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 Foundations of the EU’s Normative Power in Global Politics











Defining the EU’s Normative Power: Principles and Ambitions

The economic trajectories of Gulf nations have broadly been defined, of course, by their substantial oil and gas reserves. For quite some time, these resources have been the primary drivers behind swift modernisation, the generation of substantial wealth, and considerable regional power [0]. The consistent export of hydrocarbons onto the global stage provided substantial income, which in turn financed various infrastructure developments, social welfare initiatives, and different state-building operations. However, such a reliance on oil and gas has also resulted in specific vulnerabilities; namely, the potential for global price volatility to disrupt financial planning with surprising speed [1]. Moreover, the non-renewable nature inherent to fossil fuels inevitably prompts contemplation regarding extended sustainability.

The European Union is often regarded as a promoter of human rights, democracy, and multilateral cooperation—values that are at the very core of its normative power [2]. It aspires to shape global relations by advocating for these ideals, and frequently views itself as a moral leader on governance and social justice. This ambition is evident in the EU's diplomacy, treaties, and standards for trade agreements, as it strives for a world guided by tolerance and respect among nations. The EU's commitment to global governance is further demonstrated through its championing of international laws and its active participation in peacekeeping missions. However, the daily grind of global politics throws some serious curveballs. For example, the EU faces a dilemma: balancing its normative agenda with economic interests, particularly regarding energy dependence on Gulf states. The need for stable energy supplies from the Gulf forces the EU to address regimes whose human rights records do not align with its proclaimed values. These contradictions really highlight the tug-of-war between principle and pragmatism in EU foreign policy. The EU sees itself as a symbol for optimism and a model for good governance. It aims to spread democracy, uphold human rights, and foster multilateralism in an increasingly polarised world [3]. 

Still, this vision often clashes with geopolitical realities. For instance, Germany’s arms sales to Saudi Arabia—actions that go against the EU's own human rights standards—have triggered protests and debates both in Germany and across Europe, highlighting the complexities when economic or security interests bump heads with principles. Similarly, France’s establishment of naval bases in the UAE illustrates the strategic calculations EU nations make, demonstrating a commitment to securing trade routes and regional stability. At the same time, it forces an uncomfortable realisation: such moves may prop up regimes at odds with the democratic values the EU seeks to promote. These instances show the persistent conflict between the EU’s stated principles and its actual actions, creating a detailed debate about the legitimacy of its normative power. Understanding this tension is really crucial for analysts, policymakers, and anyone interested in the EU's global role. The EU’s approach suggests that moral authority in international relations is fragile; engaging with autocratic regimes often raises questions about the sincerity and effectiveness of its normative power. Even though the EU strives to act on its values, the complexities of global politics necessitate a nuanced understanding and a willingness to adapt. For researchers and diplomats, keeping an eye on these dualities can significantly enhance our understanding of how global governance operates in practice, demonstrating that it is not just about ideals but also about the ongoing struggle to align actions with values in a world that is anything but predictable.



The historical evolution of EU foreign policy and moral authority

The EU's perceived moral high ground is deeply rooted in its very origins—a continent scarred significantly by two devastating global conflicts, striving for lasting peace through collaborative unity and a shared set of core values [4]. The visionary founders of European integration conceived a community based not only on economic considerations but, crucially, on a firm commitment to democratic governance, fundamental human rights, and the impartial rule of law. This aspiration positioned the EU as more than just a marketplace; it aspired to be a normative power, aiming to project its values alongside its implemented policies. However, this noble ideal has frequently contended with the complex realities of realpolitik. The EU's role in moral leadership was not simply given; rather, it emerged from a demanding crucible where idealistic principles met with the pragmatic pressures of politics, security considerations, and economic imperatives. While the EU presents itself as a champion of multilateral cooperation and human rights, its foreign policy choices often involve a subtle balancing act between the forceful advocacy of its core values and the careful management of essential relationships with diverse global partners. During the Cold War, Europe’s ethical position was partly a response to stark ideological divisions but also a practical strategy for post-war reconstruction. The establishment of institutions promoting human dignity and international cooperation provided a significant contrast with authoritarian regimes elsewhere. This historical context is essential for comprehending the development of the EU's normative power and its reaction to global conflicts [5].

As time passed, the EU’s ongoing enlargement and strengthened political ties solidified its claims to normative authority. However, this assertion has faced challenges both internally and externally. Member states have debated the potential costs of fully embracing human rights internationally, particularly when such commitments could jeopardise valuable economic prospects or key strategic alliances. This tension is particularly evident in relations with the Gulf states, where economic interests, especially energy security, have complicated the EU's ability to assert moral leadership without being perceived as making compromises. The EU inspires by providing a model for peaceful collaboration, which starkly contrasts with traditional powers that often rely on military strength in their diplomatic approaches. However, the EU's inherent idealism is tempered by the practical considerations of its member states’ varied interests, which influence its decision-making processes and occasionally restrict its capacity to act with a unified moral voice. It remains a force promoting core values, but it is also wary of endangering its geopolitical standing and economic stability. The evolution of EU foreign policy reflects an ongoing interplay between aspirational goals and the unavoidable demands of global politics.

Over the decades, Brussels has strived to develop a foreign policy that closely reflects the principles enshrined in its founding treaties—namely, human rights, democracy promotion, and conflict prevention. However, in the face of real-world situations, these goals often encounter considerable friction. The Gulf region provides a notable example of this tension. Officially, the EU champions democracy and human rights. However, Gulf states remain essential energy suppliers and key strategic partners, frequently exhibiting political systems that do not necessarily align with European democratic ideals. This dynamic creates a tightrope walk for Brussels: maintaining dependable energy sources while simultaneously advocating for reforms or improvements in governance and human rights records. Case studies provide further insight into this intricate balance. Germany’s continued arms sales to Saudi Arabia, generally speaking, highlight the pragmatic aspects of EU foreign policy. Despite widely shared concerns regarding Riyadh’s involvement in the Yemen conflict and its less-than-ideal human rights record, German industry and political circles justify these sales on both economic and strategic grounds. This pragmatism contrasts with the European Union's stated intention to promote peace and human rights, revealing inconsistencies within the organisation. Conversely, France’s naval base in the United Arab Emirates rather exemplifies a pragmatic approach to its security and broader regional influence. France uses its military presence to project power and protect its interests while navigating the complex political landscape of the Gulf, sometimes compromising its normative aspirations when they conflict with its primary strategic objectives.



Introduction to EU Foreign Policy

The EU’s foreign policy demonstrates a frequent swing between its ideals and the demands of global politics. At times, the combined voice of the Union struggles against the specific aims of its members, especially when those members possess different connections or investments in the Gulf region. Given that energy security remains a core concern, the EU’s desire to promote multilateralism and human rights can clash with its need for partners whose actions do not always align with these values. As a result, EU foreign policy can appear contradictory, with moral principles presented alongside—and sometimes undermined by—practical considerations. Comprehending this inherent tension helps explain the difficulties the EU faces as it attempts to establish a clear role in international affairs. This situation poses a challenge for diplomats, policymakers, and academics, as it forces them to acknowledge the disparity between what the EU aims to achieve and its actual outcomes. The EU aims to be a power driven by norms. 

However, its dependence on Gulf energy and the complex political situation in the area require compromises, a reality highlighted by the fact that norms guide EU actions but are often secondary to its interests in situations like Ukraine [6]. Such an arrangement complicates the Union's efforts and attracts criticism from those who see its position as hypocritical and from partners who doubt the honesty of its promises. Dealing with this complexity requires nuanced policies and a willingness to make tough choices between values and interests. A key question is how the EU could improve its foreign policy consistency by better aligning its internal beliefs with its external partnerships. Open decision-making processes and honest discussions about these tensions could foster greater trust among citizens and allies. Only then can the EU present a more consistent and believable image that aligns with the complex world it is trying to influence, supporting the idea that even with closer defence cooperation, it is primarily strengthening its position as a civilian power on the global stage [7].



Theoretical Frameworks: Soft Power, Normative Power, and Power Projection

Soft power offers a route to influence, not via coercion, but by shaping how others perceive the world and what they desire; the EU has used it extensively in its foreign policy. The Union has historically used its culture, core values, and appealing ideas to attract other nations. Consider the EU's promotion of democracy, human rights, or environmental rules—it hopes that others will embrace these, not because they face pressure, but because these concepts resonate with them [8]. Soft power requires patience, subtly introducing ideas and fostering trust, leading to eventual cooperation without any apparent force. Think of it as carefully planting seeds, hoping for growth over time—frequently more successful than relying on threats or penalties. Normative power expands on this, suggesting that influence stems from deeply shared ethics and beliefs.

 The EU's capacity to define international benchmarks, then, is not simply about its economic muscle; it also involves setting moral examples that others hope to emulate [9]. The EU positions itself as a symbol of ethical leadership by championing multilateralism and human rights, attracting others who see genuine value in its approach. Nevertheless, using normative power is not always simple, given that some critics contend that the EU can struggle to meet the high standards it sets for itself, especially when financial considerations become paramount. Still, normative power, at its core, aims to craft international norms by focusing on ethics, justice, and equity. Power projection, by contrast, encompasses more explicit methods in which a country or union demonstrates its strength globally. It often involves military resources, strategic positioning, or political influence that can shape events or deter challengers. The EU's strategy here tends to be more nuanced, opting for alliances, diplomatic actions, or limited military aid instead of deploying robust power. For instance, Germany might supply arms to Saudi Arabia, seeking to affect regional power balances, or France could keep naval facilities in the Gulf region to protect its interests.



The Complexities of Power Projection in the EU's Global Strategy

Sometimes, actions—although potentially clashing with the EU's stated ethical principles—represent a type of power projection that complements softer methods. This underscores the inherent struggle between the ideal and the real, particularly when economic or security needs conflict with normative commitments [10]. In practice, these frameworks often interconnect. To illustrate, EU initiatives aimed at promoting human rights rely on soft power and a strong moral position. However, behind the scenes, strategic diplomatic manoeuvres and military alliances—reflecting aspects of power projection—are also employed [11]. Maintaining equilibrium among these strategies can prove precarious. For instance, some may perceive Germany's arms sales as a threat to its peace reputation, leading to criticism. Conversely, France’s naval presence serves multiple strategic objectives. This blend of methods highlights the difficulties in applying related theories to actual geopolitics, a domain where ideals often face trials from urgent interests and evolving alliances. Comprehending these frameworks helps clarify the EU’s persistent issue: how can influence be projected without compromising moral authority? 

In general, advocating for human rights or multilateralism proves simpler verbally than in practice, especially when energy security or economic links with nations in the Gulf region necessitate pragmatic compromises. The EU might waver in its attempts to enforce norms against arms exports to regimes allegedly involved in rights violations when energy imports from those nations become crucial. This discrepancy underscores the importance of recognising the distinctions and overlaps among soft power, normative power, and power projection—each of which influences the EU’s global role in diverse and sometimes conflicting ways. Recognising the practical operations of these approaches can assist policymakers in creating more cohesive strategies. Practically, bolstering soft power could involve increasing cultural exchanges or supporting civil society initiatives, whereas mitigating the effects of power projection might entail transparent diplomacy or multilateral agreements. These combined tactics, when thoughtfully applied, may provide the EU a more consistent global voice, thus aligning its actions more harmoniously with its espoused principles. One tangible measure could involve incrementally decreasing arms sales to questionable governments while boosting diplomatic participation, therefore converting firm power into a complement to—rather than a contradiction of—soft influence.
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Geopolitical Landscape and Strategic Significance











The Gulf Region: Geopolitical Landscape and Strategic Significance

The European Union's desire to promote its values—such as human rights and multilateral cooperation—frequently encounters issues, often linked to its dependence on energy imports from the Gulf. Specifically, the extensive oil reserves and natural gas deposits held by Gulf Cooperation Council states have become essentially vital for Europe's economy; however, this makes it harder for the EU to stand firm on its principles. The issue is that moral positions become somewhat muddled when discussions about democratic reforms or human rights abuses arise, and economic interests also come into play. It creates a bit of a shadow. This impacts the EU’s normative clout, complicating advocacy for its values without seeming inconsistent. Take, for example, Germany’s continued arms sales to Riyadh [12] – a point of international concern given the situation in Yemen. This highlights a certain contradiction, where the EU supports conflict prevention and democracy, yet material support through weapons somewhat weakens its position. Similarly, France’s military presence, with naval bases in the United Arab Emirates, shows yet another facet of this complex dynamic [13].

While French forces stationed there ostensibly ensure stability, benefiting both sides, it also inevitably aligns France more closely with the Gulf states than perhaps an entirely principled actor might be. The EU, a diverse group, faces the challenge of balancing these factors. As a result, its approach may seem hesitant, reducing its ability to effect change. It underscores how critical energy ties can be but simultaneously act as a restriction, undermining its voice even as it provides leverage. Looking ahead, for the EU to broaden its influence beyond these dependencies, it needs stronger relationships that extend beyond energy. Consider alliances formed around shared objectives in areas such as technology, education, health, and climate policy. Encouraging collaboration in these areas, as well as on alternative energy and diversification projects, could reduce those risky dependencies. There is so much potential beyond oil and pipelines – for joint research, cultural exchange, and private sector links – that could forge constructive connections.



Historical Context and Political Structures of Gulf States

The Gulf region presents a compelling blend of history and culture, one where old ways meet new developments [14]. Initially, governance took shape in fishing and pearl-diving villages, typically under the leadership of tribal chiefs who held considerable local power. These tribal systems functioned through alliances, managing relationships and conflicts in a manner that shaped governance—an approach that persisted even as trade grew. The 20th-century oil boom, however, brought about significant changes. It brought rapid wealth to some states, altering their politics and society. Nations such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE quickly moved from tribal systems to modern states, often centralising power to handle resources effectively. Regional geopolitics has long been influenced by external factors, particularly British colonial involvement, which shaped the formation of these states' political identities. Protectorate treaties solidified British influence and reduced local disputes, thereby integrating a colonial past into the area's ongoing political story [15].



Gulf States' Political Landscape and Global Alliances

The wave of decolonisation during World War II thrust Gulf states into a world where they had to manage their own sovereignty amidst changing power balances. Their strategic geography unexpectedly made them key players in regional and global politics, leading to various security pacts and political allegiances, particularly during the Cold War. Leaders had to balance traditional tribal duties with modern state needs, which often complicated internal affairs [16]. Generally speaking, governance in the Gulf often leans towards monarchies, each with its own power structure. Saudi Arabia, for example, has a royal family that is deeply woven into governance and Islamic faith, providing legitimacy but potentially limiting political participation. However, countries like Qatar and Kuwait, which are also monarchies, have parliamentary systems that provide some public representation. This mix of monarchic traditions and new political institutions highlights the region's governance complexities. Tribal loyalties continue to shape political realities, as leaders still rely on tribal support for legitimacy, indicating how traditional practices persist even in modern governance [17].

Personal connections and family ties often matter more than institutional affiliations in decision-making, hindering the development of robust civil societies where citizens might prioritise loyalty to family or tribal leaders over the state. Despite modernisation efforts, many Gulf states remain tied to historical practices that challenge the full realisation of democratic norms. The relationship between Gulf states and the European Union brings up tough questions about human rights and multilateralism. For example, Germany's arms sales to Saudi Arabia demonstrate a pragmatic approach to foreign relations, striking a balance between strategic interests and ethical considerations. Critics argue that dealing with regimes known for human rights abuses undermines European values. Likewise, France's military cooperation with the UAE—such as establishing naval bases—raises questions about how a military presence affects regional stability and democratisation. The situation in Gulf states presents both opportunities and challenges for outside powers, so understanding their history, political structures, and relationships with global powers is essential for navigating their complex political landscape effectively. Observers and policymakers should consider these factors when handling economic and diplomatic relations with Gulf nations, while upholding a commitment to human rights and governance. A practical approach may involve recognising their historical context, acknowledging the intersections of tradition and modern governance that shape their societies today.



Table (1): Gulf States' Political Landscape and Global Alliances
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Economic Foundations: Oil, Gas, and Diversification Efforts

The economic stories of the Gulf states are intertwined mainly with their substantial oil and gas resources, which are central to transforming relatively small economies into significant actors on the world stage. These resources have, for many years, driven quick modernisation, a build-up of wealth, and amplified regional influence. Hydrocarbon flows to global markets generated substantial income, which then supported crucial infrastructure developments, social welfare initiatives, and nation-building activities, demonstrating the importance of energy exports to national advancement [18]. Still, this reliance on oil and gas has exposed vulnerabilities, increasingly evident now. Global market price volatility disrupts financial plans rapidly, creating issues related to economic stability. Furthermore, the finite nature of fossil fuels has raised serious questions about long-term sustainability, prompting discussions about the need for economic diversification and the adoption of renewable energy alternatives [19]. So, while the narrative of the Gulf's economic growth definitely shows notable progress and change, it also highlights the dangers associated with relying too heavily on hydrocarbon resources.



Table (2): EU Energy Import Dependency and Diversification Efforts
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Economic Diversification and Geopolitical Challenges in the Gulf

The Gulf countries continue to be vital on the global stage, their economies strongly linked to oil. To address this reliance, some have invested in areas such as refining, petrochemicals, and LNG. These help add value and buffer against raw material price volatility; yet, oil's role remains significant. Governments depend on oil and gas for most of their income, making them open to demand shifts or supply problems, which pose geopolitical issues, especially for Europe, a large energy consumer from the Gulf. The EU, while promoting human rights and cooperation, faces a challenge: needing Gulf energy while navigating complex relationships with its autocratic partners. Germany’s arms deals with Saudi Arabia [20] show this, where strategy can outweigh values. France's establishment of naval bases in the UAE illustrates how energy and security often intersect, highlighting the Gulf’s significance beyond its energy resources.  Recognising these issues, Gulf nations have launched ambitious plans to diversify their economies, a significant undertaking, generally speaking. Decades of wealth have created government sectors and financial frameworks built around hydrocarbons, making profound change hard. Transitioning to knowledge-based economies necessitates the development of new industries, enhanced education, and the encouragement of entrepreneurship. This faces challenges, including nationalisation of the workforce and regional competition. However, there are opportunities in tech, renewable energy, tourism, and finance. 

Nations such as the UAE and Saudi Arabia have outlined visions for sustainable growth and reduced oil dependence by expanding into non-oil sectors. While these plans have had successes, especially in attracting foreign businesses and fostering innovation, proper diversification is an ongoing process [21].  The journey toward economic change necessitates striking a balance between modern economic reforms and social norms. Subsidies, benefits, and job patterns linked to oil create resistance. Economic opening sometimes encounters caution due to the need to maintain social stability. Nevertheless, the push continues because oil supplies are finite, and the global move to green energy adds urgency. For Europe and the Gulf, this presents both opportunities and challenges for collaboration. The EU’s green shift means gradually reducing fossil fuel use in the Gulf, compelling Gulf states to find alternative ways to grow more quickly. Still, their investment in renewables aligns with parts of Europe’s sustainability vision. Navigating this will need dialogue, with diversification as a key to a balanced partnership between these regions. A practical approach for those looking at Gulf economies is to observe how energy export earnings are reinvested, both locally and abroad. Diversification success depends on investing oil profits not just in striking projects but also in education, smaller businesses, and infrastructure that support sustainable growth. Note how these leaders manage oil sector dominance versus new industries to gain insights into the region’s economic future.



Security Dynamics and External Influences in the Gulf

The Gulf has traditionally presented a complex array of interwoven security challenges. Historically, external players have significantly contributed to shaping the political landscape and influencing regional stability in this region [Gulf International Forum, 2020]. Notably, Western powers, specifically those from Europe and North America, maintain strategic interests that significantly impact local security structures. These manifest through diplomatic efforts, military support, and economic relationships, which can both complicate and stabilise the region's security dynamics [Katzman, 2021]. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), a regional alliance, serves as a buffer yet reflects the broader tensions between external powers and local ambitions [Shah, 2020]. This intricate network underscores that security considerations in the Gulf extend beyond local concerns, becoming a global arena where interests intersect and occasionally collide [Friedman, 2021]. External entities deliver both reassurance and potential danger; the U.S., for instance, maintains a robust military presence through bases in Bahrain, Qatar, and the UAE—strategic footholds that embody larger geopolitical aims [Carafano, 2021]. These, however, can also spark regional dissent, reminding us that external involvement cuts both ways [Mansoor, 2020]. Likewise, Europe plays a subtle yet consistent role through arms exports and diplomatic initiatives. Countries such as the UK and France strive to project influence, albeit avoiding confrontation [Wiessala, 2020].

Beyond military tactics, external powers also shape the security architecture through economic aid and policies, including counter-terrorism efforts, tech investments and intelligence sharing. These all create a complicated, rarely simple, security system [Sullivan, 2021].  While regional alliances offer a semblance of collective defence, they frequently showcase underlying tensions because Gulf countries have often leaned on external powers for defence while also competing amongst themselves [Rassler, 2020]. The Saudi Arabia-Qatar rivalry, for example, significantly shapes security policies, with each aiming to reinforce its regional influence through alliances. States such as Oman and Kuwait are inclined towards neutrality, acting as mediators inside the region rather than participants in disputes [Dorsey, 2021]. These dynamics within the region often deepen external powers’ engagement, leading them to take sides based on their strategic calculations [Meyer, 2020].

 The tensions involving Iran and the Gulf states further complicate matters, frequently drawing external players more deeply into local conflicts [Kamrava, 2021]. Consequently, the Gulf’s security landscape presents a complex mix of conflict, coexistence, and external actions, delicately balanced by influences and interests.  Within this complex setting, the EU has its own issues. It advocates for multilateralism, human rights, and democracy, but these beliefs frequently clash with the practical realities of Gulf politics [Cameron, 2020]. 

Given its reliance on Gulf energy resources, particularly oil and gas, the EU hesitates to confront authoritarian regimes harshly or reconsider its strategic alliances [Cameron, 2020]. Germany's significant arms exports to Riyadh, for example, proceed despite critiques of the kingdom's internal policies and human rights record. This generates a diplomatic challenge: balancing the promotion of ethics with ensuring energy security through trade [Smith, 2021]. France highlights another aspect through its naval facilities in the UAE, framed as stability-focused partnerships, while also symbolising broader strategic interests [Le Monde Diplomatique, 2020]. The EU must navigate a precarious path between advocating human rights and reform and preserving vital security and energy ties. This task is notably challenging when moral principles, regional stability requirements, and energy market demands appear to be heading in different directions [Allison, 2021].



Local Security and Diplomatic Perspectives

Local security dynamics can highlight areas of concern, be they potential flashpoints or zones of relative calm [24]. Regarding energy policy, the decision to rely on Gulf oil entails specific strategic considerations [25]. Reducing dependence on potentially unstable regions can be achieved through diversification of energy sources or by investing in renewable technologies. Diplomacy-wise, transparent engagement with Gulf states about human rights, alongside support for security initiatives in the region, might allow for more well-rounded relationships to develop. Observing shifts in external power strategy—such as changes in military deployments, intelligence cooperation, or economic engagement—can hint at future stability, or otherwise. The Gulf, it seems, is a complex arena of competing interests, where every action has global reverberations—keeping up to date with these evolving dynamics aids in understanding the overall security landscape in an increasingly connected world.
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