacks on power plants, oil 
and gas infrastructure, or refineries.23 This concept also includes oth-
er illegal activities aimed at such facilities, such as the theft of oil or 
gas from pipelines, extortion, or the funding and support of groups 
that conduct the aforementioned attacks. In general, it may be said 
that energy-related terrorism is a  criminal activity that causes sig-
nificant losses aimed at energy facilities.  In connection with this, 
Tamara Makarenko divides energy-related terrorist attacks into sev-
en categories of different degrees of threat to various parties in the 
industry.24

The first, most common form of attack by virtue of its immediate 
effect and the instability it causes, is bomb attacks on fuel pipelines, 
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which can also cause major damage to the national economy and 
threaten to cause a loss of lives. This type of attack is part of the tactics 
used by various guerrilla groups in civil wars, especially in Latin Ameri-
ca, but also by terrorist organisations in the area of the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA). The second form, which is an inseparable part 
of these pipeline attacks, consists of the sabotage of oil and gas lines. 
These attacks’ primary purpose is to cause losses to the national econ-
omy. Although sabotages are not very common from a historical per-
spective, there is reason to presume that this type of operation is be-
coming more popular with terrorist groups. Energy-related sabotages 
are conducted for three main reasons: (1) to steal oil and subsequently 
sell it on the black market; (2) to distract attention without loss of life; 
and (3) to exert subliminal political pressure or provoke corporate con-
cessions.25

The third form is attacks on the offices of oil companies. Yet un-
til recently such attacks were rather limited both in scope and in the 
number of human casualties caused by them. Such attacks were mostly 
symbolic and committed for reasons of propaganda. The fourth form –  
attacks on oil depots, petrol pumps, or refineries – is even less frequent 
than bomb attacks on offices and management. Considering the se-
curity level of such facilities (apart from petrol pumps), such targets 
are extremely difficult to penetrate and offer only a minimal chance 
of success. Nonetheless, it would be naive to think that such attacks 
do not take place at all, as in extreme cases, such assaults have been 
conducted by both various separatist groups and frustrated national 
armies (for the latter, they were usually last-ditch solutions).26

The fifth form consists of raiding or hijacking energy facilities and 
taking hostages. Such operations are not a common tactic of terrorist 
groups due to the relatively high level of security present at the facili-
ties. Although such attacks tend to be connected to local groups, these 
operations are conducted by both left-wing and right-wing terrorist 
organisations, which are usually motivated by the promise of both ran-
som money and publicity. The sixth and most lethal form of attack on 
an energy sector, as far as potential civilian casualties are concerned, 
is a direct military assault on the staff of oil facilities or gas processing 
plants. The last, increasingly frequent form of energy terrorism con-
sists of kidnapping the employees of oil and gas companies. Consid-
ering the ease of execution of such operations, kidnapping for ransom 
money is a frequent tactic for three main reasons. First, it is a source of 
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funds; second, it serves as a protest against the corporate tactics of en-
ergy companies; and third, it serves to hamper and prevent the survey-
ing and development of oil fields – thus causing considerable damage 
to the given country’s finances.27

Terrorist attacks targeting energy sectors present a great threat to 
energy security in any location that is or could be subject to such at-
tacks, while the possible economic consequences are potentially dev-
astating with regard to the targets of these attacks, such as pipelines, 
depots, tankers, staff, refineries, LNG and oil terminals, etc. The vul-
nerability of this transport infrastructure means that any stoppage of 
supply or production can have a severe impact on economies that are 
dependent on energy resources.

The basis of terrorism targeting energy sectors consists of attacks 
on the energy infrastructure and industry, including power plants, 
power grids, refineries, and oil and gas fields, but it also includes other 
illegal activities connected to these attacks which aim to destabilize 
the government or the region.28 Apart from actually contributing to 
political and economic instability, energy-related attacks may be in-
tended as a  show of resistance to national governments and also as 
a means of putting pressure on foreign powers and international cor-
porations that have a strategic interest in countries producing oil and 
gas. That is, terrorist attacks on energy sectors may in some cases be an 
important part of a terrorist organization’s strategy for fighting foreign 
powers.29 Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly frequent for terror-
ists to target pipelines as a means of obtaining economic resources to 
finance further terrorist operations, or as a means of increasing their 
influence among other groups vying for control of the given area.30

The importance of energy and attacks on energy sectors for 
the IS
Energy and energy-related attacks have a special place in the IS strategy, 
as the energy interests of the IS are, first, the effective use of currently 
existing oil and gas fields within Syria and Iraq and their expansion (for 
example, into Libya); second, increasing oil and gas production to pro-
vide funding for the organisation through sales of these resources; and 
third, taking control of new oil and gas fields and attacking the fuel 
transport infrastructure to punish and economically damage the West 
and other enemies of the IS. The IS’s energy strategy sees oil and, to 
a limited degree, also gas as the main pillars for its vision. At the same 
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time, the IS’s shura (council) identified oil (and gas) as a key instrument 
for the survival of the uprising and, more importantly, as a tool for fi-
nancing its ambitions of creating and expanding the caliphate.31

The central role of energy, mainly oil and gas, is reflected in the 
power structure of the IS. Although the leader of the IS, al-Baghdadi, 
showed a willingness to delegate certain responsibilities to his subor-
dinates and thus relied largely on his regional governors (walis), who 
administer their territories according to rulings decided by the central 
shura – an approach that makes the IS strongly decentralised with re-
gard to the territories it controls – quite the opposite is true in the case 
of mineral resources. Oil and gas, together with military and religious 
operations and the organisation’s  sophisticated media presence, are 
controlled directly by the high command, which is the only IS author-
ity in this matter.32

The main interest of the energy strategy of the IS, which is trying 
to launch its own oil industry that would be similar to national and 
international oil corporations, is the endeavour to make the greatest 
possible use of the wealth of energy resources in its territories, which 
represent a stable and reliable source of income. This strategic vision 
was clear from the very start, when (initially) ISIS and later the IS 
took control of parts of Iraq and Syria and consequently gained ac-
cess to a number of Syrian and Iraqi oil deposits and gas fields. Over 
the course of 2014 the IS took control of more than 60 percent of the 
Syrian oil production and slightly less than 10 percent of the Iraqi 
oil production.33 American government estimates claim that the oil 
transactions in that period generated about $2m–$4m per day for the 
IS.34

Nonetheless, in 2015, air strikes by the U.S., Russia, and their allies 
on the infrastructure, smuggling routes, and oil and gas facilities of the 
captured territories resulted in the recapturing of some of the oil and 
gas fields held by the IS and a reduction in the oil and gas production.35 
However, the IS still retained a number of gas and oil fields in both Iraq 
and Syria in 2015-2016, chiefly in eastern Syria and north-eastern Iraq.36 
In 2016, the IS controlled less than 10 oil fields with a total production 
capacity of about 16,000 - 20,000 barrels of oil per day (bpd), and the 
financial revenues from their oil sales decreased to $0.5m per day.37 The 
IS oil production also fell sharply in the first half of 2017 and according 
to the IHS Conflict Monitor, the IS’s average monthly oil revenue in 
Iraq and Syria at the time was down some 88 percent from the 2015 
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figure in the first half of 201738, which meant that it was approximately 
$0.13m per day.39 Table No. 1 lists the numbers of IS oil fields, their 
production capacities, and the revenues from the oil sales for each year 
between 2014 and 2017.

The energy strategy of the IS, which focuses on attacks on energy sec-
tors, has three directions. First, IS fighters assault oil and gas fields, 
pipelines, and energy facilities in order to try to take control of them, 
with the main purpose of acquiring these resources being to help fund 
the terrorist organization. Second, jihadists of the IS attack energy tar-
gets with the aim of damaging the energy industry of the given country, 
and their main motives for these activities can be (1) to stop the supply 
of oil and gas to Western countries, thereby damaging their economies; 
(2) to limit the supply of these resources, thereby increasing the price 
of oil; and even (3) to use their burning of some oil and/or gas fields 
as a delay tactic to cover their retreat. Third, IS fighters attack energy 
sectors, take hostages and/or kidnap employees of Western companies 
with the aim of destabilising and weakening their enemies’ economy 
and punishing them, obtaining ransom money or bringing attention to 
themselves or their organisation.  However, the main motive is usually 
to damage the credibility of a specific state, as such attacks might show 
that it is not able to ensure its internal security.41

Table 1: A year-by-year comparison of the figures for IS oil fields, oil production, and revenues 
from oil sales for the period 2014-2017

Criteria
Years

2014 2015 2016 2017

The number of IS oil 
fields

20 - 25 
oil fields

10-11 
oil fields

less than 10 
oil fields

initially approx. 8 oil fields 
/ several smaller oil fields 
with dozens of oil wells at 
the end of the year

The IS oil 
production capacity 
in barrels per day 
(bpd)

56,000 
- 80,000  
(120,000) 
bpd

30,000 
– 35,000 
(40,000) 
bpd

16,000 
- 20,000 
(25,000) 
bpd

Initially 5,000 – 10,000 
bpd / only hundreds of bpd 
at the end of the year

The IS oil revenues 
per year in US 
dollars 

$730–
1,460m per 
year

$400 – 
500m 
per year

$150 – 
250m  
per year

$48m 
per year

Source: compiled by the author40 
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Methodology and select examples of IS terrorist attacks on 
oil and gas sectors
On the methodological level, the article is based on the case study 
method, which is understood to mean a detailed analysis of the case 
that was chosen as the subject of the research. Its aim is to provide 
a profound comprehension or causal explanation of the case.42 Its ad-
vantages are the depth of analysis it offers to every researcher and that 
it encompasses a relatively large amount of facts and endeavours to fa-
cilitate their complete evaluation. This treatise understands a “case” of 
a terrorist attack to mean a specific type and form of terrorist activity 
or an attack on an energy sector with the condition that the case study 
then frames the overall terrorist activities, i.e. energy-related attacks, 
together with the related criminal activities of the IS in Iraq in 2014-17.

The oil and gas-related terrorism that is conducted by the IS in Iraq 
is influenced by several factors. Firstly, Iraq is a very rich country in 
terms of oil and gas. Iraq holds nine percent of the world oil reserves 
and two percent of the global gas reserves, and is the second-largest 
petroleum producer and member of the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) after Saudi Arabia. Secondly, the econo-
my of Iraq is highly dependent on exports and sales of minerals. Crude 
oil export revenue accounts for 93 percent of its total government rev-
enues.43 Thirdly, Iraq has long been dealing with the consequences of 
a military intervention, which creates a situation in which the IS can 
realise terrorist attacks targeting the energy sector more easily. In oth-
er words, the energy potential of Iraq, as well as its economic depen-
dence and hence its strong vulnerability to various shocks affecting oil 
production and exports, are well understood by the IS, for which the 
energy issue is an important part of its strategy. These are major rea-
sons for the IS operating in Iraq.

The main sources for our analysis of the IS terrorist attacks on 
the Iraqi energy sector are the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), the 
Global Incident Map (GIM), and the set of research literature prepared 
by the Institute of International Relations Prague on the given topic, 
which contains approximately 120 pages and includes descriptions of 
energy-related terrorists attacks by the IS in Iraq in the period from 
2014 to 2017. The various forms of IS terrorist attacks targeting the 
energy industry and the related illegal activities perpetrated by the IS 
which are described in the following text only represent a sample of 
such cases, but the aim of the sample is to help us to understand the 
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goals and motives of the terrorist activities of the IS in Iraq. At the 
same time, the individual forms and shapes of the terrorist attacks 
and their goals and motives that are presented here are derived from 
specific examples of IS attacks targeted at the energy sector. The next 
sections will provide specific examples of such IS terrorist attacks and 
their accompanying criminal activities, and also discuss the main goals 
and motives of the IS in carrying out such attacks in Iraq. 

Iraq
Since the IS made international headlines by invading Iraq from Syria 
in June of 2014, its territory has shrunk considerably. The IS’s caliphate 
spanned an estimated 36,200 km2 in June 2017. This marks a 40 percent 
reduction in its territory since the start of 2017, and a 60 percent re-
duction overall since our first estimate of its size in January 2015, when 
the jihadist group controlled 90,800 km2 in Iraq and Syria. At the same 
time, the IS has lost all of its major urban strongholds in Iraq.44 In 2017, 
the IS was present in the Hamrin Mountain region, which stretches 
from Kirkuk and Saladin - in which Tuz Khurmatu is located - to the 
Diyala province and the Iranian border.

In 2014-2017, the IS attacked oil and gas fields, oil refineries, and 
gas processing plants in Iraq for at least two reasons. Firstly, the IS at-
tempted to control Iraq’s energy sector. Secondly, it attempted to dam-
age the energy sector and destabilise the enemy. In addition, IS fighters 
ignited Iraqi oil wells as a cover manoeuvre when they were in retreat 
before the advancing Iraqi army.

Terrorist attacks with the aim of taking control of the energy sector
Whereas in 2014 the IS succeeded in gaining control of approximately 
thirty oil fields in the vicinity of Nineveh, Anbar, Saladin, and Kirkuk 
with an overall capacity of about 60,000 bpd, in the first half of 2016 
the IS only controlled a few oil fields, mainly the Qayyara oil field in 
northern Iraq with a  total capacity of 8,000–10,000 bpd and Najma 
with a  total capacity of 5,000 bpd.45 In an attempt to regain control 
of some of the other Iraqi oil fields, IS fighters staged an unsuccessful 
assault on the Alas and Ogail fields in the Saladin Governorate in early 
February 2016. In mid-March 2016 a group of 150 IS jihadists attacked 
the Ajil and Alas oil fields but were repelled. Later in the same month 
the IS attacked Kurdish and Iraqi forces in the town of Makhmur, 
which lies just 120 km from oil-rich Kirkuk. However, with the help 
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of US Marines stationed in Iraq, the Iraqi army managed to resist such 
assaults and successfully protect the country’s energy infrastructure.46 

The Iraqi army also fought heated battles with the IS throughout 
the 2014–15 period for the oil refinery in Baiji with a  production of 
approximately 300,000 barrels of refined oil products per day, which 
satisfies 50 percent of the country’s oil consumption. The IS assaulted 
the Baiji refinery on 18 June 2014 and gained control of most of it some 
two days later. The Iraqi army then retook Baiji and its oil refinery in 
a series of battles that culminated on 16 October 2015.47

Additionally, in late March 2016, the Iraqi army’s Operation Fatah 
was launched against the IS in order to oust the remainder of the rad-
icals from the two-million city of Mosul and recapture the northern 
Iraqi town of Qayyara along with the two surrounding oilfields – Qa-
yyara and Najma. This operation reached its desired goals at the end 
of July 2016. The loss of Qayyara certainly dealt a blow to the IS, which 
had extracted oil from some 60 wells and sold it to help finance its ac-
tivities. The IS had previously shipped at least 50 truckloads of oil a day 
from Qayyara and the nearby Najma oilfields to neighbouring Syria.48  
At the same time, oil from the Qayyara field near Mosul often made its 
way to Turkey. From Turkey, according to many accounts, it made its 
way to Western markets in both Europe and the U.S.

In early 2017, the IS controlled several smaller oil fields with dozens of 
oil wells, mainly east of Salahuddin Province.49 Individual IS attempts 
to capture Iraqi oil fields then continued during the year. For example, 
at the end of February 2017, IS fighters launched two synchronous at-
tacks on areas near Tikrit; one of the attacks was on the Ajil oil field 
(50 km northeast of Tikrit) and the other was on al-Mobaded, which 
is located east of Tikrit.50 Conversely, in September 2017, warplanes 
from the United States-led military coalition destroyed a fuel stor-
age area belonging to IS in southwest Kirkuk.51 Similarly, in Decem-
ber 2017 Iraqi security forces cleared booby-traps placed by IS militants 
along a section of the Iraq-Turkey oil pipeline which stretches from the 
Kirkuk Governorate to Turkey while passing by al-Riyad, Baiji and Mo-
sul. According to the Iraqi Ministry of Interior, after several months of 
work, the energy security directorate managed to clear the section from 
Kirkuk to Baiji and lift and dismantle more than 900 explosive devic-
es along the line.52 However, at the end of 2017, the IS still controlled 
some oil infrastructure and two Iraqi oil fields containing four wells in 
the northern Tuz Khurmatu district53 and continued to steal, spill and 
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smuggle crude oil from Iraqi oil fields as a means to wreak havoc and 
fund their sputtering but surviving campaign of terror.54

Terrorist attacks that aim to damage the energy sector and 
destabilize the enemy
In early March 2015, just before the start of Operation Fatah, IS fighters 
set fire to the Ajil oil field. Their intention was to create a smoke wall 
that would block Iraqi helicopter forces attacks against IS positions 
around Tikrit. In the end, however, Ajil was destroyed by allied air 
strikes, and Tikrit was later re-taken by Iraqi forces. The IS’s decision 
to burn the field had almost no strategic impact.55 

Similarly, first in April and then in early May 2016, IS militants 
used improvised explosive devices (IED) to blow up three oil wells 
and damage one other well in the Khabaz oil field, which lies about 
20 km south-west of Kirkuk in northern Iraq and comprises approxi-
mately 41 oil wells with a total capacity of around 10,000–15,000 bpd.56 
On 12 May 2016, IS fighters conducted another attack on the Khabaz 
oil field and destroyed two oil wells, causing a drop in production of 
4,000 bpd.57 A month later, in an effort to stop the Iraqi army in its 
advance on Mosul, IS radicals set fire to five oil wells near Qayyara in 
the province of Ninive.58

Last but not least, ‘at the end of July 2016, the IS militants marched 
into two energy facilities in northern Iraq and killed at least five peo-
ple. The first attack took place at an AB2 gas compressor station, 
located about 15 km northwest of Kirkuk in the Bajwan area. Four 
gunmen with hand grenades attacked the station leaving two guards 
in a serious condition. The militants then shot dead four workers in 
a control room’. 59 The militants then allegedly went to the Bai Has-
san oil station, located some 25 km further north-west, where they 
mounted a similar attack. One of them detonated his explosive vest 
at an outside gate so that the others could enter the facility. Once 
inside, two more men detonated their explosive-laden vests, thus de-
stroying an oil storage tank. The Bai Hassan oil station, which had 
been producing 55,000 bpd, was forced to suspend all activity follow-
ing the attack.60

Also, in an attempt to prevent Iraqi fighter jets from reaching their 
targets, the IS militants set fire to the oil wells in Tal Afar on 21 August 
2017.61 Similarly, for a month and a half, IS fighters set fire to three oil 
wells near Hawija, which is located west of the oil city of Kirkuk. The 
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IS fighters were trying to use the rising smoke to avert air strikes while 
they retreated from the area to Hawija. Iraq launched an offensive on 
21 September 2017 to dislodge the IS from Hawija.62

IS tactics aimed at ignition of oilfields and the Iraqi offensive to 
capture Mosul
As the IS lost their last two oil fields in Iraq in July 2016 and with the 
Iraqi offensive on Mosul in October of that year, IS fighters resorted 
to drastic measures as they set fire to oil fields to a greater extent than 
ever before. The same tactic had already been used by Saddam Hussein 
during the Persian Gulf War. The fires would destroy several oil wells, 
and the resulting clouds of smoke would make it difficult to bomb the 
retreating Islamists with precision. To give some examples of such 
attacks, retreating IS fighters torched several oil fields and oil wells 
near Mosul on 26 October 2016, and in early November, IS militants 
torched another 19 wells to stop the progress of the Iraqi army.63 At 
the beginning of 2017, the IS fighters set another 25 oil wells on fire in 
Qayyara, which is located south of Mosul.64

On 26 February 2017, the Iraqi security forces took control of the 
largest area of IS oil smuggling, which was located at the entrance of 
the fourth bridge in Mosul.65 Four months later, by mid-June 2017, 
the Iraqi army took control of all parts of the city and almost reached 
the An-Nuri Mosque, from which the IS leader al-Baghdadi had pro-
claimed a  caliphate in the conquered territories of Iraq and Syria in 
2014. IS radicals then demolished the ancient mosque with explosives 
on 21 June 2017. Iraqi anti-terrorist forces conquered the ruins of the 
An-Nuri Mosque a week later, on 29 June, and the Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi announced the overthrow of Mosul as the seat of the 
IS’s power in July 2017.

Consequences of the terrorist attacks in Iraq for energy security
Attacks carried out in order to either dominate or damage the energy 
sector in Iraq have had a negative impact on the Iraqi economy, which 
loses revenue from gas production and oil exports. They also neces-
sitate an allocation of funds to provide security to the energy indus-
try and repair infrastructure damaged by both the allies’ air raids and 
the IS. In the case of Iraq, crude oil export accounts for 93 percent of 
the total revenue of its government. However, it should be noted that 
while the IS dominated northern Iraq (excluding the Kurdistan Region 
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of Iraq), impacting the oil production and refinery operations there, 
this did not affect the southern Iraqi oil production and exports. The 
IS also did not significantly affect the production in the Kurdistan Re-
gion, although the fighting between it and the Iraqi army came very 
close to the fields operated by the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) – Khurmala Dome and Shaikan. However, some oil companies 
were forced to abandon their exploration projects in Iraq, which could 
delay future developments in oil exploration.66

Accordingly, OPEC’s Annual Statistical Bulletin 2016 mentions that 
Iraq’s output of petroleum products dropped from around 613,000 bpd 
in 2011 to around 444,000 bpd in 2015. This slashed the govern-
ment’s total revenues, which are generated mainly from crude exports. 
‘Net oil export revenues stood at $89 billion in 2014 and plummeted to 
$18 billion in early 2016, according to the US Energy Information Ad-
ministration (EIA), [and this finding was] derived from EIA’s June 2016’ 
[sic] Short-Term Energy Outlook. The decreasing trends show that the 
seizure of key oil fields by ISIS has had a significant negative effect on 
Iraq’s petroleum industry value in the international market compared 
to other countries’.67

The partial interruptions in the production and supply of crude oil 
and natural gas in the country therefore had a negative impact on the 
energy security of Iraq itself. Meanwhile the unstable domestic polit-
ical, ethnic, and religious situation inside Iraq led the IS to focus far 
more on terrorist attacks in recent times, with the main aim being to 
deepen the country’s continuing instability, and these terrorist attacks 
will likely dominate the larger part of the IS’s activities in the foresee-
able future. These events could cause a panic in world markets, bring-
ing about an increase in oil prices, which is what the IS needs. 

By contrast, for the EU, the energy security impacts of IS attacks 
targeting Iraq’s energy sector are rather minimal since Iraqi oil exports 
account for only 4.6 percent of EU oil imports, and the EU does not 
import LNG from Iraq. Even if the situation in Iraq deteriorated and its 
oil exports ceased, the consequences for EU energy security would be 
limited as EU member states have diversified oil imports.

Conclusion
For the IS, energy represents a key area of its strategy. It focuses on the 
utilisation and expansion of its existing oil and natural gas production 
capacity as an important source of funding for its operations. The IS 
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also uses energy to punish Western countries and their allies. In its 
energy strategy the IS relies on the method of ‘use or threat of vio-
lence’, which is also a fundamental pillar of energy-focused terrorism. 
Firstly, this method is used in specific IS attacks on oil and gas fields, 
energy infrastructure, and energy facilities with the aim to either take 
control of the energy sector, or destroy the energy sector in an attempt 
to disrupt exports, raise oil prices, and/or politically and economically 
weaken, destabilize and discredit the enemy. The attacks could even be 
carried out as military manoeuvres. Secondly, the method is also used 
when IS fighters kidnap workers and employees of Western companies 
or take them hostage in order to obtain a ransom, draw attention to 
themselves, or damage the credibility of the state, as a successful kid-
napping or hostage-taking could be seen as proof that the state is inca-
pable of ensuring the safety of its people. It should also be mentioned 
that the IS does not limit its operations to attacks on energy sectors, 
but it also takes part in other illegal criminal activities, for example, in 
Iraq.

According to the GTD, in Iraq the ISIS/IS carried out a total of 259 
attacks on the business and utilities sector,68 and this figure includes 
more than a  third of the country’s  terrorist attacks on energy infra-
structure, oil and gas fields, refineries, security guards protecting pipe-
lines and gas plants in the period from 1 January 2014 to 31 December 
2017.69 The numbers of attacks by the IS on the energy sector in Iraq for 
the examined years are listed in Table No. 2.

Table No. 2 also leads to several conclusions. Firstly, in 2014-2017, 
the IS carried out 96 attacks on the energy sector in Iraq. This can be 
explained by the growing importance of the energy sector for the IS, 
which uses mineral resources to implement its terrorist and military 
activities. Secondly, the number of attacks per year in Iraq has been 
decreasing continuously from 2014 to 2017 due to the IS’s gradual loss 
of oil and gas fields, refineries, power equipment and parts of the ter-
ritory controlled by it. 

Table 2:  The numbers of the IS energy-related attacks in Iraq in 2014-2017

Country
Year

Total
2014 2015 2016 2017

Iraq 32 24 23 17 96
Source: compiled by the author70
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The aim of these IS terrorist attacks on the energy sector of Iraq 
is to conquer and dominate Iraq’s oil and gas fields, as well as its oil 
refineries and other energy facilities. The main motive is to achieve 
the maximum possible oil production from the Iraqi oil fields under IS 
control and use the subsequent sale of the oil to fund IS activities and 
the creation and expansion of the caliphate. At the same time, in Iraq 
the IS attacked oil and gas fields, gas plants, an oil station and a com-
pressor station for transporting gas with the aim of harming the Iraqi 
energy sector. Likewise, IS fighters attack the energy sector in Iraq 
and take hostages in the process in order to destabilize the position 
of the enemy, i.e. Iraq, and attract attention to themselves and their 
organization. Finally, the IS radical fighters, as a part of their attacks 
on Iraq’s oil industry, ignite oilfields as a cover manoeuvre when they 
retreat. These terrorist attacks are influenced by a variety of motives, 
but the main desired end result for the IS is that they would dominate 
the rest of the territory of Iraq. The first motive of these attacks is to 
discontinue the production of oil and its export to the West, and to 
raise the price of oil and thus damage the Western economy. The sec-
ond, more frequent motive is to undermine the credibility of Iraq by 
showing that it is an unreliable supplier of oil which is unable to secure 
oil shipments to Western countries. The third motive of these terrorist 
attacks, which is also frequent, is to discredit the Iraqi government, as 
the attacks are intended to prove that it is unable to ensure security 
on its own territory, and that Iraq is an unstable country that is not 
suitable for foreign investments.

Attacks on the energy industry and infrastructure by the IS mainly 
have a negative impact on Iraq, namely on its economy and energy se-
curity. In the case of Iraq, terrorist attacks on its energy sector could 
also have a negative impact on global (Asian and, partly, Western) en-
ergy security as a result of the related disruptions of oil supplies from 
Iraq.

As the IS has been losing the territories it captured in Iraq, its capac-
ity to generate revenue has declined drastically. In Iraq, the group has 
lost all the oil and gas fields it previously controlled, however it con-
trols dozens of oil wells. While the IS’s oil revenue could continue to 
decline in the near future, it is still likely benefiting from its taxing of 
fuel consumption on the local level and charging fees for tanker trucks 
transiting IS-controlled areas. It can therefore be expected that the IS 
terrorist attacks on the Iraqi energy sector will continue. 
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Whereas poverty eradication is the primary official purpose of devel-
opment aid disbursed by the EU, an analysis of official development 
assistance (ODA) flows between 1995 and 2014 suggests that recipients’ 
needs are even less salient for aid by the EU than for the bilateral aid 
dispersed by its member states. Employing a dataset with pooled mem-
ber state ODA disbursements, development aid disbursed by the EU 
is found to rather serve common European foreign policy goals, e.g. 
preparation for accession and geostrategic aims. Even though those 
states which acceded to the EU in 2004 received over proportional 
amounts of ODA both by the EU and its member states, current ac-
cession candidates and states of the EU’s Eastern Partnership do not 
receive such a surplus of bilateral development aid from EU member 
states. These findings indicate an increasingly functional division of 
the two European channels for allocating ODA.
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Whilst in the past decades several states and international organisa-
tions emerged as major donors of aid, including United Nations agen-
cies, Bretton Woods institutions and regional Development Banks, 
the European Union constitutes a special case regarding development 
policy. Even though the nation states of Western Europe have been 
responsible for major shares of global foreign aid flows since the very 
advent of the concept of development assistance, the European Union 
itself, too, has emerged as a major provider of foreign aid, even sur-
passing official development assistance disbursed by UN institutions 
by twice the entire UN system’s aggregate disbursements.

Interestingly, development cooperation is a policy area of shared re-
sponsibility between the EU and its member states, implying that both 
the EU and its individual member states govern formally independent 
policies in this field. However, since its member states exert signifi-
cant influence on decision-making within the European Union’s  in-
stitutional design, it does not solely pose one additional donor, but 
rather a second level available for member state governments to allo-
cate foreign aid through. Considering repeated attempts to shift more 
responsibility in this policy field to the European level and ongoing 
discussions on the distribution of competencies in this domain, un-
derstanding the interaction between those two levels will be essential 
to properly assess the consequences of potential changes. Hence, the 
aim of this article is to assess how member state preferences impact 
foreign aid allocations by the European Union as well as to identify the 
function EU aid fulfils in between the national level and global inter-
national organisations. 

Contrary to many studies that focus on legal aspects and institu-
tional adjustments in order to explain the European aid regime, an em-
pirical approach will be employed. Whereas poverty eradication is de-
clared the primary aim of all EU development assistance efforts2, closer 
scrutiny indicates that they are not more targeted at this aim than the 
efforts of EU member states are. As will be shown, development pol-
icy of the EU has historically strong linkages to the preferences and 
policies of its member states, albeit the interconnectedness seems to 
decrease in recent years. Furthermore, the structure of member states’ 
preferences is a decisive determinant of foreign aid allocations by the 
Union, which, nevertheless, is subject to EU enlargement as well as the 
institutional design of the European Union. The results of the analysis 
conducted in this paper also provide hints of an emerging functional 
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division between European aid policies, with EU aid serving common 
European geopolitical interests, whereas member states decreasingly 
employ bilateral aid to pursue European interests abroad.

Why losing Control? The Concept of Multilateral Aid
Maizels and Nissanke distinguish between bilateral and multilateral 
foreign aid and examine, in an analysis with a quite limited time frame, 
that the latter is allocated much more according to recipients’ actu-
al needs than bilateral flows, which, as they find, in most cases serve 
the interests of the donor.3 Replicating Burnside and Dollar’s study on 
aid4 whilst employing different methods, results provided by Headey 
indicate that this might indeed be true, albeit bilateral aid seems to 
increasingly focus on recipients’ needs after the end of the Cold War.5 
Easterly and Pfutze, more differentiated, conclude that development 
funds tend to implement a range of desirable practices of foreign aid 
best and United Nations institutions do worst, which are both multi-
lateral donors, while bilateral aid ranks somewhere in between.6 These 
results raise questions as multilateral aid is not different from bilateral 
aid in terms of real flows from donor to recipient, from tax-payers in 
a developed nation to the poor in a less developed state. 

Allocating foreign aid flows multilaterally is per definitionem inev-
itably associated with a  loss of control for donor countries, only the 
degree of loss being dependent on the institutional design of the inter-
national agency. The general public seems to at least implicitly recog-
nise this condition as Milner and Tingley identify different preferences 
on multilateral aid spending among partisans in the case of the oppo-
nents’ victory prior to the US presidential election in 2008.7

Why then, do governments choose to allocate foreign aid multilat-
erally and lose control? Scholars have examined two basic arguments 
on this issue. Firstly, Rodrik employs the institutional capacity of mul-
tilateral agencies in order to argue that they have advantages both in 
centralising information, thus being able to implement efficient aid 
policies in recipient states, and facilitating the implementation of aid 
conditionality, which makes aid payments dependent on policy chang-
es in recipient states.8 Hence, whereas bilateral aid seems to have 
a rather strategic and strong regional focus, e.g. US aid to the Middle 
East, Japanese spending in South East Asia or a European emphasis on 
Africa9, Rodrik argues that multilateral flows would be detached from 
these considerations.10 In accordance with this consideration, Reins-
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berg considers multilateral aid relationships to be less politicised after 
finding that multilateral donors hardly respond to political liberalisa-
tion of recipients.11 Multilateral aid channelling depoliticises foreign 
aid and might thus allow punishing human rights violators collective-
ly, argue Lebovic and Voeten.12 

Moreover, it is argued that collusion by donors or the prevalence 
of a dominant donor might improve aid efficiency in recipients as aid 
projects are less fragmented, local wages are not perverted by compe-
tition, which otherwise might curb the recipient’s bureaucratic quali-
ty, and expertise can be centralised and efficiently exploited.13 Indeed, 
many recipient countries deem further cooperation among donors 
necessary for the effectiveness of foreign aid.14

Concerning the second explanation for multilateral aid, Milner bas-
es her argument on the interest of donors both to employ foreign aid 
for strategic purposes and to ensure the legitimacy of aid at the same 
time.15 Given that ordinary citizens have very little detailed informa-
tion on development assistance, Milner argues, donors need to provide 
development-oriented multilateral aid in order to credibly signal the 
necessity and usefulness of foreign aid to their constituencies, even 
though multilateral aid ‘is surely of less direct political utility to donor 
governments’.16 Hence, the result would be coexistence of rather stra-
tegic bilateral aid and rather development-oriented multilateral aid. 
Indeed, arguments made for multilateral aid to be rather orientated 
towards recipient-side determinants have been supported by empirical 
findings in terms of focus on development needs17 and human rights 
records in recipient states.1819

However, even though multilateral agents tend to formalise the 
process of aid allocation, which can include the adoption of ‘quasi-le-
gal frameworks’20, multilateral aid can certainly also serve domestic 
interests, for instance by providing contracts for national companies.21 
The decision to use multilateral allocation channels of development 
assistance, nevertheless, seems to be dependent on national prefer-
ences and their congruence with multilaterally achievable outcomes, 
resulting in vastly differential significance of multilateral aid among 
donor nations.2223

It is noteworthy that all of the above-mentioned explanations for 
the existence of multilateral aid do not actually derive from changes in 
the strategic interest of donors but rather either from the institutional 
decision-making procedure that tames the implementation of individ-
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ual strategic interests or from the necessity to partly signal develop-
ment-oriented behaviour in order to maintain the pursuit of national 
interests through foreign aid. Thus, strategic donor interests are likely 
to be the main reason why bilateral aid remains to be the prevalent 
type of development assistance. Still, although the decision to channel 
aid through multilateral agencies might be strategic in intent, it could 
thoroughly foster development in consequence.

The European Aid Regime
While many donor countries allocate development assistance both 
through bilateral and multilateral channels, member states of the Eu-
ropean Union simultaneously and increasingly also disperse develop-
ment assistance via the EU itself, thus effectively employing a  third 
level in this policy area (Figure 1). Remarkably, even though the OECD 
considers EU aid to be multilateral in nature, some scholars label it 
bilateral aid.24 However, neither of these is fully adequate if the institu-
tional framework of the European Union is taken into account.
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Figure 1: Total Foreign Aid Commitments to Specified Recipients over Time. [Source: Author]
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Up to the present, EU aid comprises two channels with distinct 
budgets. Firstly, the European Development Fund (EDF) serves as an 
aid instrument and is funded by contributions from member states in 
multiannual frameworks, which can voluntarily be increased. It was 
founded during the initial stages of European integration in 1958 and 
targeted at the especially indigent group of African, Caribbean and Pa-
cific (ACP) countries as well as at oversea territories of member states. 
Although the European Commission, and to a  lesser extent the Eu-
ropean Investment Bank, as supranational institutions implement 
the fund, decisions are made by the so-called EDF committee, which 
consists of member state representatives, under the rule of qualified 
majority voting or unanimity for budget decisions and institutional 
changes, respectively.25 While member states’ individual contribu-
tions have been increasingly aligned to their corresponding general 
EU budget contributions and thus their economic capacities, repeat-
ed attempts to include the EDF into the Union’s general budget have 
been rejected by member states for diverse reasons.26 Secondly, several 
programmatic development policy instruments, most notably the De-
velopment Cooperation Instrument or the European Neighbourhood 
and Partnership instruments, are directly funded from the European 
Union’s budget, which commands its own revenues since 1970.27 This, 
of course, is not to say that these funds are therefore managed inde-
pendently of member states’ preferences and influences. Indeed, even 
though this aid channel is funded by the Union’s own budget, its man-
agement is subject to the above-mentioned clash between intergov-
ernmental and supranational influences, which is shaped by external 
influences like EU enlargement rounds or institutional advancement 
in the course of European integration. 

Maizels and Nissanke consistently conclude in their empirical analy-
sis of donors’ motivations for aid that French aid favours former colo-
nies, whereas economic interests explain the bilateral aid allocation of 
Germany and, maybe surprisingly, Britain best.28 Essentially, the Lomé 
Convention, which over decades governed the EDF, was an expression 
of special political relations of which aid was only one component.29 
Its direct and current successor, the Cotonou Convention, which was 
signed in 2000, continues to embed aid into a more general, economic 
and political partnership agreement, although being criticised for its 
neoliberal approach.30 



134

In fact, the share of EU aid attributed to least development coun-
tries with the strongest need for poverty reduction successively de-
creased over the past decades, even falling behind the share allocated 
by EU member states to these countries (Figure 2). Accordingly, in the 
context of foreign policy realignment in 1997 the European Commis-
sion declared the post-colonial era to be over, which some assign to 
the prevalence of globally-oriented member states over regionally-in-
terested EU member states and the subsequent shift towards normal-
isation of relations to ACP countries.31 It must be recalled that the ini-
tial setting of the European Community with six member states and 
a dominant French government was subject to continuing accession 
of states that had little strategic interest in Sub-Sahara Africa, begin-
ning with Spain and Portugal, which emphasised ties to Latin America 
via Austria, Sweden and Finland until the Eastern European enlarge-
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ment.32 An interesting result of these paradigm changes is a sharp de-
cline in relative EU aid flows also to ACP countries, despite their low 
level of development and the rhetoric focus on poverty alleviation.33, 34

Moreover, the linkage between EU aid and the national preferenc-
es of its member states seems to have significantly weakened in the 
course of the past decades as far as the correlation of aid allocations is 
concerned (Figure 3). Since then there seems to have emerged a new 
paradigm of EU development policy, of which a central aspect is the 
respect for normative values such as human rights.35, 36, 37

European Aid as a Two-Level Game
Furthermore, it seems reasonable to assume that EU aid policies might 
be more than solely an expression of aggregated member state prefer-
ences. The European Union was supposed to become and is a hybrid 
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type of aid allocating institutions as its institutional setting combines 
perks of multilateral agents like the relative depoliticization of aid 
relations for individual member states and formalisation of aid pro-
grammes, but also attributes of bilateral aid through members’ com-
paratively strong impact on aid allocations and the embeddedness into 
a comprehensive political entity.

Based on these institutional implications, the theory employed in 
this paper is rooted in preference structures of involved stakeholders 
and mechanisms that interfere in the process of preference aggrega-
tion. As Putnam describes in his “two-level game”, interaction between 
the domestic and foreign policy can be exploited by actors in order 
to generate more preferable outcomes, thus ‘enabling them to achieve 
otherwise unattainable objectives’.38 While member state governments, 
of course, do not have to find an agreement for European aid policies 
on a national level, they can be assumed to behave respectively as they 
attempt to implement their preferences through the EU budget, seek-
ing to shape EU aid flows as suitable as possible to their own prefer-
ences. Hence, transmitting Putnam’s general concept to the issue at 
hand, the European aid regime can be described to be an interacting 
two-level game, which, given the institutional order, results in three 
stages of policy-adaptation to actors’ preferences.

Firstly, individual national strategies and interests shape national 
aid programmes and bilateral flows as these states are sovereign to dis-
burse aid to whomever they want to, for arbitrary reasons. Secondly, 
with increasing common aid volumes disbursed and, as stated above, 
mediated by European institutions, EU development policies allow 
member states to implement their preferences and interests through 
this channel, too. Although individual states may articulate their inter-
ests, bargain accordingly and more or less succeed in shaping aid allo-
cations, final EU aid flows are a product of the aggregation of member 
states’ interests and consensus-making in the council in consideration 
of agenda setting by the European Commission and the EU bureaucra-
cy. Furthermore, EU aid has to be distinguished from typical multilat-
eral aid concerning the amount of detailed reliable information that is 
available to member states as a result of common negotiations. 

Hence, thirdly, member states could take these results into account 
when adopting their final foreign aid allocations, which would make 
EU decisions impact bilateral foreign aid flows disbursed by member 
states. The salience of this effect, nevertheless, might strongly vary 
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among member states depending on tendencies of EU aid or national 
strategies and preferences or their involvement in a particular recipi-
ent state.

Two dimensions of development aid policy, which are conditioned 
by the mechanisms that rule aggregation of national preferences and 
are represented by the second stage in the above mentioned interacted 
two-level game, could be decisive for the structural shape of EU aid al-
locations. The underlying effect on EU aid regarding this dimension is 
caused by the sheer process of preference aggregation. While member 
states might allocate aid in order to objectively foster development in 
recipient states, they are very likely to also employ development aid 
as a  foreign policy tool to a  certain extent. However, some strategic 
purposes of foreign aid like support of arms trade deals, securing mil-
itary relationships (as is argued the US did39) and generating benefits 
for national companies are not applicable for EU aid, due to the mere 
fact that the EU is solely a confederation of states as well as the aggre-
gation of these states’ preferences, which might be diametrically op-
posed. In addition, while strategic aid policies might be rooted in the 
preferences of governments, the Council of the European Union and 
its 28 members are subject to high levels of fluctuation. To sum up, the 
mechanism for common decision-making establishes implicit mutual 
control that is expected to tame national non-programmatic self-in-
terest, analogous to similar observations concerning compliance with 
human rights in Europe due to the establishment of mutual control 
mechanisms.40 EU aid, then, should be less influenced by strategic in-
terests as compared to member states’ foreign aid and rather be driven 
by recipient needs. Hence, referring to the above-mentioned continu-
um, the first hypothesis is derived, which can be described as EU-de-
velopment hypothesis:

H1: Lack of development is a stronger predictor of EU aid flows 
than of member state aid.
While development-oriented aid should then be expected to be in the 
focus of European Union institutions, relative strong involvement of 
member states in the decision-making process on the European level 
could potentially introduce some more typical aspects of bilateral aid 
flows, making EU aid taking a position between more strategic bilat-
eral aid flows, on the one hand, and flows disbursed by more indepen-
dent multilateral agencies on the other. As opposed to the effect that is 
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claimed to cause the focus of EU aid on development-oriented purpos-
es, the reason here rather concerns the decision-making mechanism 
in the Council of the European Union than the sole existence of inter-
governmental negotiations. For instance, while a qualified majority is 
necessary in the Council, the existence of a ‘culture of consensus’41 as 
well as the fact that many decisions are made unanimously even with-
out institutional need to do so, highlight the importance of national 
interests and informal bargaining power. In consequence, to a certain 
extent European aid is likely to resemble the aggregation of national 
aid allocations. Since policies with higher chances to be agreed on are 
those in the interest of EU members, the member state-interest hy-
pothesis states:

H2a: The higher member state aid flows to a certain recipient, the 
higher can EU development aid flows be expected.
Note that while the first hypothesis states that strategic intentions 
are expected to be less salient for EU aid, this might not be valid in 
special cases, namely if many EU member states have a common stra-
tegic interest in recipient countries. In such a case, the second deter-
mining dimension of EU aid would be decisive, namely the structure 
of member state preferences. If member states’ interests in a partic-
ular recipient are quite homogeneous, they might be able to jointly 
push for increased aid flows to this very recipient. The realisation of 
national strategies through EU aid is much harder or even impossi-
ble if members’ interests in a certain state are very heterogeneous, as 
incentives for delegation are higher and delegation therefore more 
likely if principals’ preferences are close to each other.42 The reason-
ing behind this point is that not only the absolute amount of member 
state aid to recipients indicates member state interests and shapes EU 
disbursements, but also its composition. If, for instance, one member 
donates 10 million € to an arbitrary recipient state, it will be less likely 
to impact common decision-making and to have this interest reflect-
ed in European aid contributions than if ten member states donate 1 
million € each. In consequence, if a broad coalition of member states 
enters negotiations with strong preferences towards a single recipient 
of aid, these members should be able to shape negotiations. Hence, in 
the case of disagreements, aid is likely to end up being spent on those 
interests that are broadly represented in the Council, for which reason 
the member state-preference hypothesis states:
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H2b: EU aid allocations will be higher if member state interests in 
a certain recipient state are more homogeneous ceteris paribus.
However, as has been mentioned, EU enlargement rounds and result-
ing diversification of interests have the ability and do alter the internal 
dynamics of decision-making processes in the European Union. Giving 
the increasing and quite pronounced programmatic formalisation of 
EU development policies, it is possible that member states have lost 
their grip on the allocation of EU development aid. While it is quite 
complex to establish meaningful absolute relationships between mem-
ber states’ actual flows and EU development policies in order to evalu-
ate this explanation, it might be insightful to analyse their congruency 
over time in order to identify major tendencies in influence of member 
states on EU development aid. As shown above, despite its rhetoric 
focus the share of EU aid directed to least developed countries has 
decreased over the past years, possibly indicating that development 
might actually have become a less salient determinant of aid flows and 
raising the question whether this change rather follows member state 
aid flows or diverges from them. The Union’s enlargement as well as 
the strengthening of EU institutions in legal terms might have caused 
an intra-EU power shift towards supranational institutions. Thus, the 
following supranationality-hypothesis follows from these consider-
ations:

H3: EU aid flows are decreasingly determined by aid allocations of 
EU member states.
If EU aid is indeed increasingly detached from member states’ nation-
al foreign aid flows than a mere aggregation, it remains unclear what 
purpose EU aid would serve then. Nielson and Tierney argue that if 
principals cannot agree on proposed policy changes, the agent’s own 
position becomes more favourable as it might exploit the preference 
structure due to the principal’s  lacking ability to act unified.43 Thus, 
EU aid should be expected to aim at fulfilling the Commission’s pol-
icy goals, which is above all the eradication of poverty, as has been 
repeatedly stated. A  second potential explanation would be that EU 
member states engage in ‘laundering’44, namely shifting policies to an-
other level or agency if they are unfavourable for bilateral relations. 
Regarding such considerations, it seems reasonable that certain states 
play a superior role for common foreign policy targets of the Europe-
an Union and EU member states are willing to support these nations. 
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However, bilateral aid might seem inappropriate for this purpose to 
some governments. Recalling Milner’s  point of multilateral aid as 
a  signal to constituencies45, European aid might indeed be exploited 
to prove development commitments of member states, while in fact 
it serves geopolitical interests. Given the EU’s official rhetoric on de-
velopment policy and emphasis on poverty eradication, it does not 
surprise that although Europeans know less about the actual flows of 
common European development aid than about national aid policies, 
significantly more advocate for increases in European aid than in na-
tional aid according to the Eurobarometer.46 Hence, it might be that 
member states employ this channel of foreign aid as strategic foreign 
policy instrument, resulting in disproportionately high amounts of aid 
allocated to recipients of geopolitical interest. It is noteworthy that 
while the preceding two hypotheses refer to EU aid as a  function of 
member state preferences and their structure, this argument does base 
on a superordinate preference outside the set of national development 
policy preferences, but on selective delegation by member states to the 
European level. Thus, if the predicted effect indeed exists, this would 
indicate that member states are aware of the common need to engage 
in those interests even though they do not provide bilateral aid accord-
ingly. In consequence, this hypothesis might be called the EU-interest 
hypothesis:

H4: If a recipient state is of major importance for the EU’s foreign 
policy goals, it will receive larger shares of EU aid ceteris paribus.
As far as the third stage of the theory on European multi-level aid 
is concerned, an effect of the existence of multilateral aid disbursed 
by the EU on member states’ policies and their bilateral foreign aid 
flows could be possible. This might possibly be realised by common 
actions towards certain recipient nations or implicitly by independent 
but systematically differing policies. As has been ruled by the Europe-
an Court of Justice, furthermore, development aid policies of member 
states may not exert adverse consequences on respective EU policies.47 
Concerning the interaction of foreign aid flows disbursed by different 
donors and their economic properties more generally, Frey raises the 
question whether foreign aid can be considered to be a public good.48 
He models the interaction between the aid flows of a small and large 
donor under the presumption that donors’ utility is a function both of 
their own and other countries’ aid. As a result, the small country would 
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be expected to decrease its spending to a  certain recipient if a  total 
amount which is perceived to be sufficient can be reached given aid 
flows by the large country. If aid was such a good and oriented towards 
the recipient’s  basic needs for development, he states, the marginal 
benefit of aid would decrease with increasing total aid, resulting in 
mutual substitution effects by donors and therefore making their aid 
flows responsive to each other. However, in his analysis Frey finds that 
such a perception of foreign aid is not appropriate as donors do not 
consider others’ contributions, but apparently allocate aid for strategic 
reasons. 

If European aid serves foreign policy purposes and member state 
interests are indeed selectively delegated towards the European level, 
member states could be expected to anticipate the flow of EU aid they 
jointly adopted and to reduce their own contributions to this group of 
recipients. In fact, assuming that rational interests drive member state 
aid policies, incentives to exploit European foreign aid policies would 
be provided. In such a case, EU aid might have a substitution effect and 
crowd out member states’ bilateral aid flows. Thus, the fifth and last 
hypothesis states:

H5: Member states’ aid contributions to recipients of common 
European interest decrease over time.

Data and Operationalisation
In order to test the aforementioned hypotheses, a  new dataset was 
compiled that includes aid flows from 1970 onwards until 2014. A case 
is defined as recipient-year and comprises all recipients which received 
any amount of ODA by the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee, with the exception of EU members’ oversea territories and small 
island states that do not provide comparable data. In total, these are 
154 states and 5,889 cases, with a  small share of these not receiving 
any aid by the EU and its members. On the donor side, all EU member 
states are included that report their aid flows to the OECD, which are 
all except Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia and Malta. 

The dependent variables are operationalised as total commitment 
of ODA in constant 2011 US-$ by the EU and EU member states as 
retrieved from the OECD. Since original data are generally reported 
in US-$, they are not converted to euros as this might cause potential 
distortions. In order to be able to compare EU aid flows with those 
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of its member states, a variable that contains aggregated aid commit-
ments by EU member states is created, which is subject to a changing 
composition and only includes states that were EU members at time of 
the commitment. This measure is preferred over actual aid disburse-
ments as commitments closer approximate the intention of donors to 
provide development assistance to a certain recipient state, irrespec-
tive of possible obstacles in its implementation49. Since the range of aid 
flows is quite large and would render estimates being highly sensitive 
to few observations, the variables were transformed with the natural 
logarithm having been taken. Since no constant has been added be-
fore, cases without any aid flows received are transformed into missing 
values, which, however, is acceptable for the theoretical framework in 
this paper50. In addition, a variable for the annual growth rate of aid 
committed by the EU or its member states, respectively, is included 
in order to account for the fact that aid increases to a recipient might 
only reflect a higher general budget. Given that development policies 
are often part of long-term relations, most models include lagged de-
pendent variables as independent variables because it is adequate to 
assume that attitudes of donors towards recipient states do not com-
prehensively change every year. 

In order to account for the heterogeneity of member state prefer-
ences toward recipients, the author constructed a variable that aggre-
gates the vote share in the Council of the European Union of all mem-
ber states that in the same year also made any commitment to a re-
spective recipient, irrespective of the amount. While the disregard of 
the amounts of aid is necessary in order to solely focus on the structure 
of preferences, the consideration of donors’ vote shares in the Council 
discriminates between typically larger and smaller donors, thus pre-
venting high sensitivity of the measurement to marginal amounts con-
tributed by small member states. Data on Council vote weights origi-
nate from Jakob Lempp.51

Concerning explanatory variables, several motivations for providing 
aid are considered. Beginning with recipient-based explanations, the 
level of development is operationalised by including GDP per capita 
of recipient states, values having been retrieved from the World Bank 
and provided in constant 2011 US-$ PPP52. Since it is possible that larg-
er states receive preferential treatment by donors, the absolute num-
ber of population, also retrieved from the World Bank, is included in 
the models as well. Controlling for recipient-based factors that might 
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shape the flow of development aid, two more variables are included. 
Firstly, human rights violations might result in ceasing aid efforts by 
donors in order to sanction respective regimes instead of potentially 
securing their liquidity, even though the standard of development is 
quite low. Human rights violations in recipient states are operation-
alised with higher scores on the Political Terror Scale (PTS)53 , using 
values from Amnesty International, as far as these are available, and 
values from the US State Department otherwise. Since it is unlikely 
that there are linear relationships between aid commitments and hu-
man rights violations but donors might react to a threshold, the author 
included dummy variables for each stage of the PTS that does not indi-
cate a good human rights record. Using PTS data aims to identify sole-
ly political violence and basic human rights violations committed by 
state parties. The separation between human and political rights has to 
be considered as the policy goals of poverty alleviation and sanctioning 
of autocratic regimes can be diametrically opposed to each other. In 
order to acknowledge this potential trade-off, the variable Polity2 from 
the Polity IV project54 is employed. 

Since supporting economic ties might be one of the main determi-
nants to shape foreign aid flows, data on bilateral exports from Euro-
pean Union member states are included in the analysis55. Furthermore, 
since IMF export data for the EU comprise exports of all 28 EU mem-
ber states, irrespective of their actual date of accession, an aggregated 
EU export variable was constructed that only includes exports of states 
that have been EU members at the time when goods have been export-
ed. While the EU itself does not export any goods, the Union’s volume 
of exports is a reasonable proxy for the salience of economic relations 
between the EU and recipient states and thus for economic interest in 
developing countries. All data on exports have been log-transformed 
as well. As the historical relation between donor and recipient, most 
notably by former colonial ties5657, tends to be salient, dummy vari-
ables for former colonies are included. Data are retrieved from Paul 
Hensel’s data on colonial history.58 Only states that have still been col-
onised after WW2 are included. Based on the evolution of European 
development policy, two country groups can be identified to be po-
tentially of significant foreign policy interest for the European Union. 
Firstly, the group of African Caribbean and Pacific states (ACP) played 
a major role in the emergence of a common European development 
policy and might still be in the focus of the Union’s aid focus.
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Hence, a dummy variable for all ACP countries is used, which in-
cludes all current ACP states. Secondly, a  dummy variable EU Inter-
est has been created that includes all former aid recipients that would 
eventually become EU member states, as well as states that have acces-
sion candidate status or a part of the Eastern partnership programme 
of the EU, no matter at which point in time agreements were signed 
or came into force, because the point made in this paper is that the EU 
has a permanent geostrategic interest in these states which precedes 
any formal agreement. It is noteworthy, nonetheless, that this cate-
gory includes only states that are officially linked to the EU. While, of 
course, these states might be of different levels of interest for the EU, 
for instance depending on whether a  state is a potential member or 
solely a partner, they all have a pronounced special importance for the 
Union’s foreign policy, constituting its political ‘backyard’.59

Methodology and Analysis
It is worthwhile having a closer look at the pattern of aid commit-
ments by European donors, which is adequate for the purpose of 
analysing the coordination between the EU and its member states 
(Table 2). It is noteworthy that during the whole period comprised 
by the data set, which begins in 1970, only four cases appear in which 
the European Union provided aid to a state that did not receive any 
foreign aid by EU member states through bilateral channels, from 
which fact can be inferred that member state aid commitments are 
generally a precondition for allocating EU development aid. In three 
of those cases, however, member states resumed aid commitments 
the following year. 
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The focus of the analysis in this paper primarily concerns the 
amount of foreign aid that is allocated by the European Union and its 
member states. Analyses are restricted to the time frame between 1995 
and 2014 as a significant amount of data is not available beforehand as 
well as for theoretical reasons as most European donors only in 1995 
began to provide aid to former Soviet and communist states, which 
constitute a significant number of recipients. Regarding the research 
design as well as model specifications employed, the data set contains 
some flaws. Even though the relatively large number of observations 
is an advantage in dealing with such a data set, the problems of het-
eroscedasticity and autocorrelation still appear in the analyses con-
ducted. In order to account for these problems as well as for the fact 
that the assumption of independence of errors is most likely violated 
among observations of the same country, regressions are conducted as 
pooled OLS models with clustered standard errors, thus allowing for 
non-independent standard errors within the clusters60. Nevertheless, 
since the data set virtually contains the entire population of European 
aid flows and the primary purpose of this paper consists of identifying 
patterns in these flows and not transposing the results, concerns re-
garding external validity of the results are less worrisome. 

In order to assess the first hypothesis of EU development aid being 
more directed at the alleviation of poverty and development interests 
than aid by EU member states, a  regression model is employed that 
solely includes explanatory variables that are recipient-based. Besides 
GDP per capita as proxy for development needs, the model includes 
the logged size of population, the PTS scale dummies as well as the 
Polity2 variable, thus controlling for human rights violations and un-
trustworthy political regimes, respectively (Table 3 in the Appendix). 
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Indeed, whereas wealth has an expected negative impact on the quan-
tity of development aid, the result cannot find significant differences 
in the relevance of recipient states’ wealth as determinant of aid flows 
by the EU or its member states. While the point estimates of the re-
gressions imply that EU aid decreases by 2.7 percent and EU member 
states’ aggregated aid by 4.4 percent if GDP per capita increases by 10 
percent ceteris paribus, the estimations confidence intervals overlap 
and impede to conclude that EU member states commit significant-
ly less aid to poorer recipient states. Given that poverty eradication is 
the superordinate goal of EU development policy, this finding provides 
hints that rhetoric and actual policy diverge. 

In order to also examine the impact of strategical determinants of 
foreign aid, which are not directly related to lack of development or 
needs in recipient states, a general model is compiled that accounts for 
these factors (Table 4). The first and second models provide indepen-
dent analyses of the determinants of aggregated foreign aid committed 
by EU member states and the EU itself, respectively. The third model 
accounts for the possibility that EU member state aid allocations shape 
aid disbursed by the EU and the last one is compiled in order to test 
the impact of preference heterogeneity among member states on the 
distribution of development aid by the EU. If employed as an inde-
pendent variable, the aggregated amount of member state aid and the 
Council vote share of countries that provided aid to a recipient are not 
lagged as it is assumed that commitments on the national level and the 
European level in the same year are driven by the same set of member 
state preferences. Interestingly, exports to development aid recipient 
countries seem to be connected to increased aid allocations by both 
the EU and its member states, with this effect being more pronounced 
for member state aid flows. 

Furthermore, less authoritarian recipient states can be expected 
to be rewarded with an aid surcharge by both the EU and aggregate-
ly through EU member states’ bilateral aid flows. In addition, while 
ACP countries still receive a higher amount of aid by the EU than non-
ACP countries in equal conditions, there is no such additional amount 
awarded by EU member states61. Lastly, both the EU and its member 
states allocate higher amounts of aid to countries that are likely to be 
of strategic importance for European foreign policy. It is noteworthy, 
however, that the quantitative dimension of this effect is vastly high-
er for aid committed by the EU than for aid by member states, with 
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those states receiving ceteris paribus about 160 percent more foreign 
aid from the European Union than aid recipients without geostrategic 
importance according to the base model for EU aid. The third mod-
el includes the aggregated amount of aid committed by EU member 
state as an explanatory variable for EU aid allocations. Indeed, if this 
interconnection is acknowledged, recipients’ GDP per capita, popula-
tion size and the value of exports by EU member states do not exert 
significant impact on the allocation of EU aid, whereas the amount 
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of foreign aid committed to a certain recipient by member states does 
meaningfully determine the amount of aid allocated by the European 
Union. The fact that GDP per capita ceases to be a significant predictor 
could potentially be a cautious confirmation of EU aid being indeed 
not more aimed at poverty alleviation than bilateral aid disbursed by 
its member states. Moreover, the effect of geostrategic importance on 
EU aid allocations even increases. 

Table 5 and 6 in the Appendix provide regression results of the same 
models for temporal subsamples from 1995-2003 and 2004-2014, re-
spectively62. The results of the member state impact-model in these 
subsamples and the impact of member state aid commitments for EU 
aid indicate that the salience of aid by member states as determinant 
for EU aid flows has declined, while still being an important determi-
nant. The effect of member state aid commitments on those by the 
EU over time based on the member state impact model is visualised in 
Figure 4. While aggregated aid commitments are a substantially posi-

.1
.2

.3
.4

.5
E

ff
e

c
t 

o
f 

M
e

m
b

e
r 

A
id

 o
n

 E
U

 A
id

 C
o

m
m

it
m

e
n

ts

1995 2000 2005 2010 2014
 

Estimates and 95% confidence intervals

 
Figure 4: Member State Aid Flows as Predictor of EU Aid over Time. [Source: Author]
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tive and significant determinant of EU aid flows throughout the whole 
period, their salience declines over time, as suggested by the regression 
analyses of the subsamples. In fact, the linear estimation of the effect 
over time indicates that the decline has been statistically significant, 
even though only by a minor margin. In consequence, hypotheses 2a 
and 3 cannot be rejected, albeit the latter one must be understood in 
the context that member state aid flows still substantially impact aid 
commitments made by the EU. However, while the EU did not allo-
cate significantly more aid to less developed states between 1995 and 
2004 if member state aid flows are considered, there is such an effect 
since 2004. This might partly have been caused by the detachment of 
EU and member state aid, considering that the subsample after 2004 
shows no major differences between the EU basic and member state 
impact models. 

To control for the heterogeneity of member state preferences, an 
interaction term of the total amount of member state aid and the vote 
share in the Council of the European Union of all member states that 
committed any amount of foreign aid to the recipient is included. The 
member state impact model is extended with this term, which results 
in the fourth model of Table 4. The coefficients of the interaction term 
appear to be both statistically and substantially significant both for the 
whole period under consideration and the temporal subsamples. A lin-
ear estimation of the results of the fourth base model helps to clarify 
the substantial meaning of the effect of member state preference het-
erogeneity on member state aid flows as predictor of EU aid flows (Fig-
ure 5). The voting share of member states that gave aid to a recipient 
are indicated on the horizontal axis, while the vertical axis shows the 
coefficient of the effect of member state aid flows on EU aid flows over 
different magnitudes of the Council share. 

A higher vote share of EU member states that gave foreign aid to 
a  certain aid recipient country is associated with a  stronger impact 
of member state aid on aid commitments made by the European 
Union. If, for example, the mean value of member state aid commit-
ments of about $69 million (or 18.06 as logged variable) is considered, 
an increase in the Council vote share of donors to this recipient from 
50 percent to 70 percent is assumed. Calculating the impact of this 
change on EU aid flows under consideration of the marginal effects of 
Figure 6 and the coefficient for the Council vote share-variable from 
the regression table, it can be concluded that such an increase in Coun-
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cil support would be associated with an increase of about 10 percent 
in EU aid. The difference between 20 percent and 70 percent support 
in the Council is even more pronounced, resulting in EU aid increas-
ing by approximately 30 percent, even if the total amount of bilaterally 
allocated foreign aid to this recipient by all EU member states would 
remain the same. Hence, there is strong evidence that the pattern of 
development aid allocated by EU member states is a strong predictor 
for the shape of EU aid flows, but not necessarily the total amount of 
aggregated aid. 

Furthermore, it seems worthwhile to have a  closer look at the 
quantity of EU development aid commitments and the preference 
structure of EU member states, which is shown in Figure 6 with 
separate graphs for the period before and after the EU’s  Eastern 
enlargement in 2004. The red vertical lines in both plots indicate 
the threshold for reaching a  qualified majority in the Council63. It 
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is apparent that prior to 2004, the qualified majority threshold also 
constituted a  barrier for high quantities of development aid dis-
bursed by the European Union. In fact, there is only one case that 
falls below this threshold with an aid quantity of more than $500 
million, namely Ukraine in 1995. Interestingly, most cases that stand 
out due to high aid payments below the threshold are Eastern Eu-
ropean countries, hinting at a motivation to provide foreign aid to 
these states, independently of member states’ preferences. Likewise, 
the overwhelming majority of cases above the threshold that are as-
sociated with outstandingly high aid transfers are Eastern European 
countries, of which many are EU members by now. After 2004 and 
the EU’s enlargement, this clear pattern has changed. There are no 
cases in which all EU member states would have allocated aid to 
a recipient state. This arises due to the fact that not all new member 
states of the EU actually provide ODA and, if they do, the number 
of their recipients is quite limited. In addition, the graph shows that 
there are several states which have received more than $500 mil-
lion in foreign aid even though EU member states giving aid to this 
country did not constitute a qualified majority in the Council. While 
these states, again, are primarily (South-) Eastern European states 
and EU accession candidates, these also include some African states 
as well as recipients in the Middle East. 
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Regarding the fact that the threshold for reaching a qualified major-
ity in the Council does not pose a barrier anymore, two circumstances 
are likely to affect this change. Firstly, most countries that accessed 
to the EU in 2004 and thereafter had been aid recipient states prior 
to their accession. In consequence, these countries, if they did at all, 
created their own national development aid policies only slowly. Given 
these countries’ level of development, the dimensions of those nation-
al policies are hardly comparable to those of Western European states. 
Hence, when these states became members of the EU, they not only 
had virtually no experience on being on the donor side of development 
aid policies, but also hardly commanded national policies to be pur-
sued in the Council of the European Union. Thus, it might be possible 
that these states remained rather silent in negotiations and were not 
substantially involved in decision-making. Secondly, the institutional 
setting might explain the shifting pattern. Nearly simultaneously to 
the Eastern enlargement, the Treaty of Nice substantially altered the 
voting procedure in the Council. In the aftermath of the enlargement 
qualified majority-voting did not only concern the votes in the Coun-
cil, but also required a majority of member states to agree to policies.64 
Indeed, in most of the cases above $500 million aid without the voting 
weight reaching the threshold, the majority or at least close to the ma-
jority of EU members provided some amount of ODA to the recipients. 
In addition, these donors almost exclusively include the major three 
donors, namely France, Germany and the UK, who can be assumed 
to possess overwhelming bargaining power in the Council and alone 
almost have the power to block decisions. Hence, even though the 
threshold for Council votes cannot be reached, member states are able 
to implement their preferences through the European level, especial-
ly if they act as large interest coalitions. Nevertheless, a vast number 
of recipients that receive over proportional amounts of development 
aid by the European Union are Eastern and South-Eastern European 
states. As the regression results indicate, recipient states that are as-
sumed to be of special interest for European foreign policy can be ex-
pected to receive a much higher amount of aid than other states, with 
the supplement allocated by the EU being vastly higher than the addi-
tional amount provided by EU member states and amounting to about 
200 percent of aid to similar countries of no interest. Hence, the EU 
allocates three times as much development aid to countries of interest 
than to a similar country of no political interest for the EU, everything 
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else being equal. Furthermore, whereas this effect as determinant of 
EU aid flows is significant and relatively constant throughout the peri-
ods of both subsamples, strategically important recipient states are ex-
pected to have received increased amounts of aid by EU member states 
until 2003, but not thereafter according to the regression analysis 
conducted65. This finding might not be surprising considering that the 
composition of the countries captured by the dummy variable EU In-
terest changed after ten Eastern European states became ineligible for 
receiving aid by joining the EU in 2004. Therefore, in the period prior 
to 2004, this variable included states with a highly realistic accession 
perspective. As indicated by the regression results, these states have 
been rewarded with increased amounts of ODA by both the EU and 
its member states. After 2004, however, several accession candidates, 
albeit with a more distant accession prospect, as well as the countries 
of the EU’s Eastern Partnership remained to be included in the variable 
and still received additional amounts of foreign aid by the EU, which 
are of quite similar quantity as those committed before 2004 when 
eventual member states were part of this set of recipient states. Thus, 
it can be inferred that current accession candidates and partners in the 
Eastern Partnership gained in importance for the EU’s  development 
policy, even though the overall effect remained constant over time. 
The significance of this finding only becomes fully clear, however, if 
the diverging attitudes of the EU and its member states towards these 
countries are assessed. The plots in Figure 7 show the changing impact 
of variable EU Interest on the amount of development aid committed 
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by the EU and its member states over time, based on the first and sec-
ond base models. 

While the linear estimates indicate that the surcharge amount al-
located by the EU has more or less remained constant over time, the 
additional amount of aid provided by EU member states to these coun-
tries of geostrategic interest for Europe has significantly decreased. 
Indeed, there is no significant preferential treatment given to those 
states any longer. These diverging developments might hint towards 
an increasingly functional division among the EU and its member 
states after 2004, which shifts most responsibility for those countries 
of geostrategic interest to the sphere of the EU, allowing for a unified 
approach towards these states that are assumingly a common interest 
of the EU, and therefore for all its member states.

Clearly, member state foreign aid flows to these countries do not 
cease to exist and approaches of EU member states towards these 
nations differ substantially. The salience of the variable for individ-
ual member states’ bilateral aid flows is indicated in Figure 8 in the 
Appendix66. For countries with a traditional policy focus on Eastern 
Europe such as Austria, Germany and Greece as well as Sweden, re-
cipient countries of geostrategic interest have even gained in impor-
tance regarding bilateral aid allocations. On the other hand, quite 
clear decreases of the surcharge to these recipient countries can be 
observed in the cases of Belgium, Denmark and the Netherlands. For 
other EU member states the effect of European geopolitical interests 
on bilateral aid flows did not alter significantly in the course of time 
and remains either insignificant or even negative, which is notably 
the case for Spain and Italy, which have traditionally less interest in 
Eastern European affairs. Nevertheless, while individual member 
state preferences diverge, in their entirety bilateral aid flows by EU 
member states and EU aid flows increasingly diverge regarding aid to 
relatively developed recipients that might be of geopolitical interest 
to Europe.

Discussion
Common European development policy has undergone a process of for-
malisation and separation into diverse policy tools in the past decades, 
with the focus of rhetoric being directed on its primary goal of pover-
ty eradication and aid effectiveness by augmenting policy coherence. 
While the formalisation of aid programmes can indeed contribute to 
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increasing the effectiveness of foreign aid and preventing development 
aid to be employed as a tool of non-transparent foreign policy goals, the 
European Union’s relatively clear distinction into different development 
policy instruments remains questionable. Overall, foreign aid given by 
the European Union is not more oriented towards the poorest recipient 
states than aid allocated by its member states, with the Union’s share of 
aid to least developed countries massively decreasing during the past de-
cades. In this context, the formalisation of development policies might 
raise concerns that more politicised purposes are explicitly identified 
and served through separate development assistance programmes. The 
exclusion of these policy goals from the communicated superordinate 
aim of poverty eradication is apparently justified by doing so. Since bi-
lateral aid is less structured in these terms, one of the major differences 
between the EU and its member states concerns this formal and rhet-
oric separation of policy goals to be achieved by allocating foreign aid, 
even though at the end of the day the European Union’s development 
policy seems to be neither more oriented at recipient needs nor less 
strategic than those disbursed bilaterally by its member states, revealing 
a gap between declared goals and reality. These circumstances might 
partly be caused by the continuously high influence that member states 
exert on EU development policies through the Union’s institutional de-
sign. In fact, EU members aim at remaining in charge and repeatedly 
prevented further integration in the field of development assistance, in-
dicating that the dual institutional design of the EU in this policy area 
is a result of feasible integration in some areas, namely regarding aid 
to ACP countries which France was able to enforce several decades ago 
and that still is subject to an enhanced relationship, and the unfeasi-
bility of Europeanisation in other domains of development policy. The 
congruency of foreign aid provided by the EU and by its member states 
is therefore a logical consequence.

As has been shown, not only do members’ bilateral aid flows reason-
ably well predict the shape of the common European foreign aid policy, 
but also does the heterogeneity of member state preferences towards 
recipients determine the amount of aid provided by the EU. Nonethe-
less, repeated EU enlargement rounds and increasingly diverse bilat-
eral aid policies have meaningfully reduced the link between bilateral 
and EU aid flows. 

However, as EU aid becomes less dependent on member state aid 
flows, where does it go then? The analysis conducted in this paper has 
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indicated that states of geopolitical interest for Europe are - indepen-
dent of member state preferences - over proportionally favoured by 
foreign aid provided by the EU, whereas these recipients continuous-
ly experience less special treatment by the entirety of all EU mem-
ber states, albeit individual foreign aid contributions to these coun-
tries differ among member states. In consequence, it seems that the 
EU’s development policy has, to a limited extent, evolved from being 
shaped by dominant national interests into the direction of becoming 
a foreign policy tool of the Union and common interests. This develop-
ment might be best described as EU foreign aid becoming rather a club 
good than a  public good, which allows implementing common Eu-
ropean interests that are implicitly shared by all member states. This 
level of aid allocation allows for separating foreign aid from member 
states’ political relations to respective recipient countries. By doing so, 
potential coordination dilemmas are prevented and the European bar-
gaining position can be substantially improved, thus strengthening the 
EU as coherent political entity in terms of political relations to these 
countries of interest. 

In the context of Milner’s theory of multilateral aid as mechanism to 
signal commitment to development goals, this finding might be inter-
preted insofar as EU member states, especially if they have traditional-
ly insignificant ties to Eastern Europe, might shift this more politicised 
part of their foreign aid policies to the European level. By doing so, these 
interests are subject to public scrutiny to a far lesser extent, given that 
foreign aid disbursed by the EU experiences surprisingly high approval 
ratings, even though it is under less public scrutiny than bilateral aid 
flows of respective member states. By communalising this strategic 
component of European aid and correspondingly acting as unitary ac-
tor, member states’ political costs can be reduced. While the results of 
the analysis at hand seem to show a potential change in the direction 
that coordination in the European aid regime primarily signifies func-
tional division, it will be up to future research to identify in more detail 
how the EU impacts individual member state policies, especially in re-
gard to those recipients of political interest for the European Union. 

Furthermore, an analysis of formation of national foreign aid pol-
icies of Eastern European EU member states and their targets might 
be of particular interest for future research. These states developed 
national policies almost from scratch while being simultaneously in-
volved in the EU’s development policy.
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Finally, the results of this paper indicate that EU foreign aid is in-
creasingly not merely the aggregation of its members’ aid flows, but 
rather adds another dimension to them. This should be kept in mind 
for upcoming decisions regarding the institutional setting of EU de-
velopment policy, for instance, concerning the potential unionisation 
of the European Development Fund after the Cotonou Agreement will 
expire in 2020.



Kenneth Thomas Stiller is affiliated to the Department of Politics 
and International Relations, University of Oxford, and may be reached 
at kenneth.stiller@politics.ox.ac.uk. 
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Figure 8: Salience of EU Interest as Predictor of EU Members’ Bilateral Aid. [Source: 
Author]
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Six Dilemmas Autonomous 
Weapon Systems Raise
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The debate on and around “killer robots” has been firmly established 
at the crossroads of ethical, legal, political, strategic, and scientific dis-
courses. Flourishing at the two opposite poles, with a few contributors 
caught in the middle, the polemic still falls short of a detailed, bal-
anced, and systematic analysis. It is for these reasons that we focus on 
the nitty-gritties, multiple pros and cons, and implications of auton-
omous weapon systems (AWS) for the prospects of the international 
order. Moreover, a nuanced discussion needs to feature the consider-
ations of their technological continuity vs. novelty. The analysis be-
gins with properly delimiting the AWS category as fully autonomous 
(lethal) weapon systems, capable of operating without human control 
or supervision, including in dynamic and unstructured environments, 
and capable of engaging in independent (lethal) decision-making, 
targeting, and firing, including in an offensive manner. As its prima-
ry goal, the article aims to move the existing debate to the level of a 
first-order structure and offers its comprehensive operationalisation. 
We propose an original framework based on a thorough analysis of 
six specific dilemmas, and detailing the pro/con argument for each of 
those: (1) (un)predictability of AWS performance; (2) dehumanization 
of lethal decision-making; (3) depersonalisation of enemy (non-)com-
batant; (4) human-machine nexus in coordinated operations; (5) stra-
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tegic considerations; (6) AWS operation in law(less) zone. What follows 
are concluding remarks. 

Keywords: autonomous weapon systems, killer robots, lethal decision-
making, military ethics, artificial intelligence, security regulation, 
humanitarian law, revolution in military affairs, military strategy  

The speculative term “killer robots” has increasingly been penetrating 
into ethical, legal, political, strategic, scientific and academic discours-
es. “Robots” in this collocation are designated as a “colloquial rendering 
for autonomous weapon systems” (AWS).1 These are in turn delimited 
by the International Committee of the Red Cross as weapon systems 
that “can independently select and attack targets, i.e. with autonomy 
in the ‘critical functions’ of acquiring, tracking, selecting and attacking 
targets,”2  and by the United States Department of Defense as weapon 
systems “that, once activated, can select and engage targets without 
further intervention by a human operator.”3 

Discussions in relation to the integration of this technology into 
combat “have ranged from the moral and legal implications, to tech-
nical and operational concerns, to issues about international security 

and worries about cyber vulnerability.”4 A truly “multi-dimensional” 
debate5 arose primarily around the central ethical concern of the mor-
al and legal acceptability of delegating “to a machine or automated 
process the authority or capability to initiate the use of lethal force 
independently of human determinations of its moral and legal legiti-
macy”6 – as accurately emphasised as the primary object of the debate, 
for example, by Peter Asaro and as will be elaborated in more detail 
below in this paper. This debate has been largely flourishing at the 
two distinct points and involving multiple actors. Currently, there are 
more than sixty non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in the inter-
national campaign calling for an international legally binding treaty 
to prohibit the development and use of AWS.7 States are also involved 
into the discourse and the main venue for United Nations delibera-
tions on AWS is the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons 
in Geneva.8 Military personnel, scientists and lawyers, ethicists and 
philosophers have contributed to the discussion.9 While critics call for 
a blanket preventive global ban on the development, production and 
use of this warfare technology,10 some proponents insist that, on the 
contrary, there may exist a “moral imperative” for their deployment in 
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combat,11 and that a blanket prohibition may bring serious humanitar-
ian risks, considering the possibility that AWS may potentially become 
more discriminating and more ethically preferable to alternatives.12 

It is worth claryfying that these apparently incompatible positions 
do not exist independently of each other. Largely, the pieces of litera-
ture produced by the representatives of the two positions make it clear 
that both sides in the debate do recognise the existence and are aware 
of the content of couter-arguments to their own visions of the prob-
lematic. They both indeed use a set of axioms, raise certain hypothe-
ses and issues to impugn the contradictory point of view. So no great 
monologue: it is the proper debate. This article neither aims to take 
sides in the debate or to question any of its building blocs intellectu-
ally, nor does it aim to draw a line between the two camps agent-wise 
or to simply retell the debate. Rather, the goal is to move “beyond” the 
existing discussion, in the following ways: 

a. This analysis aims to move the debate to the level of a first-order 
structure by suggesting the authors’ vision of a comprehensive op-
erationalisation of the debate. Based on the writings of both pro-
ponents and opponents of AWS development and deployment as 
well as on other related sources and analytical articles, the paper 
aims to reveal multiple argument – counter-argument chains in 
relation to certain matters of the dispute in a multi-issue man-
ner and a parallel counter-posing manner. The latter, within the 
context of this paper, means not counter-posing certain agents’ 
visions against one another, but substantially counter-posing ar-
guments themselves that in some way appeared in a related dis-
cussion by any of the cited authors. The focus on details in this 
analysis will help to demonstrate the full-fledged, double-sided 
nature of the key aspects of the debate.

b. For achieving the just-mentioned, this analysis aims to go be-
yond the broader categories of legality, morality, ethicality, 
military utility, political and strategic implications of “killer ro-
bots,” which the debate is largely being built around. Instead it 
constructs the framework of six specific dilemmas, potentially 
raised by autonomous weapon systems. Each consists of con-
stituent parts or supporting matters of the dispute. By analyti-
cally separating the dilemmas and (sub)sections, this paper aims 
to highlight that each of them represents a certain controversial 
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aspect of the debate. However, at the same time these multiple 
aspects are considered and presented in this paper as interlinked 
and intertwinned to form one common picture with regard to 
the nature of AWS and the challenges they pose. It is important 
to note that the way these dilemmas and their components are 
specified and structured in this paper, with each aspect potential-
ly deserving its own place in future research, will also provide the 
reader with an analytical framework that may make it easier to 
detect and analyse multiple interlinkages between these aspects 
in greater depth and in multiple possible ways, which is beyond 
the scope of this article due to space limitation. 

Delimiting the object of the debate
The robotic revolution in military affairs is currently underway as the 
next paradigm shift in the nature of warfare following the introduc-
tion of gunpowder and nuclear bombs.13 Robot is a powered machine 
that senses, thinks and acts.14 Robotic systems can (be) operate(d) semi- 
or fully-autonomously but they “cannot depend entirely on human 
control.”15 These are currently widely present in the modern battlefield 
and the functions vary from providing intelligence gathering, surveil-
lance, reconnaissance, target acquisition and designation to engage-
ment capabilities.16 

To specify though, “robots are not weapons systems until they are 
armed”17 and specifically a certain category of “armed robots”18 or “ro-
bot weapons”19 form the core of this debate. Robot weapons are not 
new to the modern combat. Most of the currently deployed armed 
robots today are semi-autonomous (e.g., the United States Air Force’s 
Predator), but some autonomous systems are also emerging (e.g., the 
United States Navy’s Phalanx Close-In Weapon System).20 However, 
fully autonomous robot weapons “do not yet exist.”21 The debate is 
built around the idea of a preventive ban. It is, thus, fundamental for 
the purpose of this article to clarify the boundaries between the so-
called “killer robots” and other armed robots that have been used in 
the battlefield. 

Fully autonomous (lethal) weapon systems
We begin by bringing together a variety of collocations used to refer 
to the debated technological category, going beyond the emotive, 
one-sided, and analytically unproductive term “killer robots”. Our ac-
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ademic preference lies with a more neutral alternative term “auton-
omous weapon systems.” Other options include lethal autonomous 
weapon systems,22 lethal autonomous systems,23 autonomous lethal 
technologies,24 lethal autonomous weapons,25 lethal autonomous ro-
bot weapons,26 fully autonomous weapons,27 fully autonomous armed 
robots,28 fully autonomous robotic weapons29 and others. They all al-
low for a capture of the two most distinctive features of this specific 
robot weapon sub-category, which encompasses “fully” and “lethal” 
autonomous weapon systems.30 These two features differentiate the 
debated category from the existing armed robotic systems. 

While remotely operated systems, primarily including “drones and 
unmanned ground and underwater vehicles,” feature “systems based 
on robotic technologies,” can be used offensively31 and can be “lethally 
armed,”32 they may be more correctly described as “uninhabited” rather 
than unmanned systems, although they are referred to in either way.33 
This is because their autonomous mission is primarily “to navigate, but 
not select and engage targets, autonomously”34 and they only “enable 
those who control lethal force not to be physically present when it is 
deployed.”35 In turn, AWS will “add a new dimension to this distanc-
ing” where in addition to being physically removed from the kinetic 
action, humans will also become more detached from decisions to fire/
kill and their execution.36 Importantly, such systems will “eliminate hu-
man judgement in the initiation of lethal force.”37 AWS will close the 
gap between uninhabited and unmanned warfare.38 

It is worth noting that some weapon systems are already “able to 
identify, track and engage incoming targets on their own” and “can 
already be set up so that humans are cut out of decision-making.”39 
However, they represent only “the precursors” to the capabilities that 
will appear in future autonomous systems.40 Defensive weapon systems 
are currently the only type of autonomous robots that have been de-
ployed and they can only fire on targets within well-delimited areas, 
therefore, they can be seen as “extensions of electric fences.”41 Besides 
being solely defensive weapons, which are stationary or fixed, and are 
designed to operate within tightly set parameters and time frames, 
such systems are primarily pre-programmed to fire at inanimate tar-
gets.42 Counter-rocket, anti-missile and anti-aircraft systems represent 
this definition in practice.43 Although there also exists SGR-A1 “robotic 
stationary platform designed to replace or to assist South Korean sen-
tinels in the surveillance of the demilitarized zone between North and 
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South Korea” and it can operate in an unsurpervised “mode” whereby, 
importantly, also “any human being detected there is classified as a tar-
get,” this system is also only a precursor to the debated robot weapon 
sub-category because, although potentially expected to initiate au-
tonomous lethal force, it is designed to operate in a strictly structured 
environment, i.e. “Korean demilitarized zone” where human access is 
“categorically prohibited.”44 Importantly, with regard to the systems 
described in this paragraph, humans still “decide when and where 
to deploy the weapon, and can intervene to prevent its operation.”45 
In turn, AWS will “operate without human control or supervision in 
dynamic, unstructured, open environments, attacking various sets of 
targets, including inhabited vehicles, structures or even individuals,” 
potentially being able to “learn and adapt their behavior.”46 

To summarise, “killer robots” or, better still, true autonomous weapon 
systems (AWS), in their proper meaning and as referred to in the con-
text of this article, can be differentiated from all other robot weapon 
categories by a unique combination of features defining their catego-
ry: (1) they are fully autonomous,47 including (a) their ability to operate 
without human control or supervision in dynamic, unstructured and/or 
open environments48 and (b) their ability to engage in autonomous (le-
thal) decision-making,49 autonomous (lethal) targeting50 and autonomous 
(lethal) force;51 (2) they could be used as offensive autonomous weap-
ons;52 (3) these are all part of advances in Artificial Intelligence (AI) that 
will distinguish fully autonomous weapon systems from the existing 
weapon technologies53 because true AWS will be able to operate with-
out human oversight, instead – on the basis of “artificial intelligence 
algorithms,” also potentially permitting them to engage in “machine 
learning.”54 The detailed discussion of related artificial intelligence or 
machine learning as distinct phenomena or processes is beyond the 
scope of this article, which aims to refer to them in the context of the 
dilemma analysis. 

Dilemma analysis
The debate on and around the just-delimited robot weapon category 
of AWS, as already specified above, concerns primarily the possibility of 
their autonomous lethal force. Those opposing AWS deployment and 
calling for an international pre-emptive ban on AWS build their argu-
ment on the basis of the deep convergence of a deontological view-
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point and a consequentialist standpoint.55 With regard to the former, 
by “taking ethical conduct by humans for granted (‘humans are ethical, 
and robots are not’),”56 they believe, as accurately summarised by Pe-
ter Asaro, that it is immoral by itself to kill without the involvement 
of human reason, judgement and compassion and outsourcing lethal 
decisions to machines may automatically mean the regress in ethics 
and morality, thus, it should be illegal.57 With regard to the latter, their 
deontological position is supported by the multi-dimensional conse-
quentialist analysis of “expected benefits and costs flowing from AWS 
deployment,” which they use to substantially prove costs are likely to 
“outweigh the sum of the expected benefits.”58 This is where their argu-
ment meets the multi-dimensional counter-argument by those “giving 
up on human morality altogether (‘humans fail to act ethically, so we 
need ethical robots’)”59 and insisting that robots’s potential ability to 
perform better than humans in the battlefield means the achievability 
of ethical robot autonomy60 and establishes a “moral imperative” to 
make use of AWS in combat.61 The following paragraphs serve to pro-
vide a deep insight into these multiple argument – counter-argument 
chains in relation to AWS deployment. Although the primary issue of 
the dispute largely drives their content, the argumentation goes deep-
er in many regards touching on all potential implications of AWS de-
ployment, as either directly or indirectly related to the central concern.  

Dilemma no. 1: (Un)predictability of AWS performance
The prospects of exercising human control over as well as being able 
to understand and predict the patterns of AWS performance is a core 
concern underlying multiple issues related to other dilemmas and 
their (sub)sections. 

The argument against AWS deployment warns against the dif-
ficulty of reliably predicting the behaviour of complex autonomous 
systems.62 Humanity risks not only having “little knowledge of — or 
control over — what is being done in its name,”63 but also potentially 
facing multiple challenges and dangers, including the one of robots 
“running amok.”64 

Double-edge sword of pre-programming
A mathematical formula or a magic algorithm for intelligence does 
not exist65 meaning a machine will never be fully identical to a human. 
While the importance of human judgement and reason by themselves 
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versus computational formulas will be highlighted within the next di-
lemma, here will be presented the analysis of the technical aspect of 
the inability to fully replicate human intelligence through algorithms. 
With regard to this, there is the choice between the two contradictory 
pre-programming options for AWS, neither of which seems attractive.  

a. Software rigidity. Robots lack “situational awareness,”66 “contex-
tual intelligence or common sense, on par with humans.”67 That 
means decisions implemented via an autonomous system can-
not be based on observations of the situation to which the deci-
sion relates but are “based on whatever information is available 
through experience and foresight at the time the machine is pro-
grammed.”68 Robots “cannot be programmed for all eventualities” 
though, especially in military scenarios,69 and even “sophisticated 
algorithms are subject to failure if they face situations outside 
their intended design parameters.”70 This may result in contex-
tual misperformance caused mainly by the two major challenges 
in this regard: the “problem of relevance” of information, and the 
“problem of representation” of subjects and objects in combat sit-
uations.71

Firstly, one only relies on relevant information in a given con-
text that is “relatively easy for humans to do, but very difficult 
for computers.”72 The latter may potentially face the challenge of 
information or data limitation combined with their limited abili-
ty to capture subjective human meanings.73 Secondly, testing en-
vironments “may be substantially different than more complex, 
unstructured, and dynamic battlefield conditions”74 and there is 
a risk that a robot’s world model “may not correspond exactly to 
reality” due to the limitations of its sensors and processing algo-
rithms, harsh conditions such as dust, noisy and low-light condi-
tions, dynamic environments or explosions, which may drastical-
ly change the environment.75 Looking ahead, “rigidity can easily 
lead to bad consequences when events and situations unforeseen 
or insufficiently imagined by the programmers occur, causing the 
robot to perform badly or simply do horrible things.”76 

b. Software flexibility. The agenda aimed at the creation of (artificial) 
super-intelligence,77 alternatively – strong artificial intelligence78 
or superhuman intelligence,79 is also a concern. The idea behind 
is to develop strong machine intelligence capable of reaching 
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and potentially surpassing, outstripping or exceeding human in-
telligence.80 AWS super-intelligence promises to be “capable of 
independently interpreting and even setting its goals and acting 
to attain them,” acquiring “great volumes of data themselves 
and categorise it in new, sometimes unexpected, ways,” acting 
“on that information with speed and precision unobtainable by 
human controlled systems” and “capable of learning from expe-
rience and improving performance.”81 The latter implies the pro-
cess of machine learning, which means a robot will act by rules 
that are “not fixed during the production process, but can be 
changed during the operation of the machine, by the machine 
itself.”82 The potential capabilities for “shape-shifting” in recon-
figurable systems83 and creating other robots through “self-rep-
licating”84 have also been mentioned as potential components 
of the overall picture. In the era of super-intelligence it may be 
too hard to foresee the behaviour of a robot “introduced to nov-
el situations”85 or to “predict with reasonable certainty what the 
robot will learn.”86 AWS warfare risks evolving “not only beyond 
human control,” but even possibly “beyond human understand-
ing.”87 As a potential outcome, super-intelligent machines “may 
pose a threat to humans, either deliberately in pursuit of its own 
goal or inadvertently in optimising some pre-set goals.”88 At best 
it may lead them to overwrite their own programming, especially 
with regard to the most fundamental aspects of the Laws of War 
(LOW) and Rules of Engagement (ROE),89 and at worst humanity 
may face a “robot revolution.”90 

Inherent software unpredictabilities
The “inherent weaknesses in AWS” encompass those mechanical is-
sues that “will always be the Achilles’ heel of any tasking and deploy-
ment of any weapon system.”91

a. Software imperfections. All programs have “bugs” implying “errors 
in the logic of the program itself” that are typically undetectable 
and may either manifest themselves in specific circumstances, 
usually only during the execution of the program, or even nev-
er manifest themselves.92 Additionally, any system is subject to 
breakdowns, malfunctions, glitches.93 The computer program 
used in the robot’s on-board computer may consist of “millions 
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of lines of code” written by teams of programmers, none of 
whom knows the entire program, that results in the impossibility 
to “predict the effect of a given command with absolute certainty, 
since portions of large programs may interact in unexpected, un-
tested ways.”94 To highlight, “as complexity of any system increas-
es, the more opportunities exist for errors to be introduced.”95 
Programming bugs and system malfunctions lead to accidents96 
and “mistakes by military robots may be fatal.”97 

b. Cybervulnerability. Any system is subject to interferences.98 Bugs 
are typically considered to be software vulnerabilities that can be 
exploited by hackers to cause the system to do something other 
than what it is designed to do on a regular basis, or even can lead 
to AWS being hijacked.99 Unsurprisingly, as computer programs 
become more sophisticated, they simultaneously become more 
vulnerable to cyberattacks.100 There is a risk that using this chan-
nel, the enemy – be it a state or a non-state actor – “might be able 
to use cyber means to take control of an autonomous weapon sys-
tem and direct it against friendly forces or a civilian population.”101

Superhuman pace of battle
AWS will be “able to process information and reach decisions sequen-
tially and via parallel processing at speeds that are orders of magnitude 
faster than humans.”102 They will be able to make decisions in nanosec-
onds, while humans may need a minimum of hundreds of milliseconds 
for the same.103 Such a pace of the battle, where decisions are taken 
with  “superhuman speed”104 meaning “the speed of action on the bat-
tlefield would eclipse the speed of human decision-making,”105 may be 
“way beyond the speed of human intervention” leaving humans with 
“little control over the battlespace.”106

Unpredictability of device-device interactions

a. Coordinated attacks. Increasingly, “it will become necessary to 
deploy multiple robots to accomplish dangerous and complex 
tasks” in a form of multiple robot system architectures execut-
ing coordinated attacks.107 One potential drawback of a network 
architecture involving autonomous devices may be that, because 
of the complexity of such a system, the interaction can be unpre-
dictable.108
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b. Friendly-hostile interaction. As more and more countries (attempt 
to) develop AWS and autonomous counter defences, “these 
weapons as well as command and control systems will inevita-
bly interact” and when “any mobile device controlled by software 
programs interacts with a competing hostile device controlled by 
unknown software, the result of the interaction is scientifically 
impossible to predict.”109 The “speed of their unpredictable inter-
action” may further exacerbate this concern.110

The counter-argument rests on two pillars with the first one critisiz-
ing biased framing of AWS (un)predictability, and the second one clar-
ifying that “there is no such thing as ‘complete’ autonomy in the sense 
of a machine operating entirely independently of any human.”111 

Biased framing of AWS (un)predictability versus conventional 
warfare

a. Unpredictability of existing systems. The problem of malfunction 
is not unique to AWS but is the case with different weapon sys-
tems ranging from catapults to more complex computer attack 
systems.112 Cyberattacks are also not new, as has been repeatedly 
demonstrated in cases with predator drones that “have been reg-
ularly hacked by militants.”113 

b. Unpredictability of human conduct. Human soldiers, in turn, are 
subject to a number of psychological factors, which are to be dis-
cussed in detail within the context of the next dilemma, that 
“render their behavior unpredictable.”114 In turn, software-based 
AWS may “potentially remove much of the unpredictability of 
human behavior in the battlespace.”115 By taking the human be-
ing out of the decision-making chain, AWS may at least “partial-
ly decouple the limits of the system from the limits of its oper-
ators.”116

Illusion of unrestrained robotic autonomy
It is fundamentally incorrect to describe autonomous systems “as be-
ing ‘independent’ machines that operate ‘without human control’ ” or 
as “ ‘intelligent” machines having the capacity for ‘choice’ or ‘truly au-
tonomous’ operation.”117 
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a. AWS is never human-free. A “fully autonomous system is never 
completely human-free.”118 Fundamentally, the “development of 
an artificially intelligent system is in fact just an exercise in soft-
ware development,” where subsequently the only function of a 
computer is to run the installed software, and although it may 
seem that “the system itself is ‘choosing’ between two alternative 
courses of action,” in fact, the choice is “made in advance” by the 
person writing the program.119 Whether concrete actions are “ex-
plicitly programmed into a machine,” or whether “technologies 
of artificial intelligence are employed to allow the machine to 
adapt its behaviour dynamically,” in either case AWS “behaviour 
originates not in the machines themselves, but in the minds of 
their developers.” 120 The only difference between these actions 
and more familiar actions in the battlefield is that there will be a 
apronounced “lag-time between the latent human decisions built 
into the causal architecture of the weapons system itself and the 
anticipated combat effect of that weapon system that later even-
tuates.”121 

b. AWS are never order-free. Additionally, AWS “autonomy should be 
considered in light of the existing command and control struc-
ture” that does not presuppose operation without orders.122 Hu-
man combatants are in fact expected to act in accordance with 
“a regulatory and governance framework ranging over a set of 
considerations, from the international law of the sea, to humani-
tarian law and a range of treaty obligations, all the way to specific 
rules of engagement,” and full autonomy to act without external 
restraint has seldom been granted even to the human command-
ers.123

Dilemma no. 2: Dehumanization of Lethal Decision-Making 
The removal of a soldier from the battlefield leads to “dehumanization 
of killing” that may already, to some extent, manifest itself in the use 
of remotely operated drones.124  AWS may simply mean a step further 
in dehumanization of warfare.125 

The argument against AWS deployment insists that further robot-
isation may transform warfare into “unempathic automated industrial 
process.”126 



178

CEJISS  
3/2018 

Combat deprived of healthy human emotion
Humans tend to engage in emotional reasoning127 and human emo-
tions may play a positive role in combat.128 “Healthy” emotions,129 
which may include an innate reluctance or inhibition to killing, guilt, 
concern, mercy, the ability to empathize and the capacity for compas-
sion,130 serve as “drivers of prosocial behaviour and moral sensitivity” 
producing “a major obstacle to killing in war”131 and “an important 
check on the killing of civilians.”132 

AWS run by a program has no human emotions, thus, will be un-
able to employ them.133 Not only will the deployment of these so-called 
soulless killers134 in combat “make killing easier,”135 but it will also result 
in “the deprivation of hope” for some kind of empathy, mercy, and re-
prieve.136 

Combat deprived of human judgement and reason
As “the context gets more complex, it becomes impossible to anticipate 
all the situations that soldiers will encounter, thus leaving the choice 
of behavior in many situations up to the best judgment of the sol-
dier.”137 Human decisions in combat are guided by human judgement 
and human reason.138 The significance of those in the military context 
cannot be denied. Let alone that the boundaries between groups such 
as “friend” or “foe” are “often poorly defined and heavily value-laden,”139 
recognising a civilian and a combatant is of central concern. “This dis-
tinction makes it legally permissible, at least sometimes, for combat-
ants to kill enemy combatants” and makes it “almost never legally jus-
tified for combatants to kill innocent civilians,” however, at the same 
time “combatants retain certain rights, like the right to surrender, and 
not to be killed unnecessarily” and there are “cases in which it is legally 
permissible to kill civilians.”140 The distinction is blurry. In addition to 
“the lack of a clear definition of civilian,”141 with regard to combatants 
it is also “not just a matter of uniform; soldiers who are wounded, have 
surrendered or are mentally ill are also immune.”142 This distinction 
may also be highly problematic “in guerrilla and insurgent warfare, in 
which combatants pose as civilians.”143 It may be challenging for robot 
sensors not only “to distinguish between a man carrying an AK-47 and 
a man carrying a walking stick,”144 but especially to distinguish “be-
tween a civilian carrying a weapon and a combatant.”145

To specify on their role, in the military context, human judgement 
and human reason are, firstly, “necessary to comply with the law.”146 
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Law is by its essential nature imperfect, incomplete, and subject to 
interpretation.147 Human situational understanding and judgement, 
which enable considering and drawing insights from different, poten-
tially incompatible or contradictory, perspectives thereby keeping the 
legal system on track, “exceed any conceivable system of fixed rules 
or any computational system.”148  Secondly, there may be the “distinc-
tion between fundamental morality and practical law.”149 The “ability to 
think morally based on one’s values, and to give oneself the moral com-
mands” is also a “distinctive human characteristic.”150 To put it bluntly, 
moral reasoning also cannot be codified or programmed.151 “None of 
these are fixed values,”152 and human reasoning often involves “qual-
itative rather than quantitative judgements.”153 Depriving the combat 
of human judgement and human reason will eliminate the human de-
termination of morality and legitimacy of lethal force,154 including the 
right to surrender.155 Importantly, the human ability to disobey illegal 
and immoral orders will also be eliminated.156

Combat deprived of military honour
One interesting argument against AWS warfare is that humans are 
capable of “morally praiseworthy and supererogatory behaviour,” as 
exemplified by heroism or “going beyond the call of duty,” something 
that machines will not be able to replicate.157 This is linked to the con-
cept of military honor, which is a human value because robots will fol-
low orders without being aware of making sacrifices.158 Using AWS in 
combat will be a violation of this principle.159

The counter-argument denies “the mere potentiality” of a human 
combatant’s mercy, compassion or honor “should make a difference if, 
in fact, this potentiality does not materialize.”160 

Biased framing of AWS warfare versus human warfare
It is necessary to “beware of idealizations of human warfare.”161 To be-
gin with, as Ronald Arkin quoting Immanuel Kant, Albert Einstein and 
Sigmund Freud summarised, war and aggressive tendencies seem to 
be ingrained in human nature because humanity’s “propensity to wage 
war has gone unabated for as long as history has been recorded.”162 On 
top of that, humanity also “has a rather dismal record in ethical be-
havior in the battlefield,”163 which may, to some extents, result from 
certain “performance-hindering conditions.”164
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a. Human biological factors. Biological limitations to human effec-
tive and ethical performance in the battlefield may include the 
requirement for breathable air, rest and sleep, drinkable water 
and food, as well as the physical extremes of acceleration and 
cognitive load, and also the vulnerability to temperatures, radi-
ation, biological and chemical weapons.165

b. Human emotional-psychological factors. “While it is certainly cor-
rect that emotions can restrain humans, it is equally true that 
emotions can unleash the basest of instincts.”166 Negative emo-
tions or psychological factors can enter the scene.167 Emotional 
distortions can occur.168 Frustration, fear, stress, hysteria, panic, 
spite, hatred, anger, hate, prejudice, revenge, vengefulness, re-
sentment, mental disturbance or trauma, as well as self-preser-
vation,169 and importantly, human lack of an “offensive spirit” in 
certain circumstances170 – are all part of the list of factors that 
may potentially  “cloud” human judgment.171 

c. The fog of war. The “fog of war”172 or the “turmoil of war”173 may 
additionally hinder effective human performance because, in 
the military context, interactions often have to be carried out 
in noisy, stressful, and confusing conditions and are additional-
ly challenged by the pressures of time, environmental hazards, 
degradation of communications, multiple control problems and 
perceptual challenges, as well as decisions sometimes have to be 
made with unclear orders or contradictory information in stress-
ful situations.174

Less inhuman AWS warfare 
The factors mentioned above serve as potential explanations for “hu-
man error”175 in the forms of human underreaction and overreaction.176 
While the former may result in prolonging the war,177 the latter may 
drive excessive and indiscriminate uses of force, contribute to war 
crimes, friendly fire incidents and/or unjustified collateral damage, in-
cluding noncombatant casualties and damage to civilian property.178

As AWS will be “devoid of negative human emotions,”179 “resilient 
to adverse psychological effects that underlie the perpetration of some 
unlawful acts by human actors,”180 “immune” to other human “perfor-
mance-hindering conditions,”181 and will be able to reduce the negative 
impact of the “fog of war,”182 partially through removing the need for 
vulnerable control and communication links,183 they have “the poten-
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tial to ultimately save human lives (both civilian and military) in armed 
conflicts.”184 If “programmed to never break the laws of war,” AWS 
would be “incapable of doing so.”185 “A notion proposed by the propo-
nents of lethal autonomous robots” is that AWS strict reliance on pre-
set technological “fixes”186 and “data-driven, bias-free analysis”187 will 
allow AWS both to eliminate moments of hesitation or mercy when 
killings are objectively necessary for ending the war sooner, in turn 
saving many lives overall,188 and to put an end on deliberate violations 
of the laws of armed conflict,189 in turn promising “fewer war crimes, 
fewer civilian casualties.”190 That means AWS may make war “less inhu-
mane through lessening the human element from warfare.”191

In addition, as human soldiers and autonomous weapon systems may 
be deployed in integrated architectures in the future warfare, the po-
tential capability of AWS to independently and objectively monitor 
and report (un) ethical behavior in the battlefield by all parties may 
lead “to a reduction in human ethical infractions.”192 

A note on military honor
Although, as indicated above, robots may be blamed to be unaware of 
making sacrifices and unable to replicate human heroism,193 the count-
er-argument is that, in real combat, only a few combatants may seek 
combat glory, while roughly ninety-nine percent of them simply want 
to complete the mission efficiently and with the least possible amount 
of casualties.194 Importantly still, many medals for heroism are awarded 
for defensive actions, and AWS may actually be ideally suited for the 
overall defensive posture thereby compensating for the potential lack 
of human military honour in AWS warfare.195

Dilemma no. 3: Depersonalisation of enemy (non-)combatant 
The dehumanizing effect of AWS may be susceptible to other prob-
lems. That is “depersonalization of war”196 made possible through the 
combination of “depersonalized forms of responsibility,”197 which are 
to be discussed as a part of the legal challenges associates with AWS 
warfare, and “depersonalisation of the enemy.”198 

The argument against AWS deployment regarding the latter com-
ponent is built on the assumption that by following analogies of the 
dronificiation of military interventions, the use of lethal robots will 
further depersonalise war and methods of killing by removing all 
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human attributes from the representation of the enemy and turn-
ing enemy (non-) combatants into objects deprived of moral value.199 
This practice of “objectivisation” may turn warfare into “a factory of 
death.”200 

Absense of inter-personal relationship201  
Lethal force “has always been an intensely personal affair” with a hu-
man being physically present at the moment of the release of force 
and taking this decision.202 The practice of “killing at a distance”203 
brought about by remote-controlled systems will be “taken to a next 
level through the introduction of the autonomous release of force.”204 
AWS threaten to increase both distancing and detachment.205 While 
the physical distance from the act of killing may not be greater, the 
psychological distance will no longer play a significant role in AWS 
warfare.206 This not only will render enemy (non-) combatants “less 
visible”207 through reducing them to “targets” in a “dislocated reality,”208 
but also will exacerbate “moral disengagement” of humans from lethal 
decisions in combat.209 By making it “significantly easier for them to 
make the decision to kill,”210 the deployment of AWS by humans may 
lead to more killing,211 and even encourage more unethical choices.212

Automated death
Automating death by “algorithm”213 means treating enemy (non-) com-
batants simply as “things thrown out of the realm of good and evil”214 
or objects “eligible for mechanized targeting.”215 In combat, where sit-
uational decisions made by individual human combatants will be re-
placed with general choices made by people defining the behaviour of 
AWS in advance,216 “the generality of the decisions” will dominate de-
cision-making dynamics.217 However, in sample distinctions between 
combatants and civilians, there are “shades of grey” as combatants re-
tain certain rights, including the right to surrender and not to be killed 
unnecessarily, and as it is legally permissible to kill civilians in certain 
cases.218 Machines “missing battlefield awareness or common sense 
reasoning to assist in discrimination decisions”219 may potentially leave 
“behind them a hecatomb of innocent victims.”220 This represents a 
threat to the fundamental values of human dignity and human life.221

 
The counter-argument is based on the assumptions that the “intro-
duction of AWS does not mean the introduction of an altogether new 
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quality of warfare”222 and that the deeper unbiased analysis may actual-
ly reveal that abandoning AWS may “deny protections to civilians and 
soldiers.”223 

Biased framing of AWS warfare versus conventional warfare

a. Conventional warfare. Largely, the features that make AWS prob-
lematic with regard to the values of human life and dignity may, 
to some extents, be present in conventional acts of war.224 First-
ly, “much of war is mechanical slaughter” and much of “modern 
warfare is impersonal killing at a distance,”225 as has been expe-
rienced through the use of, for example, over horizon weapons, 
indirect fire, or buried improvised explosive devices in combat.226 
Secondly, historical experience may provide a plenty of examples 
of war practices that have been clear cases of war crimes and vi-
olations of the human dignity, meaning that not weapons them-
selves but, rather, uses to which they are put may potentially be 
contrary to the values of human dignity and human life.227 

b. Manner of death. First and foremost, “seeing the man’s eyes as he 
stabs you doesn’t make your death any more palatable.”228 For 
victims whose life and dignity are at stake, “it is a matter of in-
difference whether the threat they are exposed to comes from 
manned or unmanned weapons, provided all other parameters of 
the situation are equal.”229 The manner of death will basically be 
no different in the age of AWS warfare because there is nothing 
more dignified in, for example, being mowed down by a machine 
gun or blasted to bits by a bomb, burning alive in an explosion or 
slowly suffocating from a sucking chest wound.230 

Reduction of total war casualties in AWS warfare
At this point, it is worth recalling an argument that “removing the 
human element from the equation could be potentially beneficial.”231 
Additionally, “increased accuracy saves lives” and, as emphasized by 
Ronald Arkin, AWS will be the next-generation, precision-guided mu-
nitions.232 Due to AWS being “more accurate in their targeting and 
more considerate in their fighting habits than manned systems,”233 “the 
increased depersonalization in the deployment of force brought about 
by AWS may thus lead to greater personalization in targeting outcomes 
and saving lives or preventing unwarranted injuries.”234 
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Dilemma no. 4: Human-machine nexus in coordinated operation 
Even if deployed, AWS “will not, at least initially, entirely replace hu-
man soldiers,”235 but will rather be “integrated into human warfare.”236 
That means while their numbers are expected to decrease on the AWS 
deploying side, a portion of human soldiers will “fight alongside AWS” 
because an army of robots fulfilling all or a large majority of functions 
in an armed conflict is not likely in the near future.237 

The argument against AWS deployment asserts that in such a cor-
figuration “human beings will start to be placed in harm’s way as a re-
sult of the operations of robots.”238

Illusion of «push-button» war
By falling into an “illusion that war can be fought without casualties”239 
in a form of a “push button” war implying “the enemy is killed at a 
distance, without any immediate risk to oneself,”240 humans “can fall 
victim to automation bias, trusting too much in the machine.”241 

a. War initiation. The availability of AWS “may mean that military 
conflicts are initiated with the intention that they can be com-
pleted without placing warfighters in harm’s way” but, in reality, 
there is a high chance that human warfighters “may find them-
selves involved in conflicts” either because a weapon system may 
fail due to its software unreliability or because winning a victory 
may turn out to be beyond the capabilities of AWS due to changed 
circumstances.242 The letter may involve an enemy action, or the 
operation being ill-conceived in the first place.243 

b. Military tasks and operations. Similarly, as “robots can play a use-
ful role in military operations, warfighters will rely on them to 
complete the tasks to which they have been assigned,” but the 
possibility of robots’ failure may not be excluded and, in case it 
happens, “human lives may be placed at risk.”244 

Challenges of co-existence in coordinated operation

a. Priorisation of AWS value over human life value. A combination of 
one robot’s price that “may range from $100,000 to millions of 
dollars in cost,”245 AWS significant “military utility,”246 which is to 
be discussed below in this article, as well as “valuable intelligence” 
it carries implicitly means fellow soldiers’ lives may be placed “at 
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risk in order to defend, service, or recover” it upon necessity.247 
The other side of the coin may be the anthropomorphised image 
of AWS leading soldiers to “often treat them as fellow warriors” 
and being sometimes “prepared to risk their own lives to save 
them.”248 

b. Multiple control challenges. Even when the abundant causes of the 
unpredictability of AWS performance, which potentially stand 
also behind multiple control problems, are left on the side, there 
still remains a related challenge, but of a different nature. While 
both manned and unmanned components may be expected to 
operate in conjunction, including with battlefield surveillance 
devices,249 and while increasingly multiple robots may be de-
ployed in complex tasks and missions it is still unclear how the 
“proper architecture for control” should look like.250

c. Friendly fire. The boundaries between “friend” and “foe” groups 
are “poorly defined” and they are “heavily value-laden.”251 Thus, 
reliably pre-programming these identification parameters is 
challenging in the first place. A robot “that cannot distinguish 
between targets may be highly prone to friendly fire incidents.”252 
Even if turning these values into an algorithm is possible, AWS 
may still suffer from inherent software weaknesses and unpre-
dictabilities potentially leading fellow soldiers to be “accidentally 
killed by machines.”253 

d. Order refusal. Human military conduct “entails making judgments 
with imperfect knowledge in complex, ambiguous and dynamic 
situations,” but AWS will be “ill-equipped” to comprehend phy-
chological and subjective phenomena as well as dynamic goals.254 
That implicitly means a “conflict may arise” between some pre-pro-
grammed instruction and real combat demands leading to the re-
fusal of an otherwise-legitimate order by the machine.255

e. Negative impact on squad cohesion. Robots equipped with video 
cameras and sensors to record and report soldiers’ actions in the 
battlefield may “negatively impact the cohesion among team or 
squad members by eroding trust with the robot as well as among 
fellow soldiers who then may or may not support each other as 
much anymore, knowing that they are being watched.”256

The counter-argument rests on the assumption that the “primary 
rationale for the development of unmanned systems in general (re-
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mote-controlled weapons and AWS) is their ability to protect person-
nel who are kept out of harm’s way.”257 By “removing soldiers from the 
most dangerous and life-threatening missions,”258 robots will facilitate 
“a reduction in friendly casualties.”259

Removal of human soldiers and operators from risks of war
Using either unmanned or autonomous technology means that an 
army has “no skin in the game.”260 However, as mentioned above in 
the context of discussing the dimensions of distance, by increasingly 
removing fellow soldiers from the risks of war not only physically, but 
also psychologically, AWS will significantly “reduce the potential cogni-
tive overload of operators and supervisors.”261 Overall, beyond increas-
ingly ensuring physical safety, AWS may increasingly contribute to the 
reduction of psychiatric damage or trauma, and even psychiatric casu-
alties mainly linked to the suicide practice, among active duty friendly 
forces.262 

Minimisation of harm to fellow soldiers in coordinated operation 

a. Outsourcing tasks. Although AWS will not necessarily replace 
humans in combat, they may at least “reduce their exposure to 
life threatening tasks”263 as machines can perform dull, dirty, and 
dangerous tasks and missions that human combatants may pre-
fer to avoid.264

b. Friendly fire bias. As already pointed out previously, human sol-
diers “can become emotionally disturbed, suffer from battle fa-
tigue, or simply decide to act outside of the chain of command,” 
which can lead, among others, to “friendly fire incidents.”265 AWS 
designed to remove human cognitive shortcomings266 and psy-
chological shortcomings267 in decision-making promise “fewer 
friendly fire incidents.”268 

Dilemma no. 5: Strategic considerations 
The argument against AWS deployment in this regard is two-fold and 
rests on the national and the systemic levels of analysis. It is believed 
that artificial intelligence in the military “will, in the very near future, 
have a profound impact on the conduct of strategy and will be disrup-
tive of existing power balances.”269 
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National strategic risks
As super-intelligence may “evolve beyond human understanding and 
control,”270 there is a danger of the loss of human control “over war” 
initiating, escalation and termination.271

a. Loss of control over one’s own national strategy. There may arise 
the so-called “Strategic Robot Problem,”272 which Srđan T. Korać 
summarised as “the possibility of loss of human control over the 
conduct of military operations, even the entire war, should we 
equip robots with artificial intelligence to decide independently 
on strategic, operational and tactical levels.”273 Let alone the risks 
related to software coding errors or malfunctions, and especially 
cyberattacks,274 when “decisions are made with inhuman speed, 
the potential for events to spiral out of control is obvious.”275 That 
makes strategy in a world with autonomous weapons “impossible 
to predict.”276 

b. Loss of understanding of one’s own national strategy. Human 
strategy entails the instrumental use of violence in the pursuit 
of goals, usually social goals, has psychological attributes and 
a cultural dimension meaning human strategic goals may be 
hard to measure, and is essentially dynamic meaning human 
strategic goals may change in response to emerging situations 
and opportunities.277 In turn, AWS will be “ill-equipped to gauge 
these subjectively experienced and dynamic goals compared to 
more readily quantifiable goals,” implying their limited ability to 
capture and reproduce subjective meanings inherent in human 
strategy. 278 

Systemic strategic risks
By falling into an illusion of “a risk-free war,” humanity may underes-
timate the potential structural risks.279 The combination of factors is 
listed below to support the assumption that the militarization of ar-
tificial intelligence may not only “create significant problems for the 
stability of the international system,”280 but may also pose a serious 
threat to the “ability of international bodies to manage conflicts.”281 
An exacerbating factor in this regard, whose degree of manifestation 
is positively linked to the systemic strategic risks discussed below, is 
the increasingly direct incorporation of “cyberwarfare (along with its 
lower-threshold counterparts of cybercrime and cyberterrorism) into 
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armed conflict in the physical world” as an outcome of AWS develop-
ment and deployment.282 

a. Proliferation and strategic competition. As soon as “one nation is 
capable of deploying AWS that can operate without human over-
sight then all nations will have a powerful incentive to do so.”283 
This may provoke a new strategic competition between major 
powers and lesser powers, and considering the nature of autono-
mous weapons technology this arms race will most likely be glob-
al in scope.284 Driven by “dual-use” technologies of artificial intel-
ligence and robotics285 and additionally, unlike nuclear weapons, 
requiring no costly or hard-to-obtain raw materials, autonomous 
weapons may become “the Kalashnikovs of tomorrow.”286 Prolif-
eration of AWS may “occur via exports, including to the grey and 
black markets”287 or as a result of some states developing their 
own AWS technology.288 
The potential acquisition of AWS by non-state actors is also a 
concern289 where beyond “further privatisation of violence on the 
global level by increasing the capacity of private military com-
panies,”290 it will only be a matter of time until this technology 
falls into the hands of terrorists, criminal cartels, and extremist 
groups. 291

The concomitant danger is that proliferation may proceed with-
out the expected level of safeguards.292 

b. Lowered threshold and normalization of armed conflict. Political 
costs of war “come with wartime casualties” and casualties are a 
significant reason of armed conflicts not being more common.293 
In AWS warfare, the “political calculus would not have to take 
into account the number of fallen soldiers,”294 while “expendable” 
robots may be “risked in provocative adventures.”295 As this po-
tentially promises “easier internal legitimisation and execution of 
military interventions,”296 it may result in lowering of the thresh-
old for armed conflict,297 and “armed conflict no longer being a 
measure of last resort.”298

At the same time, as sending machines to war does not exact 
“physical and emotional toll on a population,” the national public 
of AWS-equipped states “may over time become increasingly dis-
engaged and leave the decision to use force as a largely financial or 
diplomatic question.”299 This will produce the “normalization” of 
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armed conflict.300 Merging lethal robot technology and private en-
trepreneurship in meeting military demands may further contrib-
ute to removing “low intensity wars outside of the public eye.”301 

c. Accidental and non-attributable war. There will significantly in-
crease the risk of “an accidental war being triggered by the de-
cisions of one or more autonomous weapon systems.”302 In AWS 
warfare, supersonic or hypersonic (defence) systems of one state 
will interact with equally fast systems belonging to another state 
and the “speed of their unpredictable interaction” may potential-
ly “trigger unintended armed conflicts before humans had the 
opportunity to react.”303 In an asymmetric war, it may mean the 
significantly decreased amount of time available for the other 
side to determine whether an attack is imminent or under way, 
and how to respond.304 Misinterpretation may invite pre-emption 
and undesired escalation.305 This places states under the pressure 
to mobilize their forces that further increases the chance of a war 
occuring in error.306

To dig deeper, the probability of “unintended initiation or esca-
lation of conflicts outside of direct human control” in AWS war-
fare,307 exacerbated by the furtile environment of “the anonymity 
of cyberspace,”308 may make possible “shielding” human perpetra-
tors from the responsibility for “what might have otherwise been 
considered a war crime.”309

d. Facilitation of asymmetric warfare.310 AWS army is “the product 
of a rich and elaborate economy.”311 The “imbalanced system of 
haves and have-nots” in relation to autonomous weapons312 will 
mean “the completely asymmetric ‘push-button’ war,”313 in which 
“deadly robots may in some cases be pitted against people on 
foot.”314 This raises a question whether it still makes sense to talk 
about “war,” “as opposed to one-sided killing.”315

The use of AWS may encourage retaliation and reprisals by the 
other side.316 The counter-actions in this asymmetric war may 
include terrorism at home and abroad,317 potentially with civil-
ians of AWS-deploying states being “the next-best legitimate 
targets,”318 as well as intensifying efforts to acquire nuclear or 
biochemical weapons.319 The potential use of cyber means by the 
enemy or non-state actors “to take control of an autonomous 
weapon system and direct it against friendly forces or a civilian 
population”320 may also be a part of this equation.
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e. Challenges of post-conflict reconciliation. The possibility of a last-
ing peace after an armed conflict requires “diplomacy and human 
relationships that machines would not be capable of delivering” 
meaning AWS warfare may make “peaceful reconciliation most 
difficult to achieve.”321   

The counter-argument insists that autonomous weapon systems may 
be strategically, tactically and operationally beneficial to the conduct 
of strategy and may potentially make war less brutal at least or render 
inter-state war obsolete at best. 

Qualitative improvement of national strategy
With regard to the issue of human control and understanding of one’s 
own national strategy, in the first place, assuming that AWS will “sup-
plement, not replace, human combat forces,”322 strategy that involves 
humans, no matter that they are assisted by AWS in the battlefield, 
“will retain its inevitable human flavour.”323 Potentially still, as there 
is the probability that people “can deviate from orders” while autono-
mous systems “will do precisely what they are programmed to do,” the 
deployment of the latter may even potentially result in the “increased 
leaders’ control over how their forces behave in crises.”324 Going be-
yond, due to the potential performance superiority of autonomous 
weapon systems in comparison to human combatants and remotely 
operated systems in combat,325 AWS will even be “able to improve the 
quality of human decision-making at strategic levels” as well as will 
bring “tactical and operational advances.”326

a. Force multiplication. Robots may bring the potential for force 
multiplication in military deployments.327 This may materialise 
both through each robot “effectively doing the work of many 
human soldiers”328 and at the same time through “allowing few-
er personnel to do more.”329 The latter implies that  “one soldier 
on the battlefield can be a nexus for initiating a large-scale ro-
bot attack from the ground and the air.”330 

b. Expanding physical limitations. Firstly, AWS better-informed and 
faster reaction needs to be highlighted331 because AWS abilities 
are greater than those of humans with regard to data absorp-
tion and data analysis.332 Not only will AWS be able to observe 
a large number of relevant aspects due to their superior sensor 
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abilities333 and to master huge amounts of data, potentially rec-
ognising patterns that may otherwise be missed,334 but they will 
also be “much faster at processing enormous amounts of data”335 
and will have quicker potential reaction or response times than 
the best human could have.336 Additionally, if programmed to 
do so, AWS may more effectively “learn from its mistakes, and 
improve its algorithms as the conflict goes on, while humans re-
main rooted in their entrenched cognitive heuristics and group-
think.”337 Secondly, AWS may extend a warfighter’s reach by en-
abling military forces “to reach deeper into the battle space by, 
for example, seeing or striking farther;” and thirdly, AWS may 
expand the battlespace by allowing combat “to be conducted 
over larger areas than was previously possible.” 338

c. Control and communication links rendered obsolete. The speed 
of human decision-making in combat may be “further slowed 
down through the inevitable time-lag of global communica-
tions” between human operators and remote-controlled sys-
tems.339 These links may also be threatened by electronic count-
er-measures by hostile forces, different environmental factors 
and other exigencies of the “fog of war”.340 AWS will “render 
constant control and communication links obsolete”341 and 
their ability to operate in the absence of these links is an obvi-
ous military advantage.342 

d. Reduced political costs and democratic resistance. Machines are 
“expendable” because “their loss does not cause emotional pain 
or political backlash.”343 The possibility of sending “an army of 
machines to war — rather than friends and relatives,”344 may 
“remove the democratic resistance to military deployment” in 
case of its necessity under a variety of circumstances.345 

Positive systemic strategic impact

a. Less brutal war at least. Referring to the work of Ronald Arkin, 
George R. Lucas summarised that the development and use of 
autonomous robotic technology, may at least “render war itself, 
and the conduct of armed hostilities, less destructive, risky, and 
indiscriminate.”346 In fact, as already pointed out previously, 
having “robots fight for us promises to dramatically reduce ca-
sualties on our side”347 that may also be true with regard to the 
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total number of human casualties in war due to AWS “accurate 
determinations.”348 The general destruction associated with 
armed conflict may also be expected to decrease with potentially 
more precise machines.349 

b. Potential absense of war at best. More ambitiously, the use of AWS, 
or potentially superintelligence, “would represent a chance for 
a world without armed conflict.”350 Firstly, as AWS will be “ill-
equipped” to comprehend psychological and subjectively expe-
rienced phenomena underlying human strategy,351 the wider de-
ployment of this warfare technology may “assist humanity in tran-
scending some of the causes of armed conflict – be they cultural 
or material.”352 Secondly, in ideal case, although it has been highly 
debated, AWS may make possible a war in which the sides send 
only robots to do the fighting, and each party to a conflict can “only 
inflict economic damage” on the enemy353 and similarly “carries no 
existential risk, and bears no cost beyond the economic.”354 If this 
is to become a reality, “war will cease to be a desirable option by 
nation-states as a means of resolving their differences.”355 

Dilemma no. 6: AWS operation in law(less) zone
The argument against AWS deployment insists that they “will operate 
in a lawless zone.”356 The use of military robotics has been objected on 
the grounds that it may make easier the decision to initiate a war, in 
an apparent violation of jus ad bellum.357  What is more, “the technical 
ability to properly discriminate against targets, as required by jus in 
bello,” has also been a notable concern.358 Both points are amplified by 
the problem of attribution of criminal responsibility.359

Threat to (non-)use of force norm
“During the larger part of the last two centuries,” international law has 
been developing “to constrain armed conflict and the use of force” and 
to make them the options of the last resort.360 When they ratified the 
UN Charter, states have agreed not to use the force without the per-
mission given by the United Nations, except for defensive purposes.361 
AWS, especially considering their potentially unpredictable nature and 
the subsequent responsibility gap – the latter discussed below, may 
make this norm against the use of force, which has been paramount in 
ensuring global security, breakable.362
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(Non-)compliance with international humanitarian and human 
rights law  
AWS may bring “significant obstacles to complying with international 
humanitarian and human rights law.”363 The concept of human dignity 
and the right to life lie at the heart of international human rights law.364 
The right to dignity and the right to life form the “protect life” princi-
ple that is “the guiding star whenever lethal force is used.”365 However, 
in the exceptional circumstances that prevail during armed conflicts, 
“human rights law remains valid, but it is interpreted with reference 
to the rules of international humanitarian law” (IHL).366 Concerns 
with regard to the latter “have so far most often related to the legal 
principles of distinction and proportionality,”367 to specify, how to pro-
gram AWS to act in such a way that the principles of discrimination 
and proportionality, as demanded by the law of international armed 
conflict, are applicable in the battlefield in the age of AWS warfare.368 
These principles “reflect the tension between these opposite goals” in 
combat, where the former “embodies the necessity of differentiating 
military personnel and militarily significant targets from civilians and 
civilian object” and the latter “embodies the requirement that any at-
tack which could have adverse consequences for civilians must have a 
military objective which is not excessive with regard to the potential 
civilian harm.”369 As IHL suffers from terminological hurdles and ob-
scurities, most importantly “the lack of a clear definition of civilian,”370 
as well as the problem of “contradictory or vague imperatives,”371 its in-
terpretation is understood to involve “subjective estimates of value and 
context-specificity” and human judgement.372 AWS “restricted abilities 
to interpret context and to make value-based calculations”373 may im-
ply its inability to comply with international humanitarian law.374

Legal review challenge
“The obligation to carry out legal reviews of new weapons under arti-
cle 36 of Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions is import-
ant for ensuring that a State’s armed forces are capable of conducting 
hostilities in accordance with its international obligations,” which is 
problematic with regard to AWS, firstly, because “the legal review must 
demand a very high level of confidence that, once activated, the au-
tonomous weapon system would predictably and reliably operate as 
intedned,”375 secondly, because software-based “AWS and remotely 
controlled weapon systems may appear identical from the outside” and 
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“cheating would be all too easy since the software could be changed 
back within minutes after inspection.”376

Responsibility gap
“Individual and state responsibility is fundamental to ensure account-
ability for violations of international human rights and international 
humanitarian law.”377 It is necessary to hold war criminals accountable 
through the responsibility attribution, and the deployment of AWS 
will make that  “so much harder”378 because their use in combat is likely 
to create a “responsibility gap,”379 or, alternatively – a “gap in account-
ability.”380 

The debate is whether designers, robot manufacturers, procurement 
officers, robot controllers or supervisors, field commanders, state gov-
ernments or presidents, or even robots themselves should be held ac-
countable.381 There is a double-edge challenge because this is the first 
time “a weapon system will have either no one or too many people to be 
held accountable for mistakes.”382  There is a risk that military personnel 
may be held responsible for the actions of machines whose decisions and 
performance they barely control at best.383 At the same time it is “hard 
to take seriously the idea that a machine should — or could — be held 
responsible” for the consequences of its own actions because “those who 
are punished, or contemplate punishment, should suffer as a result” 
where such suffering must be “morally compelling.”384 The attempts to 
punish a machine will also “have limited deterrent effects, since one ro-
bot could not be deterred by the punishment of another robot.”385 

This problem is further compounded by the “atomized approach 
of the law to questions of responsibility,” which seeks to link a con-
crete and definable entity with some created specified effect, because it 
“runs contrary to the development of networks and swarms.”386 In any 
“system of systems,” attempts to draw distinctions between the com-
ponents, including between lethal and non-lethal systems, especially 
with regard to the allocation of criminal responsibility, will become 
increasingly arbitrary.387 

The counter-argument calls to consider AWS in an unbiased manner 
with regard to the compliance with law and insists that, “as with most 
other weapon systems, their lawfulness as such, as well as the lawful-
ness of their use, must be judged on a case-by-case basis.”388 
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Biased framing of AWS (non-)compliance with international law 
versus conventional warfare
The general argument is that it is true that the unlawful use of lawful 
weapons is not a rare phenomenon in the contemporary warfare.389 
With regard to IHL specifically, by itself, “autonomy is unlikely to 
present unnecessary suffering and superfluous injury issues since the 
rule addresses a weapon system’s effect on the targeted individual, not 
the manner of engagement (autonomous).”390 Moreover, the discrim-
ination of combatants and non-combatants and the proportionality 
judgement are “no less difficult in air strikes and long-range attacks 
than they are with AWS.”391 The “fog of war” and “the lack of perfect sit-
uational awareness” dramatically complicate way to comply with the 
rules of international armed conflict for soldiers.392 In turn, as it has 
been discussed in greater detail in the previous sections, it may be pos-
sible to program autonomous weapon systems in such a way that these 
machines through avoiding many of human mistakes and failings will 
potentially be able to “outperform human soldiers with respect to con-
formance to IHL.”393

Human responsibility for AWS performance
The argument that there is no responsibility for AWS performance in 
the battlefield has “an air of triviality” because even “if the system is 
autonomous, it is not autonomous to the extent that it is completely 
independent of human authorship.”394 As any machine is programmed 
and deployed by human beings, the “responsibility for its operations 
lies unconditionally with them.”395 To make it clear, in AWS warfare 
there will always be “a human ultimately responsible for launching the 
weapon and putting it into operation, just not selecting the specific 
target.”396

Concluding remarks
The presented article was aimed at restructuring and operationalising 
the debate on autonomous weapon systems, thereby allowing the read-
er for a balanced assessment of the issue on multiple key fronts. Our 
motivation was clear: within the broad realm of international security 
studies, there had not been such a detailed, balanced, and systematic 
analysis focused on the nitty-gritties of the AWS, their pros and cons 
being present side to side, and implications concerning their use being 
flagged. Because the issue of AWS has been heavily charged with highly 
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normative, moral, assertive and alarmist language from the very begin-
ning, it was harder than in other security fields to get the facts right, 
and get to the level of genuine arguments to discuss characteristics of 
these weapons before pushing for a robust regulation, namely preven-
tive, wide sweeping, globally working ban. However, the practice of 
fantasizing about the “killer robots” and spreading cultural myths and 
(mis)representational idioms of the Hollywood movies to create a me-
dia-rich spectre of danger has increasingly been counter-balanced with 
the reliance on technical knowledge coupled with a legal analysis and 
the workings of the security realm. This produced the debate flourish-
ing at the two opposite poles, each being to a large degree aware of the 
counter-arguments put forward by the other side.

Unfortunately still, not all of the people involved in the so-called 
“killer robots” debate have actually had a balanced and detailed knowl-
edge of the workings of these weapons, their precise delimitation, the 
novelty vs. continuity technology, and many other preconditions for a 
nuanced and informed opinion. By abandoning the one-sided terrain 
of an increasing number of NGOs, academics, politicians and scien-
tists involved in the discussion and at the same making a step forward 
from what other neutrally analytical literature pieces had offered, we 
wished to create a first-order structure with a series of arguments and 
noteworthy counter-arguments along which the reader could easily 
navigate himself/herself. Our contribution to the debate, and a belief 
that it may help for its further cultivation and sophistication, was 1) 
to properly delimit the AWS category as there were too many flaws 
in this regard in the general debate – for us, that was to discuss ful-
ly autonomous (lethal) weapon systems, capable of operating without 
human control or supervision, including in dynamic and unstructured 
environments, and capable of engaging in independent (lethal) deci-
sion-making, targeting, and firing, including in an offensive manner; 
2) to operationalise the issue of AWS along six dilemmas that we pro-
posed as the basis, each of the dilemmas containing the detailed pro/
con arguments – here, we went from the discussion of (un)predictabil-
ity of AWS performance, dehumanization of lethal decision-making, 
depersonalisation of enemy (non-)combatant, human-machine nexus 
in coordinated operations, to strategic considerations and AWS op-
eration in law(less) zone; 3) to bring on board literature from diverse 
fields to enrich intellectually what the plethora of media channels 
offer, namely robotics, computer science, law, security and strategic 
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studies, military ethics, philosophy and connection science. All of this 
has been done for the reader, in the first place, to be able to estab-
lish his/her own well-informed position on the issue through better 
understanding the nature of AWS and grasping the complexity of the 
debate. Potentially, this analytical framework, with each of its aspects 
potentially deserving its own place in future research, can also serve 
as the starting point for detecting and profoundly analysing multiple 
interlinkages between the dilemmas and (sub)sections in greater depth 
and in multiple possible ways. More generally, this article is intended 
to contribute to the better comprehension of AWS and more general 
challenges related to human-machine nexus and artificial intelligence. 
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A New Generation Draws 
the Line: Humanitarian 
Intervention and the 
“Responsibility to Protect” 
Today

Reviewed by Milos Rastovic

Noam Chomsky, Professor Emeritus at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT), is a prolific and prodigious writer famous through-
out the world for his studies of linguistics and politics. 

This book is an expanded edition compiled from Noam 
Chomsky’s articles, lectures, and the book The New Military Human-
ism. Chomsky’s provocative book examines the nature of Humanitar-
ian Interventionism after the Cold War. For Chomsky, ‘the new era’ 
in international relations was opened by NATO’s bombing of Serbia 
on March 24, 1999. Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair claimed 
that ‘the new generation draws the line’ fighting for ‘values’ in an era 
in which ‘the brutal repression of whole ethnic groups will no longer 
be tolerated’ (p. 1). Fighting for human rights and upholding ‘principles 
and values’ became a privilege only to be exercised by ‘the enlightened 

Noam CHOMSKY. A New Generation Draws the Line: Humanitarian 
Intervention and the “Responsibility to Protect” Today. Oxford:  Para-
digm Publishers, 2012. ISBN 9781612050744.



211

Book reviews

states’ or so-called ‘the international community’. For the author, the 
dawn of ‘the new era’ is an unprecedented historical moment in which 
national sovereignty was disregarded in the name of human rights and 
‘principles and values’. 

By highlighting the ‘leading principles’ of ‘the new era,’ Chomsky 
evaluates proponents and skeptics of ‘the new era’.  This evaluation 
is based on such criteria as the estimate of foreign and military aid 
that ‘the international community’ proposes and how members of this 
‘community’ respond to atrocities in the world. Chomsky’s analysis is 
the result of his exhaustive empirical and theoretical work, and distinc-
tive methodology. He uses a wide range of sources to research incon-
sistent strategies used in similar situations. Clearly, he investigates the 
nature of these inconsistences and parse out the forces that contribute 
to them. For example, military aid and diplomatic support were pro-
vided to Turkey during the XX century Kurdish resistance – which en-
tailed mass atrocities – with no demands for assurances regarding the 
human rights for Kurds. Why was ‘the international community’ less 
concerned with ‘the protection of Kurds in Turkey’ than it was with the 
protection of Kosovars in the Balkans? For Chomsky, the proponents 
of ‘the new era’ do not offer credible reasons for this ‘inconsistency’.

One of the crucial questions posed in the book is why ‘the inter-
national community’ did not intervene militarily in response to hu-
man rights crises in East Timor as they had done in Serbia in the same 
year?  Chomsky considers three officially proposed reasons for ‘the 
international community’s’ bombing of Serbia: ‘[to ensure] the stabil-
ity of Eastern Europe,’ ‘[to thwart] ethnic cleansing,’ and ‘[to ensure] 
NATO’s credibility’. He argues that the third reason is most credible 
because from the standpoint of the global powers, only they ensure the 
‘stability’ of the region. In other words, the region can be ‘stable’ only 
if it serves the interests of the global powers. In both cases, however, 
in East Timor where NATO did not intervene, and in Serbia, where 
NATO intervened, the consequences were tragic. In two subsequent 
chapters, he investigates applications of ‘values and principles’ to study 
both the cases of East Timor and Kosovo. 

In East Timor, violence escalated after a referendum on August 30, 
1999, in which the majority of the population of the province voted for 
independence from Indonesia. As a result of the referendum, atrocities 
conducted by the Indonesian army (TNI) sharply increased. Unlike the 
case of Kosovo, however, no War Crimes Tribunal was set up in Indo-
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nesia by ‘the international community’ to indict Indonesian forces for 
their violation of human rights. Chomsky exposes the ambiguous na-
ture of ‘the international community’ and investigates the reasons for 
NATO’s action/inaction in both cases. He argues that the Indonesian 
army was supported and trained by the US and its allies. For this rea-
son, ‘the enlightened West’ was blind to victims in East Timor. 

In the case of Kosovo, the West needed the War Crimes Tribunal to 
justify the 78 days of bombing Serbia. In order to validate its airstrikes 
against Serbia, which occurred without approval of the UN Security 
Council, NATO searched for Serbian war crimes immediately when they 
came into contact with troops in Kosovo. The military intervention only 
made the situation worse in the region. In contrast, the United Nations 
civilian police had neither enough sources nor the support to investi-
gate atrocities in East Timor. Chomsky states, that it was important for 
‘the international community’ that the record about these atrocities in 
East Timor ‘remain hidden’ (p. 61). According to Chomsky’s research and 
evidence, the NATO’s bombing of Serbia was in fact followed by a sub-
stantial ‘escalation of atrocities and ethnic cleansing’. He claims that the 
bombing, but not human rights violations, caused the mass refugee cri-
sis in the region. The author gives us a review of events leading up to the 
bombing, in which he concludes that there were not any substantiated 
reports enough to be a motive the bombing. Furthermore, he stresses 
that ‘the international community’ did not want to develop diplomatic 
options for solving the problem of Kosovo because NATO would then 
lose its own role in international relations. 

From Chomsky’s  standpoint, the only benefit gained by bombing 
Serbia were those accrued by Western militaries and NATO by con-
firming their own ‘credibility’ and domination in the Balkan region. 
He concludes that the world has only two choices regarding the use of 
force: either to follow the UN Charter or something better, or the great 
powers will do what they want when international crises arise guided 
by their own interests and profits. 

In the wake of this, Chomsky pointedly asks: How can the univer-
sality of human rights only be applied in cases that serves the interests 
of the ‘enlightened countries’ who declare to have a responsibility to 
protect human rights in ‘the new era?’ This inspirational book offers 
a different study to this question and exposes the darker side of ‘hu-
manitarian interventions’, which remain well-scrubbed for public con-
sumption. 
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As in his other books, Chomsky demonstrates the wisdom of a phi-
losopher and the precision of a  linguist in order to reveal the truth 
about international relations and fuel a discussion about the uses and 
abuses of power inside it. The book is written in a clear and easily un-
derstandable language, and it will be interesting not only to scholars, 
but to a general audience as well. It is an important contribution to 
political science, and an essential reference for policy makers. The 
book stimulates readers to rethink different aspects of international 
relations with a deeper understanding of the world today. Certainly, 
the author’s findings and analysis are valuable for every researcher to 
observe the connection between military, business, and geostrategic 
goals.
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Countering Terrorism

Reviewed by Wouter Jansen

In Countering Terrorism, Martha Crenshaw and Gary Lafree provide 
a very detailed account on global acts of terrorism. What makes the 
subject so challenging? Why is it so hard for governments to formu-
late an effective counter-terrorism policy? What are the obstacles that 
experts face and in what ways can terrorism best be defined, classified, 
studied and understood in order to design the best possible policies to 
counter terrorism? These are some of the questions answered in this 
book, which is divided in well-written, clear and understandable chap-
ters.

The book is divided into multiple cohesive and well-structured parts 
that all discuss different areas of the wider subject of terrorism, from 
the acknowledgement that terrorist attacks are still relatively rare, to 
the process of attributing a terrorist attack to a certain group, organ-
isation or party. Crenshaw and Lafree use a wide variety of databases, 
such as the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), which consists of around 
170,000 cases, to support their findings. Arguments rely on data re-
trieved from these databases, some of which have monitored every 
terrorist attack since the 1970’s. This enhances the quality of the book. 

Crenshaw and Lafree argue that mass casualty attacks – such as the 
9/11 attacks, which is still the deadliest attack between 1970 and 2015 – 
are incredibly rare. The aftermath of such attacks has a profound in-
fluence on national and international security policies — policies and 

Martha CRENSHAW, Gary LAFREE. Countering Terrorism.  Washing-
ton, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2017. ISBN 9780815727644.
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regulations adopted after an attack are difficult to reverse. Crenshaw 
and Lafree also support their argument that terrorist attacks are still 
relatively rare by stating that in 2012, when there were 15,417 reported 
terrorism related fatalities, there were 437,000 homicides worldwide. 

A significant point discussed in the book are the ‘failed and foiled’ 
terrorist attacks. Crenshaw and Lafree argue that these types of attacks 
are more difficult to study and are of less concern to the public. There 
have, for example, been around a hundred attempted plots to attack 
American targets post 9/11. Of these attempts, only eight resulted in 
casualties. But when does an attack fail or foil? Crenshaw and Lafree 
argue that – according to the Failed and Foiled Plots (FPP) database –  
a plot can either be failed or foiled due to malfunction of equipment, 
change of intention and external intervention. Crenshaw and Lafree 
define plots as successful when they are physically completed and re-
sult in tangible effects. 

Crenshaw and Lafree also argue that counter-terrorism policies 
should be tailor-made for terrorist organisations due to the absence of 
a  single type of terrorist organisation, underlining the differences in 
structure, objective, ideology and alliances. Without knowing the struc-
ture of a certain terrorist organisation, its leadership, cohesiveness and 
decision-making process, governments struggle to calculate a terrorist 
organisation’s reaction to certain counter-terrorism policies.  Likewise, 
creating a working counter-terrorism policy for lone actors without clear 
affiliation and outside support proves difficult. What makes this diffi-
cult is that, although they are not formally part of an organisation, ‘lone 
wolves’ do identify with the cause of a certain organisation. According 
to Crenshaw and Lafree, these terrorist threats are so unexpected and 
unpredictable, that it is impossible to prevent them. For governments to 
attribute a certain attack to a certain organisation is a difficult process. 
Often, organisations take credit for acts they did not commit, or those 
responsible are not known at all. Being unable to punish the responsible 
perpetrator due to a lack of knowledge or misleading information on the 
responsible party, makes it, according to Crenshaw and Lafree, increas-
ingly difficult for governments to assert blame on actors, which in return 
often ensures public unrest. From data, provided in the book, Crenshaw 
and Lafree conclude that between 1970 and 2015, there were 93,485 un-
attributed cases and that, overall, only 40.3% of attacks are attributed. 

To conclude, Crenshaw and Lafree have shown that defining and 
measuring the effectiveness of counterterrorism measures is a  con-
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siderable challenge. Terrorism is a  concept that keeps on changing, 
therefore, counter-terrorism policies should evolve and change as well, 
based on the specific terrorist organisation and threat posed. The book 
might be dense in places, but for students, scholars, counter-terrorism 
experts, government officials and the interested public alike, it is a pro-
found source of useful information that provides clear explanations 
and data, generated over the course of multiple decades, to give a reli-
able account on the difficulties of countering terrorism.   
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Alexander BETTS, Paul, COLLIER. Refuge: Transforming a Broken Ref-
ugee System. London: Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2017. 
ISBN 9780241289235.

Refuge: Transforming a 
Broken Refugee System

Reviewed by George Eyong Tabe 

It is often said that you cannot approve nor criticize meat you have 
not eaten. From a first view, the meat might seem to contain all the 
ingredients to make it taste best. But after the first bite, you think 
something is missing to make the meat tasty and delicious. The same 
could be said of Alexander Betts and Paul Collier book entitled REF-
UGE Transforming a Broken Refugee System. From the hard cover, a vis-
ible boat carrying refugees on the high seas, probably with Syrian or 
African refugees on board, seems to provide an in-depth analysis of the 
recent 2015 European refugee crisis. Unfortunately, this is not the case, 
as further indicated below.

Alexander Betts is a  United Nations High Commissioner of Ref-
ugees (UNHCR) employee. He is also Leopold Muller professor of 
Forced Migration and International Affairs and a  Fellow of Green 
Templeton College at the Oxford University. His primary area of pro-
fessional expertise has always been migration, in particular the inter-
national politics of asylum and humanitarianism with a geographical 
focus on Sub-Saharan Africa.

Paul Collier previously worked as a  director of Development Re-
search Group in the World Bank. He is a specialist of political, econom-
ic and developmental predicaments for poor countries. Currently, he is 
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a Professor of Economics and Public Policy at the Blavatnik School of 
Government and a Professorial Fellow of St Antony’s College as well as 
the director of the International Growth Centre and the director of the 
Centre for the Study of African Economics, Oxford. His primary area 
of professional expertise is economic growth in Africa, governance in 
low-income countries, the economics of civil war, etc.

Both the courses Betts and Collier teach at their respective facul-
ties and their own bibliographies testify to the authors’ knowledge in 
the field.  With the choice of the title itself, the authors presenting 
themselves as ‘thinkers rather than doers’ (p. 22) touches upon a rather 
ambitious goal - to present the suffering and hardship refugees are in-
curring. They provide the main obstacles to a sustainable refugee crisis 
management. In their own words, the authors believe refugees ‘need 
and should be entitled to expect three things: rescue, autonomy, and 
an eventual route out of limbo’. Unfortunately, this has not been the 
case as most refugees are deprived of these benefits. Therefore, the au-
thors seek to search for a means on ‘how the world can provide these 
things sustainably and at scale’ (p.18).  The key purpose is to ‘restore 
refugees to their proper place’ (p.22), that is, to provide adequate hu-
manitarian assistance to refugees ensuring their rights are respected 
and their needs provided in a timely manner.   

The book features three parts by two different authors. The individual 
sections are organized both chronologically and thematically to avoid 
undue repetition and to make the collection read more like a study by 
a single author than a compilation of essays by diverse specialists. In 
the introductory analysis of the research thus far conducted on ref-
ugee transformation, Betts and Collier state that never had mankind 
experienced a ‘wide range of displaced persons in the world’ (p. 22). All 
these happening in a civilized world, with massive developments and 
prosperity fostered by globalization. Furthermore, the authors con-
cede that refugees are desperately in need of humanitarian assistance 
and ‘yet we are turning our backs on them’ (p.100). The authors go on 
and argue that morality has lost its meaning and as a result ‘we live in 
disturbed world’. (p.13). The authors’ purpose, therefore, ‘is to restore 
refuge with well-defined task accepted by a majority of mankind’ (p. 
22).

The first part is entitled ‘Why is There a Crisis?’ Here the authors 
analyze the Syrian refugee crisis and their tragedies - the role of the 
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EU and its institutions, denouncement leading to deportations from 
Greece. They present the number of refugees and displaced persons 
in the world, comparing them with the situations in the aftermath of 
WWII. The focus here is to seek answers as to why things have become 
chaotic, that is, the horrible situations in which refugees are being 
treated today. The authors identify violence and fragility to be behind 
the refugee mass influx to Europe in 2015. Nevertheless, the authors do 
not provide us with a typology of violence for a better understanding. 

Under ‘What Drives Displacement and Refuge’, the authors make 
a link between refuge and security. According to the authors, the ab-
sence of security means flight for refuge. The authors support their 
argument with three case studies: Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and the 
Spanish Civil War. Nasty events (e.g., Jews extermination, Spanish civil 
war, etc.) that occurred in these countries ‘created huge civilian dislo-
cations’ (p. 26). This assumption cannot be 100% true for refugee flight. 
The flight of Jews as acknowledged by the authors occurred in a time 
when there was no hierarchically superior nor coercive power that 
could resolve disputes, enforce law and order. Their argument is total-
ly irrelevant for the mere fact that in today’s unipolar world dominated 
by the US, coupled with the UN Security Council Resolutions, global 
governance and the international community, the absence of security 
cannot lead to chaos.

The second part bearing the name ‘The Think’ deals with a remind-
er of our moral obligations. The aim here is to construct a new glob-
al refugee approach ‘not based on camps, court decisions, and panic. 
Rather they should be based on needs and how they could best be met’ 
(p. 201).  Here the authors provide genuine analysis on how refugees 
were treated in the past (before and after WWII). The key argument 
and concern here is that ‘the generosity of spirit in response to refu-
gees is not a new story to mankind, neither is it an implausible phe-
nomenon that modernity has to invent’. Displaced Germans, Poles, 
Armenians and many others during WWII were given shelter by other 
states. The authors are therefore asking: Why should that be a big deal 
today? Why are states reluctant and unwilling to accept refugees? And 
what is our moral obligation to all these? These questions are troubling 
and inhumane, which is why the authors think ‘the plight of Syrian ref-
ugees fleeing violence require our generosity of spirit’ (p. 100). Further-
more, the authors believe ‘political theorists’ defiance to reach a con-
sensus on refugees’ sufferings (p.104) make matters even worse. This 
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theoretically interesting and politically important argument made by 
the authors is regrettably short.

The third part, entitled ‘History, the Remake’, looks back at histo-
ry. Here the authors seek to provide an analysis of an approach that 
would have worked out in Syria. They seek to grasp if their approach 
would also work in different parts of the world - Kenya for instance. 
They performed a comparative analysis and came out with final con-
clusions that their approach did not work in Kenya, simply because 
the Kenyan government has no sympathy nor toleration for refugees, 
especially Somali and South Sudanese refugees. The government relies 
on ‘encampment policies prohibiting refugees from leaving camps and 
denying them access to work’ (p. 220).

Initially, I  indicated that Betts and Collier’s  book lacked some in-
gredients to the final product.  Even sophisticated analyses have their 
weaknesses and should be subject to improvement. The first concerns 
the author’s research design choices that may have biased some of the 
results or rendered them prematurely obsolete. I refer to the unavail-
ability of the source of the collected data, e.g. ‘700 people drowned 
crossing to Lampedusa’ (p. 14). Neither do they provide the reader with 
concrete definitions of the many terminologies in their book; the or-
igin of the world refugee for instance and the way different countries 
perceive refugees. The authors define a refugee as ‘someone who is out-
side her or his country of nationality and faces a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion’ (p. 16). But according 
to the Colombian government, ‘the conflict between the Colombian 
government and armed Marxist guerrillas that began in the mid-1960s 
in Colombia left over 3 million people as refugees in their own coun-
try’. (UN Regional Information Centre for Western Europe 2017). This 
therefore means that a  refugee must not always be outside but also 
within. This Colombia case is a clear contradiction to what the authors 
claim. This is just one of the generalisations in the authors’ work.

Another problematic embedded in the book is that the authors 
simply have sympathy to anyone claiming to suffer for persecution as 
a refugee, which absolutely seems inconsistent. According to the Aus-
tralian Immigration Minister ‘the Government has taken a decision in 
relation to those people who are fake refugees’ (Australian Immigra-
tion Minister Peter Dutton: 2017).  The authors work lacks an in-depth 
analysis on refugees entirely. For example, they fail to analyse and pro-
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vide answers to why some states like Israel would never accept refu-
gees from other countries or regions and why Syrian refugees would 
not seek refuge in Israel (a nearby country) but would rather choose 
Europe, a more complicated and riskier route.

Paul and Collier did a great job to provide a clear picture and events 
that took place in the 2015 EU refugee crisis. However, the key weak-
nesses, in my opinion, is that much empirical analysis is missing in 
the book.  The subchapters contain many headings completely with-
out definitions and are hard to grasp.  This work could serve well as 
an appropriate textbook for the introduction of studies in the given 
topic but would not be quite suitable for experts dealing with refugee 
studies.
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