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Nicholas Sowels, Jan Wouters, Michał Dulak and Maria C. Latorre

In February 2025 in the call for papers for the online conference “The European Union in an Illiberal World” organized by the UNA Europa Global Governance Research Group we have pointed out on several hallmarks of illiberalism. These were:

-Withdrawal from global solidarity commitments visible in decisions such as the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Agreement or limited support for developing countries during the Covid-19 pandemic.

-Weakening of liberal international institutions manifested by the erosion of authority of organizations such as the UN and WTO.  

-Declining commitment to multilateral governance have led to fragmentation of the international system and the emergence of competing blocs. Most visible geopolitical polarization occurred around conflicts such as the war in Ukraine and the war in Gaza, contributing to structural and ideological fractures in global politics.

-Because of the erosion of multilateralism and growing polarization of global politics the institutional and ideological foundation of the world order established after the Cold War was questioned. In vaccum that emerged in such situation the authoritarian models started gaining in interest. This is Illustrated by China’s ideological shift toward orthodox Marxism-Leninism and the consolidation of an anti-Western bloc involving Russia, Iran, and North Korea.

-Last but not least, the fact which we can observe since at least the decade is the erosion of liberal values related to human rights and accountability and rejection of international legal norms.

These examples served as an argument that third decade of the XXI c. began with the events that caused profound shifts in the international order, either exposing lack of solidarity (Covid-19 case) or perpetuating the division of international community into hostile groups - western one with the EU and (then) the US, and anti-Western bloc, with China broadly supporting Russia in the war, and Iran with North Korea as a military suppliers. These events marked the end of the “Great Peace” that had largely prevailed across the continent since 1945. If that weren’t enough, this new reality was sealed by an atrophy of the human rights and international humanitarian law, with emblematic case of Russian  war crimes in Ukraine and Israeli war crimes in Gaza.

We have sketched the picture of illiberalism which was valid at the time when we began writing CfP for the conference. At that moment, the international reality/debate was shaped by the growing awareness of the implications that the second Trump presidency was expected to bring to the world. It was widely anticipated that international order will have to adjust to more transactional logic favored by Trump, motivated purely by the profit-lost calculations from the perspective of the US.  

Today it seems that the year 2025 has brought numerous surprises for experts and scholars. Throughout 2025, the EU observed tectonic shifts in the dynamics of globalization, triggered by Trump’s announcement of a broad package of tariffs as a Liberation Day. During the 2025 the Western world watched with increasing helplessness the dramatic humanitarian situation in the Gaza Strip and the openly breached human rights by Israel – it would seem a close ally of the West. Finally, the event form few days ago -  the publication of the new U.S. National Security Strategy, fundamentally questioned the transatlantic relations. In this document the United States portrayed the EU as a threat to the sovereignty and freedom of European nation states. It appears that a radical reorientation of transatlantic relations is underway - as one analyst and former member of the Biden administration observed: “The NSS is a blueprint for an illiberal international order.(1)”

These all only enhances the relevance of the main question which this book seek to answer: does the EU has the ability to defend itself internally and externally against illiberalism? We try to look at this problem from different perspectives. 

In the first section of the book titled International cooperation and the changing international order Jan Wouters stated very profound question in his chapter - Can the European Union Save the International Legal Order? Through an examination of the EU’s responses to the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, its engagement with international courts, and its reactions to US unilateralism, the author investigates both the consistency and the effectiveness of the Union’s commitment to multilateralism and international law. The analysis concludes that although the EU has demonstrated cohesion in some areas—particularly in sanctioning Russia and supporting legal accountability mechanisms—its overall impact remains limited. 

Francesco Petrone in chapter titled Hybrid Governance Beyond the Liberal-Illiberal Dichotomy: EU–BRICS in Global Power Shifts argues that enhancing the EU’s strategic room for manoeuvre requires diversifying partnerships beyond the U.S. One of the opportunity is building hybrid governance with actors such as the BRICS. The chapter’s core findings indicate that global governance is no longer driven by a single normative model but is instead evolving toward hybrid arrangements grounded in co-constructed norms, shared institutional reforms, and pragmatic cooperation. The author further argues that such hybrid governance not only reflects empirical realities but provides a necessary framework for addressing contemporary collective action challenges, particularly in climate governance and global institutional reform.

The last two chapters in the first section of the book analyse how the geopolitical context challenges the EU ability to promote its political model and sustain competitiveness. Elena Conde in the chapter titled The European Union and the erosion of liberal peace: navigating peace efforts in an illiberal world examines how alternative peacebuilding models advanced by China, Russia, the Gulf States, Türkiye, and the Trump administration undermine the liberal foundations of post-Cold War peace processes, and how these shifts affect the EU’s ability to act as a normative and multilateral peace provider. The chapter concludes that the EU’s traditional liberal peace model is undergoing a profound transformation. As a consequence, the EU has begun to adopt a hybrid peacebuilding approach that blends principled commitments with growing strategic pragmatism. In the chapter The EU’s Open Strategic Autonomy and the challenge of competitiveness in the era of geo-politicized interdependence Eugenia Baroncelli interrogates the internal and external drivers of this policy shift, examining how Open Strategic Autonomy has been reshaped by the EU’s growing emphasis on competitiveness, economic security, and technological sovereignty. She argues that Open Strategi Autonomy remains largely reactive and constrained, reflecting compromises among member states, institutional actors, and private-sector stakeholders, rather than a fully autonomous strategic doctrine. 

In the second section of the book titled The European Union in specific issues of its foreign policy the readers can find some reflection on the ability of the EU to credibly promote its values, including human rights, democracy and the rule of law, in the wider world.

By analysing the EU’s attempts to promote long-standing normative priorities—such as gender equality, the rights of sexual and gender minorities, and the protection of human rights defenders— Hanna Tuominen in her contribution The European Union's Challenges in Human Rights Promotion in an Illiberal World demonstrates how authoritarian and populist states use institutional membership, discursive counter-strategies, and coalition-building to dilute, reframe, or obstruct liberal human-rights norms.

The central research objective of Bruno Jäntti’s chapter titled Designed to fail: EU Foreign Policy vis-à-vis Israel’s encroachment on the Occupied Palestinian Territories is to evaluate whether the European Union’s long-standing policy toward Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories has contained genuine conflict-resolution potential. Drawing on extensive empirical and legal analysis, the author investigates the internal contradictions between the EU’s declared objectives—support for Palestinian self-determination and non-recognition of Israeli settlements—and the Union’s actual policy instruments, including trade practices, arms exports, and political rhetoric that mischaracterises Israel as a consolidated democracy.

In the chapter Resurrection, Reckoning, Reasoning and the Rise of the EU and India in the New Geo-Political Setting  Shreya Pandey  and Dhiraj Mani Pathak investigate the structural, regulatory and political determinants shaping the prospects of the long-negotiated EU–India Free Trade Agreement, treating the agreement as both an economic instrument and a normative platform for cooperation between two democratic, diversity-based political entities. Through a detailed assessment of trade volumes, sectoral asymmetries, regulatory frictions and bargaining positions, the chapter shows that Eu-India cooperation remains constrained by incompatible regulatory standards, competing interpretations of sovereignty, and a tendency for rhetoric to outperform substantive policy convergence.

Jing-Syuan Wong in Deciphering Contestation of the Liberal International Order examines four structural dimensions of contestation of the Liberal International Order - dimensions—liberal ambiguity, hierarchical power relations, legitimacy dilemmas, and the rise of alternative governance platforms such as BRICS. In this chapter the author seeks to explain not merely why the LIO is contested, but how contestation itself forms a dialectical component of order-making. The chapter concludes that the LIO’s credibility ultimately hinges on its ability to address the representational deficits perceived by non-Western actors, many of whom regard the current order as both normatively inconsistent and exclusionist.

In Upholding the rights of refugees: can the EU align security with its core values? Nuria Hernández-García, through an examination of the evolution of the Common European Asylum System, the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, and the persistent “implementation gap” between legal commitments and practice, interrogates the extent to which restrictive asylum measures undermine both the normative coherence of the EU’s internal legal order and its external legitimacy as a promoter of universal rights. The chapter shows that merging asylum policy with general migration control, combined with far-reaching externalisation measures and persistent non-compliance by Member States, has generated a constitutional crisis that undermines mutual trust, limits the effective protection of fundamental rights, and threatens the Union’s capacity to meet its international obligations, especially the principle of non-refoulement.

In the third section of the book - Political challenges within the European Union – we want to highlight the EU internal challenges which implication can violate the EU democratic model and its political and legal institutions. 

In the chapter Trustbreakers: How Political Discrimination Shapes Trust in Public Institutions in the European Union, Ana María Montoya, together with Natalia Rodríguez, Santiago Pardo and Carlos Toruño, draws on original data from the EUROVOICES survey, covering 27 Member States and 110 subnational regions, to develop a systematic empirical account of the causal mechanisms linking political exclusion, affective polarization and declining institutional trust. Through regression analyses and cross-contextual comparisons, the authors show that political discrimination has a consistently negative and statistically significant impact on citizens’ trust in national and local authorities, the judiciary and representative institutions.

The analytical objective of Carlos González-Tormo’s chapter titled The European Union in the Face of Conspiracy Theories as Hybrid Threats  is to conceptualize conspiracy theories as a distinct category within the broader spectrum of hybrid threats and to examine their destructive effects on democratic governance within the European Union. By systematizing the relationship between disinformation, misinformation, malinformation, and the dynamics of conspiratorial narratives, the author seeks to elucidate how these informational phenomena erode institutional trust, distort public opinion, and destabilize democratic norms.

The aim of Madalina Botan and Minna Aslama Horowitz chapter - Assessing the EU’s Code of Practice on Disinformation: Platform Responses to Information Disorders - is to assess the effectiveness of the European Union’s Code of Practice on Disinformation - as reinforced by the Digital Services Act - in addressing contemporary information disorders and safeguarding the integrity of democratic institutions in the digital environment. Their empirical inquiry reveals persistent structural deficiencies in online platforms accountability: limited transparency, inconsistent or superficial implementation of media-literacy and user-empowerment tools, insufficient data access for researchers, and fragmented or opaque cooperation with fact-checking organisations. 

The final – fourth – section of the book is titled Economic Challenges in a Turbulent World and it outlines the prospects for European economy to compete and innovate at the time when the rules of the global economy are being reshaped.

In chapter Reviving Trade Alliances: The Geopolitical and Economic Significance of the EU-Mercosur Agreement Maria C. Latorre and David Suárez-Cuesta pursue a dual research objective: first, to determine the economic, sectoral and environmental consequences of the EU–Mercosur Agreement through a Computable General Equilibrium Model; and second, to reassess widespread assumptions surrounding the agreement—particularly alleged threats to European agriculture, risks of environmental degradation and the supposed imbalance of benefits in favour of Mercosur. Their simulations demonstrate that both blocs, and especially Mercosur, experience measurable gains in GDP, trade volumes, employment and private consumption. Crucially, the environmental impact appears modest and efficiency-enhancing: economic expansion induced by the agreement is less CO₂-intensive than current patterns, with increases in emissions proportionally lower than gains in output, and concentrated primarily in transport and electricity rather than agriculture. These results therefore contradict dominant narratives that the agreement would trigger agricultural “floods,” endanger the Amazon or disproportionately harm European farmers, showing instead that the most dynamic effects arise in manufacturing and services, alongside targeted protections for sensitive agricultural subsectors. 

Qingxiu Bu, in the chapter Industrial Policy in the Global Climate-Trade Nexus , examines the climate–trade nexus through a comparative assessment of China’s dominance in clean-energy technologies, Western reactions such as the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act and the EU’s Green Deal Industrial Plan, and the emerging tensions these policies generate within the multilateral trading system. The analysis focuses on identifying the conditions under which national industrial strategies can foster competitiveness and resilient supply chains without undermining global emissions-reduction efforts. The author argues that only comprehensive multilateral reforms—such as modernising the WTO’s subsidy and environmental exceptions regime, revitalising the Environmental Goods Agreement, and establishing formal coordination between the UNFCCC and WTO—can reconcile industrial competitiveness with global climate commitments.

––––––––

[image: ]


(1) US NATIONAL SECURITY strategy calls for ‘cultivating resistance’ in Europe, https://www.ft.com/content/27e82b33-6e54-4e96-954f-43d1c7b3c98f
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Chapter 1.


Can the European Union Save the International Legal Order?
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Jan Wouters

The international legal order, often also referred to as the “international rules-based order,” is seriously under threat. The evidence is ample: the resurgence of interstate wars, such as Russia’s large-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and the recent Israel – Iran conflict; the crises afflicting many multilateral organizations, from the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva to the United Nations (UN) in New York; increased polarization among the permanent members of the Security Council; and a decreasing willingness of states to enter into new treaty obligations in various fields, or even to comply with existing treaty commitments (Wouters 2024). Added to this are the severe blows dealt to the international legal order by President Trump’s second administration, notably through the unilateral imposition of tariffs, trade wars, withdrawal from international institutions and treaties, sanctions against the International Criminal Court (ICC), and threats of economic pressure or even the use of force to achieve certain objectives (Wouters 2025). 

Can the European Union (‘EU’ or ‘Union’) save the international legal order? The EU has positioned itself as a steadfast, self-declared defender of “a rules-based global order with multilateralism as its key principle and the United Nations at its core” (High Representative 2016). The Union’s commitment to international law and multilateral cooperation—especially within the framework of the UN—is deeply rooted and is expressed both in numerous policy documents and in its founding Treaties. Yet it may be asked how profound and consistent the EU’s commitment to international law and multilateralism really is, and how effectively it is addressing the above-mentioned challenges to the international legal order. In this short contribution we analyze briefly the EU’s actions in the face of recent wars, of the Trump II administration and the crisis of multilateralism. We will also highlight some recent unilateral actions by the EU and what this means for its status as an international actor.

The EU’s actions in the face of recent wars

The EU has been described as a “peace project,” but in the face of the threat posed by an aggressive Russia some have called for it become a “war project,” or at least for prioritizing defense and security in the years to come (Leonard 2022; Michel 2024). 

In the face of Russia’s large-scale military aggression against Ukraine, the Union has shown a reasonable degree of cohesiveness and action. Two weeks after the start of the invasion the European heads of state and government adopted the “Versailles Declaration” of 10–11 March 2022, which inter alia stated that “Russia and its accomplice, Belarus, bear full responsibility for this war of aggression, and those responsible will be held accountable for their crimes, including for indiscriminate attacks against civilians and civilian infrastructure” (Versailles Declaration 2022). On 20 June 2022, the Council adopted a strong “Declaration by the European Union and its Member States on Upholding and Promoting International Law, Including the Principles of the United Nations Charter” (Council 2022b). 

While the Union has remained consistent in its statements, its impact on the ground has been limited. To this day, more than three years into the war, Russia continues to carry out large-scale military offensives on Ukrainian territory, resulting in widespread destruction and countless casualties. Nevertheless, the EU has taken significant action. Over the past three years, it has adopted no fewer than seventeen unprecedentedly broad and deep “sanctions packages” against Russia (an eighteenth package is currently in preparation). These sanctions add to the measures already imposed by the EU in 2014 following Russia’s annexation of Crimea. They include targeted restrictive measures (individual sanctions), economic sanctions, diplomatic measures, and visa-related measures. The economic sanctions are intended to severely impact Russia’s ability to sustain its military efforts and to stymie its war of aggression. It is, however, disputed how effective they are in reaching this aim, as Russia’s economy has proven to be more resilient than expected and the sanctions are being widely circumvented (Fenton and Kolyander 2025).

Another important line of action has been the coordinated efforts of EU Member States within multilateral organizations, where they have not only launched numerous initiatives to unanimously condemn Russia’s military aggression but also sought to isolate Russia within these organizations (Council 2022a). Such actions have notably given rise to Russia’s expulsion from the Council of Europe and its suspension in the UN Human Rights Council. The exclusion from these two prominent human rights institutions was seen as “important symbolic reaffirmations of the rules-based international order” (Bischoff 2023).

Remarkable as well has been the EU and its Member States’ coordinated actions vis-à-vis the international courts in The Hague. For the first time ever, 26 of the 27 Member States intervened before the International Court of Justice (ICJ), more specifically in the case brought by Ukraine against Russia under the 1948 Genocide Convention. This followed two joint statements of more than 40 States in May and July 2022 (Joint Statement 2022a; Joint Statement 2022b). Interestingly, most EU Member States’ submissions were based on a common template developed by the European External Action Service (EEAS) (Hoffmeister & Wouters, 2025). 

The EU has also acted more or less uniformly—though with some caveats—in supporting the investigation by the ICC. In March 2022, 43 States Parties to the Rome Statute of the ICC, including all Member States, requested the ICC Prosecutor to open an investigation into the situation in Ukraine. On 4 March 2022, the Justice and Home Affairs Council requested Eurojust to support investigations by national courts and the ICC into war crimes and crimes against humanity. Eurojust established a Joint Investigation Team (JIT) composed of Ukraine, six EU Member States, the ICC, and Europol. In 2023 it also set up a database for evidence of core international crimes (“Core International Crimes Evidence Database,” CICED). On 8 June 2022, the European Commission announced an allocation of €7.25 million to the ICC to support its investigative capacities. On 2 February 2023 Commission President Ursula von der Leyen announced the setting up of the International Centre for the Prosecution of the Crime of Aggression against Ukraine (ICPA) in The Hague (Commission 2023, Brière 2025).

Meanwhile, the ICC has found itself at the center of a storm, facing an existential threat from new sanctions imposed by the Trump II administration, particularly in response to the arrest warrants against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Defense Minister Yoav Galant. To safeguard its operations, the ICC is looking to the EU, hoping it will activate its so-called Blocking Statute, which for the time being does not seem assured, in spite of expressions of support (Van den Berg & Van Campenhout 2025). European unity was also abruptly disrupted in early April 2025 when Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán hosted Benjamin Netanyahu for an official visit to Hungary—despite the aforementioned arrest warrant—and announced that Hungary would withdraw from the Rome Statute. This represents a serious blow to the credibility of the Union as a guarantor of the international rules-based order (Ovadek 2025).

A special mention should be made of the work done by the legal services of the European Commission and of the EEAS together with the Council of Europe, Ukraine, and 37 States for the creation of a Special Tribunal for the Crime of Aggression against Ukraine, which is about to be adopted on the basis of an agreement between Ukraine and the Council of Europe (Lviv Statement 2025). 

In stark contrast to the unity shown by the EU and its Member States regarding the war in Ukraine, there is deep division over the renewed conflict that has erupted in the Middle East between Israel and Hamas following the brutal and large-scale terrorist attack by Hamas fighters on Israeli territory on 7 October 2023, and over the recent outbreak of hostilities between Israel and Iran. The Union has proven to be deeply split over these conflicts, as reflected, among other things, in divergent voting behavior within the UN General Assembly. Observers have strongly criticized the EU for this: the latter is said to be inconsistent in its approach to respect for international humanitarian law, which undermines its credibility as guarantor of the international legal order (ECDPM 2024). At its meeting of 20 March 2025, the European Council did not get much further than calling for “unimpeded access and sustained distribution of humanitarian assistance at scale into and throughout Gaza” and restating its longstanding firm commitment “to a lasting and sustainable peace based on the two-state solution,” for which it pledged to “continue to work with regional and international partners” (European Council 2025).

The EU’s actions in the face of the Trump II administration

Upon assuming his second term, President Donald Trump has taken a great number of decisions and initiatives which significantly impact upon the international legal order. On his first day in office, he signed several Executive Orders, including orders to withdraw from the WHO, to restructure US foreign aid, and to immediately withdraw from the Paris Agreement and all obligations (including financial) under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Subsequent orders have included withdrawal from the UN Human Rights Council, cessation of all funding to UNRWA, and a review within 180 days of US participation in all international organizations and treaties to which the US is a party, as well as the aforementioned sanctions against the ICC.  After announcing on 10 February 2025 that tariffs on steel and aluminum would be raised, President Trump signed an Executive Order on 2 April 2025 (dubbed “Liberation Day”), imposing substantial tariffs on 90 countries, including the EU—though he suspended their application for 90 days on 9 April. Additionally, the President repeatedly made statements about regaining control over the Panama Canal, the possible annexation of Greenland, and the accession of Canada to the United States, encouraged by US economic pressure.

The Union has not responded comprehensively to these measures and initiatives. For instance, the threats with regard to Greenland, of which President Trump asserted publicly that “we’re going to get it, one way or another” in March 2025 (Starcevic 2025), did not trigger any EU reaction. In January various European leaders had individually reacted to Trump’s earlier assertions, including Andrius Kubilius, the European Commissioner for Defence (declaring “We are ready to defend our member state, Denmark”) and High Representative Kaja Kallas (stressing “we are not negotiating on Greenland. We are supporting our member state, Denmark, and its autonomous region”), but the issue has seemingly never been on the agenda of the institutions (Liboreiro 2025).

On the trade front, Commission President von der Leyen indicated that the EU is prepared to adopt countermeasures but is keeping the door open for negotiations. She also acknowledged that “the global trading system has serious deficiencies” and “agree[d] with President Trump, that others are taking unfair advantage of the current rules,” expressing her readiness “to support any efforts to make the global trading system fit for the realities of the global economy” (Von der Leyen 2025). Apart from this, the EU has accelerated the negotiation of deep and comprehensive trade agreements with other international partners (see, e.g., for Japan, Yoshimatsu 2020), as it did during the first Trump administration.

In the field of security and defense, the actions and words of the new US administration have accelerated efforts toward greater European autonomy, notably with the release of the White Paper “European Defence - Readiness 2030” on 19 March 2025 (Commission and High Representative 2025).

The EU and the crisis of the multilateral system

Based on its founding Treaties and longstanding policy choices, the EU has a strong commitment to multilateralism and the UN in particular. The European Council reiterated that commitment at its meeting of 20 March 2025, when it was already clear the UN and the UN family greatly suffered from the unilateral withdrawals and financial cancelations of the Trump II administration: “The European Union will remain a predictable, reliable, and credible partner and welcomes the opportunity to work together in a changing environment with all its partners, as well as with the United Nations and its agencies in driving forward the internal reform process – the UN80 initiative – to ensure that the United Nations remains effective, cost-efficient and responsive. The European Union is committed to the Pact for the Future, which is a crucial step towards revitalising the United Nations, achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, and reforming the international financial architecture” (European Council 2025). However, it is clear that the $60 billion funding gap left by the termination of USAID funding is not going to be filled by “Team Europe,” i.e. the EU and its Member States collectively (European Parliament 2025).

EU unilateral actions 

In spite of the EU’s commitment to multilateralism, recent years have seen a significant development towards more autonomous—i.e., unilateral—action in the EU discourse, as well as in policy and legal documents. A joint communication of 2021 bluntly states that “[t]he EU [...] can best help steer globalization in the right direction by choosing a multilateral approach whenever possible, and acting autonomously where necessary” (European Commission & High Representative 2021). This pursuit of “open strategic autonomy” has only increased with the arrival of the Trump II administration. It is a subject of debate whether all of these autonomous actions “strictly observe” international law, to which the Union is committed pursuant to Article 3(5) of the Treaty on European Union. Indeed, some of the recent EU initiatives in the area of international economic and environmental law have been criticized for not being fully consistent with international law. This applies especially to the new Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM): it is still unclear whether this mechanism is fully compatible with WTO rules and the Paris Climate Agreement. The EU Deforestation Regulation even caused so much controversy that the implementation date was postponed to December 30, 2025, a year later than originally planned. Finally, the increasing “weaponization” of the EU’s trade policy and the recent development of several unilateral trade instruments are walking a fine line regarding their compatibility with international and WTO law (for example, the Anti-Coercion Instrument, the Foreign Subsidies Regulation, and the Enforcement Regulation).

Additionally, the Union has recently adopted several other unilateral instruments to protect its interests or uphold its values regarding what it considers violations of international law committed elsewhere in the world. This includes the EU Magnitsky Act, an instrument to sanction human rights violations and perpetrators, the instrument allowing restrictive measures against cyberattacks threatening the Union or its Member States, and, last but not least, the European Peace Facility. It has been operational since July 2021, with commitments now amounting to €11.1 billion to support Ukraine. Although the Union seeks to avoid violating its international legal obligations, it has been noted that the fact that it is currently developing so many unilateral instruments may damage its credibility in continuing to promote a multilateral rules-based international order (Wouters 2024).

Concluding remarks

This contribution asks whether the EU can save the international legal order from the severe challenges it is currently undergoing, from renewed armed conflicts to the crisis of multilateralism and the actions of the Trump II administration. While the Union has reaffirmed its “steadfast commitment to effective multilateralism and to the rules-based international order with the United Nations at its core” (European Council 2025), it is far from certain whether the aforementioned question can be answered positively. The EU’s record in responding to recent wars is, if anything, not fully convincing. While the Union has kept relative unity in dealing with Russia’s full-fledged military aggression against Ukraine, its impact on Russia’s behavior and the course of the war has been rather limited. In the face of renewed armed violence in the Middle East, the EU and its Member States have shown great divisions, a lack of resolve, and almost no impact on the ground. The Union’s lack of a consistent approach to the respect of international humanitarian law undermines its credibility as guarantor of the international legal order, especially in the eyes of the Global South. Apart from this, the EU’s response to the attacks of the Trump II administration on international institutions and agreements has been fairly timid, with only a more affirmative stance on trade. Although the Union remains committed to the UN, it is clearly not in a position to fill the important gap left in the field of development by the dismantling of USAID. Last but not least, in recent years, the Union has taken numerous unilateral initiatives and adopted various unilateral instruments of some which have been criticized for not fully complying with international law. If the Union is genuinely committed to saving the international rules-based order, it will need to considerably step up its diplomatic and foreign policy initiatives.
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Chapter 2.


The European Union and the Erosion of Liberal Peace: Navigating Peace Efforts in an Illiberal World [1]
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Elena Conde

Introduction

The liberal international order, established after World War II and strengthened following the Cold War, has been central to peacebuilding and conflict resolution (Lewis, 2022). The European Union (EU), as both a normative and institutional actor, has consistently promoted liberal peace, based on democratic governance, the rule of law, the market economy, and multilateral cooperation. However, this liberal framework now faces major challenges due to global shifts such as rising authoritarianism, populism, geopolitical fragmentation, and growing distrust in multilateralism (Richmond et al., 2011). 

The second Trump administration (2025-2029), combined with the increasing global influence of illiberal powers like China, Russia, Türkiye, and Gulf States, threatens the liberal foundations of current peace processes by undermining international legal norms, introducing alternative mediation actors, and altering post-conflict governance principles.

In this context, the EU must reconsider its role in peace processes and how it can continue to promote peace in a world where liberal norms are contested and illiberal powers are gaining influence. This chapter explores the liberal order’s foundational role in peacebuilding, the threats posed by illiberal actors, the impact of President Donald Trump’s foreign policy, and the EU’s involvement and future prospects in peacebuilding.

The rules of the liberal order and their impact on peace processes

Peace processes can be defined as structured attempts to resolve radical disagreement between conflict parties (PeaceRep, 2024). With such an ambitious aim, they are complex and multidimensional, involving the cessation of hostilities, negotiation among actors, and long-term strategies for reconciliation and reconstruction.[2] The liberal peace model links democracy, free markets, and civil society to stability, with international institutions supporting transitions. It shaped post-Cold War interventions in places like the Balkans and sub-Saharan Africa, promoting inclusive governance, human rights, and institutional reform. Peace, in this view, means more than ending war—it requires building a democratic, market-oriented order that tackles the root causes of conflict (Parsons and Wilson, 2023). This model, for example, shaped international engagement in Colombia’s peace process, supporting the 2016 Agreement with FARC through a focus on transitional justice, reintegration, and rural development—priorities supported by the UN and EU (Regjeringen.no, 2024). Similar strategies were applied in post-conflict Liberia, Sierra Leone, and East Timor, where international actors promoted democratization, the rule of law, and market reforms. These cases illustrate how liberal peacebuilding became the dominant post-Cold War intervention framework.

Despite its strengths, the model has drawn criticism. Scholars highlight its technocratic, top-down approach and tendency to impose Western norms while neglecting local agency (Rampton and Nadarajah, 2017). Moreover, in today’s geopolitical context, liberal peacebuilding faces growing challenges from actors advancing alternative models rooted in sovereignty, authoritarianism, or transactional diplomacy.

The rise of new illiberal powers and their idea of “peace”

Since the 2010s, powers such as China, Russia, the Gulf States, and Türkiye have promoted peacebuilding models that differ from the Western liberal paradigm. These alternatives emphasize sovereignty, regime stability and strategic interests over democracy and human rights, often relying on “minilateralism” (Whitfield, 2025). Despite different motivations, they share a focus on bilateralism, authoritarian stabilization, and maintaining existing power structures, challenging liberal peacebuilding (Call and de Coning, 2017).

China: infrastructure-for-peace and sovereignty over rights

China’s model centers on economic engagement and non-interference, known as “developmental authoritarian peace.” Through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) launched in 2013, China prioritizes infrastructure over governance reform. In conflict-affected states like South Sudan, China combines UN peacekeeping with oil investments and elite deals, reinforcing the status quo despite violence (International Crisis Group, 2017). In Myanmar, Beijing opposes sanctions and supports bilateral cooperation, protecting the military regime amid the Rohingya crisis (Hossain and Obaidullah, 2025).
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