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III. Abstract 

It has been proven that the burgeoning power of the EU is not negligible. However, it is 

still debatable whether the EU acts as a smart power in its external human rights policy. 

Through Joseph Nye’s theory of hard, soft, and smart power, this thesis will offer a critical 

understanding of a wide range of factors which merits the EU’s role as smart power. The 

contemporary history of Belarus also illustrates that the political, economic, and cultural 

endeavours of the EU reveal the institution’s role as a smart power. Within the theoretical 

framework predicated on Nye’s theory on the aforementioned powers, the EU-Belarus 

relations will be analysed in order to lay bare the power of the EU and to shed light on 

the significance of human rights in the EU policies.  

 

Human Rights – EU – Foreign Policy – Belarus – Smart Power  
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1. Introduction 

"Tomorrow's protests will be big, very big. […] they are coming because they are fed 

up […] about a dictatorship that has lasted 23 years.” 1 

- Andrei Sannikov, former Deputy Foreign Minister of Belarus 

In March 2017, Belarus was once again in international spotlight, when a demonstration 

of several thousand people, opposing President Lukashenka’s 23-year rule over the 

country, was violently broken up by the police. More than 400 people have been arrested, 

including activists and journalists. Various human rights organisations, media, 

governments and the EU condemned the violations of freedom of assembly and 

association and called for the immediate release of all peaceful protesters and journalists.2 

This elucidates that, despite alleged recent improvements, the human rights situation in 

Belarus is still a concerning topic for the EU and “[s]teps taken by Belarus to respect 

universal fundamental freedoms, rule of law and human rights will remain key for the 

shaping of the European Union's relationship with the country.”3 

Having researched the human rights situation in Belarus and its relations to the EU, I have 

discovered the geopolitical, strategic significance of Belarus. 4  This discovery is the 

driving force for me to write a thesis on the role of human rights in EU-Belarus Relations. 

A substantial amount of literature on human rights in international relations can be found. 

Likewise, scholarly materials on Belarus under Lukashenka abound with a plethora of 

analyses on the human rights situation in the country produced by various non-

governmental organisations. However, relatively little academic attention has been given 

to the issue of human rights between the EU and Belarus. This thesis aims at bridging this 

gap by analysing the policies of the EU and their impacts through a specific theory of 

international relations. The recent civil movements in Belarus and worries of the human 

rights organisations and the EU illustrate the matter to be of high topicality and very 

pertinent considering the EU’s current efforts.  

                                                           
1 Nabihah Parker, ‘Belarus Freedom Day Protests: Arrests as Hundreds Take to Streets’, The Telegraph, 

11:24, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/03/25/belarus-freedom-day-protests-opposition-leader-

arrested-thousands/. 
2 Ibid. 
3 EEAS, ‘Statement by the Spokesperson on the Recent Protests and Arrests in Belarus’, European Union 

External Action Service, 17 March 2017, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-

homepage_en/22974/Statement by the Spokesperson on the recent protests and arrests in Belarus. 
4 Belarusian Telegraph Agency, ‘Lukashenko: Belarus Develops Dialogue with West without 
Compromising Relations with East’, Belarus News, 11 September 2016, 

http://eng.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-belarus-develops-dialogue-with-west-without-

compromising-relations-with-east-94277-2016. 
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“Belarus is one of the least-studied European states to emerge from the breakup of the 

Soviet Union. Little is known about Belarus besides the undemocratic practices of its 

president,”5 

– Grigory Ioffe 

Also, with the aim of answering the question whether the EU acts as a smart power in its 

human rights policies towards Belarus, Joseph Nye’s concept of hard, soft, and smart 

power will be introduced. After having introduced the human rights as one of the EU’s 

core values, its hard, and soft power in human rights policy-making will be assessed. The 

main part of this thesis is the chapter on the case study on Belarus. To understand the 

current situation of the Terra Incognita and its stance on human rights, the chapter starts 

with providing some background information on the country: its geopolitical profile, 

history, human rights condition, and relations to the EU.6 In the following section, the 

contemporary history of Belarus will be divided into four periods. Each period focuses 

on certain key events like elections, referenda, and other major political events. 

Furthermore, the changes in the human rights situations and its relations with EU will be 

discussed in light of EU sanctions and the advancement of the Eastern Partnership [EaP]. 

In the last chapter, the question of whether the EU acts as a smart power in its external 

human rights policies will be answered. In order to do so, looking at hard, and soft power 

strategies of the EU and their impact is imperative. 

                                                           
5 Grigory Ioffe, ‘Culture Wars, Soul-Searching, and Belarusian Identity’, East European Politics and 

Societies 21, no. 2 (May 2007): 34. 
6 Note: In 2016, the official slogan of Belarus’ stand at the London Tourism Expo was “Terra Incognita 
in the heart of Europe”. Source: ‘Belarus to Partake in Twelve International Tourism Expos in 2016’, 
Belarus News, 4 January 2016, http://eng.belta.by/belarus-to-partake-in-twelve-international-tourism-

expos-in-2016. 
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2. Theoretical Framework and Related Literature 

A key step towards the analysis of the role of human rights in EU external relations is to 

explain the theoretical framework of this thesis. Joseph Nye, an American political 

scientist, coined the concept of soft power in late 1980’s and used it in his book Bound to 

Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power in 1990. In concert with the already 

existing term “hard power”, soft power was to describe a state’s foreign policy. 

Subsequently, Nye introduced the concept of smart power to define the effective 

combination of hard and soft power in 2003.7 The terms became increasingly influential 

and are often discussed in academic and public debate. However, this thesis mainly 

focuses on hard, soft, and smart power as conceptualised by Nye. Even though these 

concepts are associated with the nation-state, this thesis extends them to the EU as it 

performs a number of activities on behalf of the member states. 

 

2.1 Definitions 

Before defining the terms of hard and soft power, the term “power” itself has to be 

addressed. Power is a widely contested concept. However, according to Nye, power is the 

ability to affect other actors’ behaviour to get a desired outcome.8 Nye has found three 

basic ways to do so: coercion, payment, and attraction. Power is often only seen in 

concrete and measurable terms, such as large population, territory, natural resources, 

economic strength, and military power. However, having power does not guarantee the 

state to get what it aspires. An example for this is the Vietnam War, in which the US was 

far more powerful in all the domains mentioned above but lost nevertheless. Therefore, it 

is of high importance to know power is always depended on context and subject to 

changes.9  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Joseph S. Nye, ‘Get Smart’, Foreign Affairs, 1 July 2009, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2009-

07-01/get-smart. 
8 Joseph S. Nye, ‘Propaganda Isn’t the Way: Soft Power’, Harvard Kennedy School, 10 January 2003, 

http://www.belfercenter.org/publication/propaganda-isnt-way-soft-power. 
9 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power - The Means to Success in World Politics (New York, USA: Perseus Books 

Group, 2004). 
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2.1.1 Hard Power 

“Hard power is push; soft power is pull” 10 

- Joseph Nye 

The term “hard power” has already existed for a long time. According to Nye it is “[…] 

the ability to use the carrots and sticks of economic and military might to make others 

follow your will.”11 This means that a state possessing hard power can use it on other 

states by offering beneficial trade relations, military security, and financial, technical, or 

economic support (carrot) or threaten the other state by using economic sanctions, trade 

barriers or military interventions (sticks). Hard power is highly dependent on the 

accessibility of power resources like large armed forces, natural resources like gas and 

oil, and financial and economic capabilities. Examples for the use of hard power are the 

UN sanctions imposed on Iraq as response to the First Gulf War and the NATO air 

campaign against the Bosnian Serb Army during the Bosnian War. There are limits to 

what hard power can achieve on its own and “[p]romoting democracy, human rights and 

development of civil society are not best handled with the barrel of a gun”.12  

 

2.1.2 Soft Power 

Soft power is the ability to influence others to get a desired outcome without force or 

payment, but with co-optive methods of framing the agenda, persuading, and prompting 

positive attraction.13 It stands for the ability to attract others by the legitimacy of policies 

and values and persuade others to adopt your goals.14 Attraction plays a key role within 

the concept. According to Nye, soft power rests on three resources: "its culture (in places 

where it is attractive to others), its political values (when it lives up to them at home and 

abroad), and its foreign policies (when others see them as legitimate and having moral 

authority)." 15  Soft power resources are often intangible factors such as institutions, 

values, culture, and perceived legitimacy. However, soft power does not correspond with 

                                                           
10 Joseph S. Nye, The Future of Power (New York, USA: Perseus Books Group, 2011). 
11 Nye, ‘Propaganda Isn’t the Way: Soft Power’, 10 January 2003. 
12 Joseph S. Nye, ‘Smart Power’, Huffington Post, 29 November 2007, 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joseph-nye/smart-power_b_74725.html. 
13 Nye, The Future of Power. 
14 Joseph S. Nye, ‘The Decline of America’s Soft Power’, Foreign Affairs, 1 May 2004, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2004-05-01/decline-americas-soft-power. 
15 Joseph S. Nye, ‘Think Again: Soft Power’, Foreign Policy, 23 February 2006, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2006/02/23/think-again-soft-power/. 
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the international relations theory of liberalism as it is not a form of idealism but “simply 

a form of power, one way of getting desired outcomes.”.16  

The US is the paragon for soft power due to its omnipresent culture, which is arguably 

even stronger than its economic and military resources. Furthermore, the US’s values and 

domestic, foreign policies have contributed to their attractiveness.17 These enormous soft 

power resources have been effectively used by the US to achieve desired outcomes 

without coercing others.18  

 But soft power is not only exercised by big countries like the US but also small states 

have developed smart power strategies. Sweden is a salient example. The country gains 

international recognition not only for its exceptional governance structure, television 

programmes like The Bridge, and innovative tech products like Spotify and Skype. In 

2016, Sweden’s commitment to culture, world order, climate change, and equality ranked 

first in the Good Country Index, for its contributions to the greater good of humanity.19 

This is also illustrated in the 2016 Portland Soft Power Ranking, where Sweden is in the 

top ten soft powers, following countries like US, UK, France and Japan.20 According to 

Swedish foreign ministry spokesman Mats Samuelsson, this successful “nation branding” 

led Sweden, despite being a nation of only nine million, to having a relatively loud voice 

in the global arena.21 

According to Nye, soft power is becoming increasingly important in the current era. Also, 

soft power is much cheaper than coercion and can be a great asset if nourished. 22 

However, there are times when soft power itself cannot solve problems, such as when the 

security of the state is threatened by external forces like terrorism.23 Therefore, a state 

needs smart strategies and to combine the tools of soft and hard power.24  

                                                           
16 Nye, The Future of Power. 
17 Joseph S. Nye and Zachary Laub, ‘Hard Power’s Essential Soft Side’, Council on Foreign Relations, 

30 March 2017, http://www.cfr.org/united-states/hard-powers-essential-soft-side/p38985. 
18 Nye, Soft Power - The Means to Success in World Politics. 
19 Simon Anholt, ‘The Good Country - About the Good Country Index’, The Good Country, 2016, 

https://goodcountry.org/index/about-the-index. 
20 Jonathan McClory, ‘The Soft Power 30 - Global Ranking of Soft Power’ (London, UK: Portland, 
2016), http://softpower30.portland-communications.com/wp-

content/themes/softpower/pdfs/the_soft_power_30.pdf. 
21 Ann Törnkvist, ‘“Asylum-Friendly Sweden a Soft-Power Superpower”’, The Local, 21 November 

2013, https://www.thelocal.se/20131121/asylum-friendly-sweden-is-soft-power-super-power. 
22 Joseph S. Nye, ‘Propaganda Isn’t the Way: Soft Power’, Harvard Kennedy School - Belfer Center for 

Science and International Affairs, 10 January 2003, http://www.belfercenter.org/publication/propaganda-

isnt-way-soft-power. 
23 Joseph S. Nye, ‘The Decline of America’s Soft Power’. 
24 Nye, ‘Get Smart’. 
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2.1.3 Smart Power 

“It is better to be feared than loved, if you cannot be both.” 

- Nicolò Machiavelli, 150525 

This quote by the Italian political theorist Machiavelli shows that winning other’s hearts 

and minds has always been important, and even today his words are still valid. “Smart 

power” is a term Nye developed in 2003 to counter the misperception that soft power 

alone can generate effective foreign policy.26 There are different understandings of soft 

power among scholars, and in this thesis the focus will be on the concept developed by 

Nye. According to him, the clear contrast between hard power versus soft power is 

problematic. Hard and soft power are closely correlated as both are dealing with the 

state’s ability to achieve its goals by influencing the conduct of others. They can be 

distinguished by degrees of behaviour and resources used to achieve desired goals. To 

achieve a desired outcome, the hard powers of coercion and inducement can be used while 

soft power rests on persuasion and attractiveness of one’s culture and values.27 The figure 

below illustrates this spectrum of power. 

A strategy, in which hard and soft power complement each other, is the most effective 

way to achieve objectives that the state has. The crucial question in regard to smart power 

is how efficiently a country can transform its hard power resources into soft power 

strategies that produce the outcomes it wants.29  

                                                           
25 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. William Marriott (Florence, Italy: Antonio Blado d’Asola, 
1532), http://www.constitution.org/mac/prince.pdf. 
26 Nye, ‘Get Smart’. 
27 Nye, Soft Power - The Means to Success in World Politics. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Nye, The Future of Power. 

Figure 1: Power Spectrum28 
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Nye developed the term to explain US foreign policy, and Hillary Clinton made smart 

power a key part of her diplomacy efforts as a Secretary of State.30 However, also in the 

EU, the concept of smart power became increasingly visible, and EU High Representative 

Mogherini said in 2017 that “this combined approach when you have the soft and the hard 

power together and you do it the smart way, I think it is the way and the only way to face 

our challenges today.” 31 However, is the EU really acting as a smart power in its external 

relations? The next chapter will introduce the EU’s external human rights policies and 

establish its hard and soft powers in order to answer this question.  

 

2.2 Literature Review 

The following chapter about the EU’s human rights policy is predominately based on 

official EU documents. EU treaties and legislative documents are used to illustrate the 

development of human rights as a EU core value. To elaborate the growing importance 

of the EU as a global actor, press releases, fact sheets, strategy papers and official 

websites of EU institutions are utilised. A study conducted by the European Commission 

about the perception of EU policies abroad provides empirical data on how the EU’s 

global human rights policies are apprehended. The publications by Nye will be used in 

order to analyse the EU’s hard, and soft powers. Moreover, academic books and papers 

have been used to outline the use of EU sanctions, and challenges the EU human rights 

policies are facing. 

In the chapter on the Belarus case study, a variety of various sources has been used to get 

a balanced and unbiased analysis of the development of the political situation, the human 

rights situation, and the relations to the EU. For the section on the background of Belarus, 

various books, as well as scholarly articles of Belarus scholars like Andrew Wilson, 

Vadzim Smok and Per Andres Rudling have been valuated. Publications by Grigory Ioffe 

and David Marples have been extensively used for the analysis of the development of the 

political situation throughout the case study. The independent online magazine Belarus 

Digest, the state-owned news agency Belarusian Telegraph Agency [BelTA] as well as 

official Belarusian government websites and press releases and statements of President 

Alexander Lukashenka, Foreign Minister Vladimir Makei and other Belarusian public 

                                                           
30 Nye, ‘Get Smart’. 
31 Federica Mogherini, ‘Speech by Federica Mogherini at the Munich Security Conference’ (Munich 
Security Conference, Munich, Germany, 18 February 2017), 

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/20832/Speech by Federica Mogherini at 

the Munich Security Conference. 
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officials have been used in order to gain a balanced view on Belarus. Furthermore, the 

work of Elena Korosteleva has been used to provide empirical evidence about the 

perception of the EU and the EaP in Belarus, while scholarly literature of Francesco 

Giumelli and Clara Portela has proven useful to assess the EU’s use of sanctions. Reports 

from human rights organisation like Freedom House, Amnesty International, and Human 

Rights Watch as well as the elections reports of the OECD have been used to assess the 

development of the human rights situation in Belarus. The aforementioned official EU 

sources, especially from the European External Actions Service [EEAS], have been used 

to elaborate the development of the EU-Belarus relations.  

Unfortunately, no sources in Belarusian or Russian have been used for this thesis. 

However, the wide availability of sources about the situation in Belarus in English suffice 

for this thesis. The official state news and government websites are widely available in 

English language, and the English online magazine Belarus Digest has provided valuable 

analyses of events in Belarus. A list of all consulted sources is provided in the 

bibliography at the end of this thesis.  
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3. EU Human Rights Policy 

“[…] the European Union as a whole will continue to play a leading role in promoting a 

rules-based global order, with respect for human rights at its core.”32 

- EU High Representative Federica Mogherini on Human Rights Day 2016 

Exactly four years before, on 10th December 2012, the EU was awarded the Noble Peace 

Prize.33 The awarding has sparked controversy inside and outside of Europe. Human 

rights organisations and Noble Peace Prize laureates highlighting the migratory policy, 

arms exports, and economic crisis argue that the EU does not deserve the award as it too 

often contradicts the values the award represents.34 However, according to the Nobel 

Committee, the EU’s most important achievement has been "the successful struggle for 

peace and reconciliation and for democracy and human rights".35 The EU portrays itself 

as a community of values and as a fighter for human rights. Mogherini stated that “[w]e 

have an interest in promoting our values around the globe,” and a number of its policies 

ensure the promotion of human rights on a domestic and an international level.36 

However, the EU’s fervent support for human rights should not overshadow the fact that 

they have not always been an issue of concern in the international arena. Over time, 

human rights have developed from being an exclusively domestic issue to a transnational 

one.  

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.” 37 

- Article 1 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

Over the course of the history of human rights, there has been a range of crucial 

documents. Examples are the Cyrus Cylinder from the sixth century BC, the English 

                                                           
32 Federica Mogherini, ‘Declaration by the High Representative Federica Mogherini on Behalf of the 
European Union on Human Rights Day, 10 December 2016’, Consilium, 9 December 2016, 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/12/10-hr-declaration-human-rights-day/. 
33 European Union, ‘European Union Receives Nobel Peace Prize 2012’, Text, European Union Website, 

the Official EU Website - European Commission, (5 July 2016), https://europa.eu/european-union/about-

eu/history/2010-today/2012/eu-nobel_en. 
34 Ralf Bosen, ‘Is EU Not a Worthy Nobel Peace Prize Winner?’, Deutsche Welle, 10 December 2012, 

http://www.dw.com/en/is-eu-not-a-worthy-nobel-peace-prize-winner/a-16435508. 
35 Herman Van Rompuy and José Manuel Durão Barroso, ‘From War to Peace’ (Copenhagen, 10 
December 2012), https://europa.eu/european-union/sites/europaeu/files/docs/body/npp2013_en.pdf. 
36 Federica Mogherini, ‘Remarks by High Representative/Vice-President Federica Mogherini at the 

EUISS Annual Conference’, EU Global Strategy, 9 October 2015, /globalstrategy/en/remarks-high-

representativevice-president-federica-mogherini-euiss-annual-conference. 
37United Nations, ‘The Universal Declaration of Human Rights | United Nations’, 10 December 1948, 
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html. 
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Magna Charta from 1215, the French Declaration of the Rights of Men and Citizen and 

the Bill of Rights in the American Constitution from the eighteenth century.38 

After witnessing grave human rights violations during several transnational wars, the 

international community consolidated its efforts to keep these crimes against humanity at 

bay. This led to the creation of two key documents which are vital for human rights in 

international relations: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights [UDHR] by the 

United Nations in 1948 and the European Convention on Human Rights [ECHR] by the 

Council of Europe [CoE] in 1953. The ECHR has 47 parties at this point in time, including 

all EU member states, but without Kazakhstan, Kosovo, the Vatican City, and Belarus.39  

International human rights regimes have been contentious as human rights were 

previously regarded an exclusively domestic matter. Human rights have been challenged, 

especially by realist scholars, to be a mere polite fiction, very low on the list of national 

policy goals, and often undermined by other goals.40 Also, the universality of human 

rights is defied on the ground that it is another way of imposing the Western, Judaeo-

Christian values on the rest of the world. 41, 42  

However, while states remain the dominant protectors - and violators - of human rights, 

nongovernmental organisations like Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and 

Civil Rights Defenders have become important actors in human rights promotion around 

the world.43 According to Theo van Boven, the former Director of the UN Centre for 

Human Rights, "[t]he emergence of all these organizations at the international scene and 

their activities […], is more than symbolic evidence of the universality of the human 

rights constituency.”44 NGOs can exert leverage on the work of states and international 

organisations to promote and protect human rights on a global level. 

                                                           
38Paul Gordon Lauren, The Evolution of International Human Rights: Visions Seen, Third Edition 

(Philadelphia, USA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). (p. 15)  
39Council of Europe, ‘Who We Are’, The Council of Europe in Brief, 2016, 

http://www.coe.int/web/about-us. 
40 Tim Dunne and Marianne Hanson, ‘Human Rights in International Relations’, in Human Rights: 

Politics and Practice, 2nd edition (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
41 David P. Forsythe, Human Rights in International Relations, 3 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 2012). 
42 Note: More information on the importance of human rights can be found in Ibid. 
43 Claude E. Welch, NGOs and Human Rights: Promise and Performance (Philadelphia, USA: University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). 
44 UNESCO, ‘Conclusions: The Increasing Role and Importance of Human Rights NGOs’, 1998, 
https://www.unesco.de/c_humanrights/V.php. 
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This illustrates the growing importance of human rights in the international arena. 

Consequently, they have become imperative within Europe and to the EU as well. Human 

rights have become a core value of the EU’s foreign policy making over the last decades. 

In the following sections, the advance of human rights as an EU core value will be 

analysed. Furthermore, human rights in EU foreign policy-making will be explored with 

a focus on “restrictive measures”45, and the European Neighbourhood Policy [ENP] as 

tools for human rights promotion. The chapter will conclude with a brief discussion of 

some challenges and the EU’s hard and soft powers. 

 

3.1 Development of Human Rights as an EU Core Value 

The gradual emergence of the EU’s human rights regime took place over several decades 

and can be divided into three phases. The first phase began exactly 60 years ago with the 

signature of the Treaty of Rome, and lasted until 1992. The second phase begins with the 

signature of Maastricht Treaty in 1992, and last until the signature of the Lisbon Treaty 

in 2009, which initiates the third and last phase.46  

In the first phase, human rights did not play a significant role, and no specific references 

were made in the Treaty of Rome, the founding document of the European Economic 

Community in 1957. Moreover, fundamental rights were not recognised in the various 

Community treaties thereafter.47,48 However, this changed over time, and human rights 

became part of the fundamental values of the European Union in the following decades.49 

The second period began in 1992, with the signature of the Maastricht Treaty. It marked 

a “new stage”50 for the European integration, as it established a EU Common Foreign and 

Security Policy [CFSP], and gave formal recognition to human rights as part of EU law. 

Just one year later, the European Council acknowledged respect for human rights as one 

of the “Copenhagen Criteria,” the conditions a candidate state must meet to join the EU.51 

                                                           
45 Note: The term “restrictive measures” is used interchangeably with the term “sanctions.”  
46 Gráinne de Búrca, ‘The Road Not Taken: The EU as a Global Human Rights Actor’, American Journal 

of International Law, October 2011. 
47 Philip Alston, Mara R. Bustelo, and James Heenan, The EU and Human Rights (Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press, 1999). 
48 Note: Although all EU member states were/are part of the ECHR.  
49 Elena Fierro, European Union’s Approach to Human Rights Conditionality in Practice (The Hague, 

Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2003). 
50 Council of the European Communities and Commission of the European Communities, ‘Treaty on 
European Union’, 7 February 1992, https://europa.eu/european-

union/sites/europaeu/files/docs/body/treaty_on_european_union_en.pdf. 
51 de Búrca, ‘The Road Not Taken: The EU as a Global Human Rights Actor’. 
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In 1997, the Copenhagen Criteria were granted treaty status in the Amsterdam Treaty.52 

The treaty states in Article F(1) that “The Union is founded on the principles of liberty, 

democracy, respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law, 

principles which are common to the Member States”53 and “[a]ny European  State  which  

respects  the  principles  set  out  in  Article  F(1)  may  apply  to become a  member  of  

the  Union” (Article O).54 Furthermore, the Amsterdam Treaty introduced a suspension 

of rights mechanism for EU member states found responsible for serious and persistent 

violations of human rights.55 

In 2009, the third phase began with the signature of the Lisbon Treaty. It extended the 

importance fundamental rights within the institutional structure of the EU and led to some 

significant changes for the EU’s foreign policy making. With the entry into force of the 

Lisbon treaty, the Charter on Fundamental Rights was given legal status as stated in 

Article 6 of the Treaty on European Union [TEU]: “The Union recognises the rights, 

freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 

Union […], which shall have the same legal value as the Treaties”.56  The Charter, 

proclaimed in 2000, assembles all fundamental rights protected by the EU in one 

document. It outlines the specific rights for EU citizens and residents by entrenching all 

rights found in the case law of the Court of Justice of the EU, the ECHR, and common 

constitutional traditions of EU countries. Furthermore, the Lisbon Treaty established legal 

personality for the EU, and introduced the obligation for the EU to join the ECHR.57  

The Treaty of Lisbon marked the increasing importance of human rights within the EU’s 

legal framework by explicitly indicating that “[t]he Union is founded on the values of 

respect for human dignity, liberty, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for 

human rights [...]” (Article 2 TEU)58. These foundational values apply not only for EU 

member states but also for states that wish to apply for EU membership. They must 

                                                           
52 Ibid. 
53 European Communities, ‘Treaty of Amsterdam’ (European Union, 2 October 1997), 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/treaty/pdf/amst-en.pdf. 
54 Ibid. 
55 de Búrca, ‘The Road Not Taken: The EU as a Global Human Rights Actor’. 
56 European Union, ‘Treaty of Lisbon’ (Official Journal of the European Union, 17 December 2007), 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:FULL:EN:PDF. 
57 de Búrca, ‘The Road Not Taken: The EU as a Global Human Rights Actor’. 
58 Council of the European Communities and Commission of the European Communities, ‘Treaty on 
European Union’. 
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“respect” the values, be “committed to promoting” them (Article 49 TEU), and remain 

“compliant”.59 

Furthermore, the Lisbon Treaty contains major changes to increase the consistency and 

coherence, and visibility of the EU’s external actions. Therefore, the role of the “High 

Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy” was established to 

coordinate the EU’s foreign policy. 60 The European External Actions Service, which is 

comparable to a EU Foreign Ministry, was set up to assist the High Representative and 

represents the EU around the world with 140 delegations. 61 According to Article 21 

(TEU), the EU values are essential in its external relations: “The Union's action on the 

international scene shall be guided by the principles which have inspired its own creation, 

development and enlargement, and which it seeks to advance in the wider world: 

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

fundamental freedoms”.62  

 

3.2 EU Foreign Policy 

“Who do you call when you want to speak with Europe?”. In the 1970’s, US Secretary of 

State Henry Kissinger asked this question and exemplified the EU’s failure to speak as 

one voice on the world stage.63 The question might not have been answered entirely, but 

the EU made some fundamental progress to do so. 

The Maastricht Treaty established the Common Foreign and Security Policy to improve 

the coherence and visibility of the EU’s foreign policy. It aims were outlined in Article 

11 (TEU) and include to safeguard common values, preserve peace, promote international 

cooperation and “to develop and consolidate democracy and rule of law, and respect for 

                                                           
59 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, ‘The European Union as a Community of Values: 
Safeguarding Fundamental Rights in Times of Crisis’ (Vienna, Austria: European Union, July 2013), 
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2013/european-union-community-values-safeguarding-fundamental-

rights-times-crisis. 
60 Note: The first High Representative was, the in 2009 appointed, Catherin Ashton, who was succeeded 

by Federica Mogherini in 2014. 
61 General Secretariat of the Council of the EU, ‘Treaty of Lisbon - Information Note’, December 2009, 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/111652.pdf. 
62 Council of the European Communities and Commission of the European Communities, ‘Treaty on 
European Union’. 
63 Gideon Rachman, ‘Kissinger Never Wanted to Dial Europe’, Financial Times, 22 July 2009, 

http://blogs.ft.com/the-world/2009/07/kissinger-never-wanted-to-dial-europe/. 
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human rights and fundamental freedoms”64  The subsequent treaties strengthened the 

CFSP and expanded its powers and abilities.65  

The European Council identifies the strategic interests of the EU’s foreign policy, and 

determines the objectives and general guidelines of the CFSP. Unanimity among all 28 

member states is required for European Council decisions on strategic objectives and 

interests. The Foreign Affairs Council, consisting of all EU foreign ministers, and chaired 

by the High Representative, votes on concrete actions and positions. The CFSP is 

implemented by the High Representative together with the EEAS, both established by the 

Lisbon Treaty.66  

The CFSP is carried out by a number of different instruments. Council conclusions 

formally present the standpoint of the EU on politically significant issues. Further actions 

are statements and declarations made by the High Representative on behalf of the EU as 

reactions on to respond to situations or events like human rights violations. Another 

instrument is political dialogue with third countries, and restrictive measures 

(sanctions).67  

Other parts of the EU’s foreign policy are external trade, development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid, and the European Neighbourhood Policy, which includes the Eastern 

Partnership.68  

 

As illustrated in the previous section, human rights became are core value of the EU not 

only domestically but also in its external actions. The Lisbon Treaty strengthened the role 

of the EU as global promoter of human rights. According to the EEAS, the promotion of 

Human Rights “underpins all internal and external policies of the European Union.”69 

The following subsections introduce EU restrictive measures, and the Eastern Partnership 

as two EU foreign policies to promote human rights.  

 

                                                           
64 Council of the European Communities and Commission of the European Communities, ‘Treaty on 
European Union’. 
65 Auswärtiges Amt, ‘Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)’, Auswärtiges Amt, n.d., 

http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/EN/Europa/Aussenpolitik/GASP/Uebersicht.html. 
66 Auswärtiges Amt, ‘CFSP – Instruments’, Auswärtiges Amt, n.d., http://www.auswaertiges-

amt.de/EN/Europa/Aussenpolitik/GASP/InstrumenteGASP.html. 
67 Auswärtiges Amt, ‘Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)’. 
68 Austrian Embassy Washington, ‘EU Foreign Policy’, Austria, n.d., http://www.austria.org/eu-foreign-

policy/. 
69 European External Actions Service, ‘Human Rights & Democracy’, European Union External Action 

Service, 15 June 2016, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/414/Human rights 

& Democracy. 
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3.2.1 EU Restrictive Measures 

As part of the CFSP’s objectives to promote human rights, the EU imposes sanctions on 

third countries to bring about change in in a policy of activity. Article 215 of the Treaty 

on the Functioning of the EU [TFEU], provided the legal basis for the use of restrictive 

measures or sanctions necessary to achieve the objectives of the CFSP.  

As “the biggest player on the global trading scene,”70 the EU possesses a considerable 

political and economic power. It uses these capabilities by imposing coercive measures 

in foreign policy making. While the EU used sanctions very rarely in the 1980’s, the 

Balkan wars led to a more frequent and systematic use of sanctions in the 1990’s. After 

the Maastricht Treaty came into force in 1993, the EU developed a comprehensive 

sanctioning policy.71 Measures the EU takes against governments of third states, non-

state entities, and individuals include arms embargoes, trade sanctions, financial 

sanctions, flight bans and restrictions on admission, diplomatic sanctions, and boycotts 

of sport and cultural events and suspension of cooperation.72  

EU restrictive measures have been frequently used in the past years. The graph below 

illustrates the evolution of EU restrictive measures. It visualises the increase of sanction 

regimes, especially after the Lisbon Treaty came into force in 2009 and the EEAS and the 

High Representative were created.  

 

Figure 2: EU Common Foreign and Security Policy Sanction Regimes73 

                                                           
70 Directorate General Trade, ‘EU Position in World Trade - Trade - European Commission’, European 

Commission, 2 October 2014, http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/. 
71 Iana Dreyer and José Luengo-Cabrera, ‘On Target? EU Sanctions as Security Policy Tools’ (Paris, 
France: EU Institute for Security Studies, September 2015), 

http://www.iss.europa.eu/fileadmin/euiss/documents/ISS_Reports/Report_25_EU_Sanctions.pdf. 
72 Joakim Kreutz, ‘Hard Measures by a Soft Power? Sanctions Policy of the European Union’, Bonn 

International Center for Conversion, no. paper 45 (2005): 52. 
73 Dreyer and Luengo-Cabrera, ‘On Target? EU Sanctions as Security Policy Tools’. 
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The Maastricht Treaty established a legal basis for the imposition of restrictive measures, 

and the EU imposes sanctions to follow binding resolutions of the United Nations 

Security Council or on an autonomous basis. This is deemed to have diplomatic or 

economic reasons behind. EU restrictive measures have the goal to “bring about change 

in activities or policies such as violations of international law or human rights, or policies 

that do not respect the rule of law or democratic principles.”74 As a result, sanctions have 

been used to address different objectives like conflict management (Libya and Syria in 

2011), post-conflict institutional consolidation (Guinea in 2009), nuclear non-

proliferation (Iran in 2006), countering international terrorism (Libya in 1999 and terrorist 

organisations), condemning the violation of a state’s territorial integrity (Russia in 2014) 

and for human rights promotion (Belarus since 2006).75  

In the past, comprehensive economic sanctions have often been seen as responsible for 

the unfair suffering of the general public. They heavily affect the daily lives of the civilian 

population, especially vulnerable groups, while having only a negligible impact on 

responsible figures and entities.76, 77 To amend this, the EU augments the use of so-called 

targeted or smart sanctions. These smart sanctions target specific persons, and entities 

responsible for condemnable behaviours.78 This is usually done by freezing funds and 

economic resources.79  

The imposition of sanctions follows an initiative by a member state or the high 

representative with the backing of the European Commission. A sanction proposal will 

be announced and discussed by the Foreign Affairs Council and other relevant bodies. 

The European External Actions Service is part of the procedure, making suggestions 

about advisable measures, possible targets. The Council of Ministers is the main actor in 

the implementation process, as it approves and lifts sanctions. Council decisions on 

                                                           
74 European Commission, ‘Sanctions or Restrictive Measures’, 2008. 
75 Dreyer and Luengo-Cabrera, ‘On Target? EU Sanctions as Security Policy Tools’. 
76 Note: Further information of the humanitarian impact on sanctions can be found in Ioana Petrescu’s 
paper The Humanitarian Impact of Economic Sanctions (Washington DC, US: American Enterprise 

Insitute, 2010), 

https://www.essex.ac.uk/armedcon/story_id20Humanitarian%20Impact%20of%20Economic%20Sanction

s.pdf. 
77 Note: As an example, the comprehensive oil embargo imposed on Iraq from 1991 to 1998 has been 

estimated to have led to a minimum of 100,000 and up to 227,000 excess deaths among young children. 

Source: Richard Garfield, Morbidity and Mortality Among Iraqi Children from 1990 through 1998: 

Assessing the Impact of the Gulf War and Economic Sanctions (New York, USA: Columbia University, 

1999), http://www.casi.org.uk/info/garfield/dr-garfield.html. 
78 Dina Esfandiary, ‘Assessing the European Union’s Sanctions Policy: Iran as a Case Study’, EU Non-

Proliferation Papers, December 2013. 
79 European Commission, ‘Sanctions or Restrictive Measures’. 
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sanctions require unanimity of all member states. Therefore, the EU can only act like a 

single state in external relations if the member states can find consensus in the Council.80 

Imposed sanctions remain under the supervision of the EEAS, and are constantly assessed 

and amended.81, 82  

 

3.2.2 Eastern Partnership  

To promote prosperity, security, and stability and to foster strong ties with its immediate 

neighbours, the EU developed the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) with ten 

partner countries in the Southern Neighbourhood and with six partner countries in the 

Eastern Partnership.83 The EaP was established in 2009, and “is the most ambitious offer 

of cooperation under the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy”84. It concentrates on the post-

soviet states Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. It is founded 

on the common interests in international law, democracy, the rule of law, human rights 

and fundamental freedoms and promotes stability and prosperity within the region. The 

EaP is implemented via Action Plans for the individual countries, which consist of 

projects, programmes, and initiatives to deepen and strengthen the relations with its 

Eastern neighbours. The programme targets especially the needs of the civil society.85 

EaP summits are held twice a year and outlines key priorities and objectives. The EaP 

programmes had a budget of nearly 2.5 billion EUR in the 2010-13 period.86  

Human rights are a central aspect in the EaP. To promote international human rights and 

democracy in a more effective and consistent manner, the EU developed the “2012 

Strategic Framework on Human Rights and Democracy” and an “EU Action Plan on 

Human Rights and Democracy”. The framework should serve as a guideline for the EU’s 

engagement to enhance the effectiveness, coherence, and visibility of the EU human 

rights policy: 

                                                           
80 Council of the European Union, ‘Adoption and Review Procedure for EU Sanctions’, Consilium, 16 

May 2017, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/adoption-review-procedure/. 
81 Fancesco Giumelli, ‘How EU Sanctions Work: A New Narrative’, Chaillot Papers - EU Institute for 

Security Studies, no. Nr. 129 (May 2013): 49. 
82 European Commission Service for Foreign Policy Instruments, ‘European Union - Restrictive Measures 

(Sanctions) in Force’, 20 April 2016. 
83 European Commission, ‘A Strong Global Actor’, 2016, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-

political/files/2-years-on-stronger-global-actor_en_1.pdf. 
84 Austrian Embassy Washington, ‘EU Foreign Policy’. 
85 European Union External Actions Service, ‘Fact Sheet EU-Belarus Relations’, 15 February 2016. 
86 European Commission, ‘Eastern Partnership’, European Neighbourhood Policy And Enlargement 

Negotiations, 6 December 2016, /neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/eastern-partnership_en. 
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“The EU will promote human rights in all areas of its external action without 

exception. In particular, it will integrate the promotion of human rights into trade, 

investment, technology and telecommunications, Internet, energy, environmental, 

corporate social responsibility and development policy […]. In the area of 
development cooperation, a human rights based approach will be used to ensure 

that the EU strengthens its efforts to assist partner countries in implementing their 

international human rights obligations.”87 

The EU states that human rights are at the centre of its relations to third countries, and its 

policy will be carefully designed for the circumstances of each country. It seeks 

constructive engagement and human rights dialogues.88 The EU shows its respect for 

human rights by providing funding for education and training, but, in case of violation, it 

“will make use of the full range of instruments at its disposal, including sanctions or 

condemnation”.89 To implement the Strategic Framework, the EU created the Action 

Plans on Human Rights and Democracy. It is based on the Joint Communication 

“Keeping Human Rights at the heart of the EU Agenda” by the High Representative and 

the Commission. It outlines the EU priorities and strategy until 2019 and aims at the 

coordinated use of all EU instruments for focused action. The EU promotes human rights 

through the application of positive (benefits if a state fulfils conditions) and negative 

conditionality (reducing, suspending, or terminating benefits in case of violation).90 To 

ensure that the goals of the framework and the action plan are met, the EU introduced the 

‘European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights’[EIDHR]. It provides support 

to civil society organisations, local authorities, state institutions, vulnerable groups and 

in emergency situations. The instrument has a budget of 1.3 billion EUR for the period 

2014-2020.91 

In the past, EU member states concentrated on positive rather than negative measures and 

remained reluctant to apply pressure. However, since its power as an international actor 

grows, it cannot rely solely on the positive measures, as many EU’s reactions to the 

violations of human rights have substantiated.  

                                                           
87 Council of the European Union, ‘Human Rights and Democracy: EU Strategic Framework and EU 

Action Plan’, 25 June 2012, http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11855-2012-INIT/en/pdf. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Karen E. Smith and Margot Light, Ethics and Foreign Policy (Cambridge, United Kingdom: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uu/reader.action?docID=202006. 
91 European Commission, ‘European Instrument for Democracy Human Rights (EIDHR)’, International 

Cooperation and Development, accessed 31 March 2017, 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/eidhr_en.htm_en. 
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3.3 Challenges  

However, the human rights policies of the EU are not invincible. Especially, the 

inconsistency in EU policy is often criticised. Some scholars argue that some third 

countries are treated differently than others, even though their human rights records are 

similar. The EU is in a dilemma, as human rights often clash with political, security and 

commercial considerations in foreign policy making. Critics say that the EU ignores 

human rights violations in “friendly” or “important” countries.92 One of the examples is 

the relations of the EU with China and Saudi Arabia, two countries known for grave 

human rights violations but also considerable trading partners of the EU. According to 

Amnesty International, the EU is reluctant to condemn violations and to take harder 

measures against China and Saudi Arabia.93  

Furthermore, some of the member states of the EU have human rights issues. Poland and 

Hungary face allegations charged by the EU Commission for their failure to uphold the 

EU core values. 94  However, the EU is reluctant to impose hard measures, like the 

suspension of voting rights (as introduced by the Amsterdam Treaty), against those 

countries.95 There is a danger that inconsistencies raise doubts about the extent to which 

human rights are a genuine concern in the EU’s foreign policy.96 For this reason, there is 

a heated debate among scholars as to the effectiveness of sanction as a foreign policy tool 

of the EU. The EU sanctions against Iraq and Syria substantiate the limited efficacy of 

sanctions. Empirical research of the Peterson Institute of International Economics shows 

that sanctions fail to achieve their goals in about two out of three cases.97 Moreover, the 

research of the targeted Sanctions Consortium of the UN suggests that only less than a 

quarter of all the sanctions is deemed to be successful.98  

                                                           
92 Smith and Light, Ethics and Foreign Policy. 
93 Amnesty International, ‘EU and Member States Must Work to End Unprecedented Assault on Human 
Rights at Home and Abroad’, Amnesty International European Institutions Office, 24 February 2016, 

http://www.amnesty.eu/en/news/press-releases/council-of-europe/eu-and-member-states-must-work-to-

end-unprecedented-assault-on-human-rights-at-home-and-abroad-0960/. 
94 Al Jazeera, ‘EU Parliament Demands Action on Hungary Human Rights’, Al Jazeera, 17 May 2017, 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/05/eu-parliament-demands-action-hungary-rule-law-

170517160254027.html. 
95 Jessica Williams, ‘The Failure of the EU’s Human Rights Policy’, E-International Relations, 12 April 

2013, http://www.e-ir.info/2013/04/12/the-failure-of-the-european-unions-external-human-rights-policy/. 
96 Smith and Light, Ethics and Foreign Policy. 
97 Gary Clyde Hufbauer et al., Economic Sanctions Reconsidered (Washington DC, US: Peterson Institute 

for International Economics, 2008), https://piie.com/papers/case-studies-economic-sanctions-and-
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However, there are indeed cases where sanctions reap success in modifying the behaviour 

of a targeted state.99 For instance, diplomatic efforts combined with economic sanctions 

were effective in the Ivory Coast Crisis and against Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Therefore, 

to a certain extent, restrictive measures can be a powerful tool in foreign policy. 100 

Francesco Giumelli says, sanctions contribute to the perception of the EU and enable it 

to use nuanced and targeted policies. Sanctions ensure that the EU has some “teeth” to 

reach foreign policy objectives and to defend its principles.101 Sanctions will maintain an 

important part of the EU’s polices but should not be an ersatz diplomacy.102  

There is a rightful criticism on the EU’s external human rights policy and double 

standards, and it is anticipated by many that inconsistencies could damage the EU’s 

credibility. Nonetheless, the human rights agenda of the EU is still significant and 

constitutes its global identity.103 In order to fulfil its goals, the EU needs a comprehensive 

approach as a “[…] successful European foreign policy requires the right balance between 

the various instruments at the EU’s disposal.”104 

 

3.4 Hard and Soft Power of the EU 

“[…] Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus” 105 

- Robert Kagan, Professor of Political Science and Law at UC Berkeley 

A number of sources show how the US and the EU utilise their hard and soft power. 

Robert Kagan wrote in 2003 that: “the US is quicker to use military force, less patient 

with diplomacy, and more willing to coerce (or bribe) other nations in order to get a 

desired result. Europe, on the other hand, places greater emphasis on diplomacy, takes a 

much longer view on history and problem solving, and has greater faith in international 

law and cooperation.”106 According to Nye, hard power is “the ability to use carrots and 

                                                           
99 Lee Jones and Clara Portela, ‘Evaluating the “Success” of International Economic Sanctions: Multiple 
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April 2014. 
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101 Francesco Giumelli and Paul Ivan, ‘The Effectiveness of EU Sanctions’, EPC Issue Paper, no. 76 

(November 2013): 51. 
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sticks of economic and military might to make others follow your will.”107 The EU mostly 

relies on its soft power, rather than on the hard power, especially due to the lack of a 

common European army. However, hard power is more than military power, as it also 

includes diplomatic and economic coercion.108 From this point of view, the EU has some 

instruments of hard power at its disposal. 

The EU is the biggest player in global trading and the largest single market in the world. 

Naturally, this leads the EU to possess considerable economic sway, which can be used 

as a hard power to bribe and coerce other countries. The carrot of EU membership or 

single-market access, in exchange for incorporating the EU laws and norms body, has 

been an example of the EU exercising its hard power. With access to the single market, a 

country does not only profit from tariff and quota free trade but also from free movements 

of goods, services, capital, and people. However, the EU also uses the stick for coercion 

by imposing sanctions. While there is an academic controversy whether sanctions are a 

tool of hard or soft power, Nye argues that “[…] there is nothing soft about sanctions if 

you are on the receiving end. They are clearly intended to coerce and are thus a form of 

hard power.”109 The EU’s key objectives, when adopting sanctions, are to safeguard EU’s 

values and to consolidate and support democracy, the rule of law, and human rights and 

international law.110 For example, sanctions were used against Equatorial Guinea, Serbia, 

Sudan, and Belarus to render the countries to abide by international human rights 

standard. This shows that the EU possesses carrots and sticks to bring about change in 

targeted countries policies or conduct violating human rights.111  

“[…] the EU is a post-modern entity which wields a vast soft power of attractiveness.” 

- Olli Rehn, EU Commissioner for Enlargement112 

According to Nye, soft power is based on persuasion and attraction and is derived from 

three resources: culture, political values, and foreign policies. However, economic 

                                                           
107 Nye, ‘Propaganda Isn’t the Way: Soft Power’, 10 January 2003. 
108 Judy Dempsy, ‘Is Europe Naive About Hard Power?’, Carnegie Europe, Judy Asks, 29 October 2014, 

http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=57063. 
109 Nye, ‘Think Again’. 
110 European Council, ‘Sanctions: How and When the EU Adopts Restrictive Measures’, Consilium, 16 

May 2017, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/. 
111 Mai’a K. Davis Cross, ‘Europe, a Smart Power?’, International Politics; Basingstoke 48, no. 6 

(November 2011): 691–706, doi:http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1057/ip.2011.28. 
112 Olli Rehn, ‘Europe’s Smart Power in Its Region and the World’ (Oxford, UK, 1 May 2008), 
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-222_en.htm?locale=en. 



 

 

22 
 

power can also be used in a soft way: “[y]ou can coerce countries with sanctions or woo 

them with wealth.”113  

A booming, stable economy is what attracts third European nations to consider joining 

the EU. European leaders often describe the desire of third European states to join the 

institution as a sign of its soft power.114 The EU runs programmes like the European 

Neighbourhood Policy and the EaP to reify its political and economic strength, to promote 

membership and its value, and to strive to maintain stability and security along its 

borders. 115  For example, in 2016, the Association Agreement between the EU and 

Georgia went into force. It requires Georgia to fulfil extensive commitments in areas of 

democracy, human rights, and the rule of law to adjust to EU standards.116 However, the 

question remains as to how critical economic reasons like single market access and the 

EU’s economic and political system impinge on the beheld alternations in Georgia.117 

According to British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, “The EU tends to exert its influence 

overseas via the promotion of democracy and development through trade and aid. The 

results have been impressive in central and eastern Europe.”118 Nevertheless, the EU uses 

its soft power not only at the regional level, but also at the global level.  

The EEAS is one of the largest diplomatic services in the world with 140 delegations. It 

is responsible for enacting the EU foreign policy and letting the voice of the EU and its 

people be heard outside the EU’s boundary. Its goal is to increase the visibility, 

awareness, and understanding for the EU and its policies. 119  Moreover, the EU 

demonstrates its presence in international relations by leading international negotiations 

like the Iran deal or the Paris Climate Agreement. This effort of the EU is seen positive 

outside its territory, as 70% of US respondents of a German Marshall Fund survey saw a 

strong EU in international affairs as desirable.120 Furthermore, it is well recognised by the 

international community that the EU has successfully played its roles as the most fervent 
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foreign investor, the biggest humanitarian aid provider, and the biggest development 

cooperation provider.121 Of course, its influence on global climate change, international 

law, and human rights treaties is not negligible.122  

The role of the EU as a normative actor and its attempt to disseminate its values is not 

always seen in a positive light. Third countries have repeatedly challenged the imposition 

of Western universal human rights.123  However, the EU is internationally seen as a 

leading defender and promoter of human rights. A study conducted in 2015, analysed the 

perception of the EU and EU’s policies abroad.124  It surveyed respondents from ten 

strategic partner countries125, like the US, Brazil, China, and South Africa, about the 

attractiveness of the EU in fields like global economic affairs and global peace to climate 

change, culture, and support to developing countries. The results showed that most 

respondents in all surveyed countries provided positive answers. On the question whether 

the EU plays an important role in promoting and defending human rights, all countries 

considered the EU as somewhat to very important.126  

 

Figure 3: Perception of the EU’s Importance in Promoting and Defending Human 

Rights in Strategic Partner Countries127, 128 
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The figure above illustrates how important the role of the EU as a global human rights 

promoter is perceived in different countries. This bespeaks that the EU soft power, fueled 

by its diplomatic, economic sway, affects the whole global arena, not just European states.  

 

Nonetheless, the reliance on soft power is not sustainable, when it comes to the 

materialisation of the long-term objectives that the EU has. Nye claims that the EU counts 

too much on its soft power, as its political and economic integration is imperative to 

achieve desired goals.129 He goes on to argue that some goals can only be achieved by 

hard power. For example, it is far-fetched to say that the abysmal human rights 

infringement in North Korea can be eradicated only by soft power. Therefore, it is 

fundamental to ask if the EU is combining hard, and soft power in orienting other states’ 

stances on human rights. This entails the use of the unabridged range of policies and 

economic resources. Is the EU acting as a smart power in its external human rights policy? 

The following chapter will introduce the case study on Belarus in order to answer this 

question.  
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4. The Case of Belarus 

“We will show once again that the prejudiced opinions that existed and still exist in the 

West are groundless. We will also show that Belarus is a European country. Human 

rights, the rule of law and democracy are as important here as in […] the European 
Union.” 

- President Lukashenka in March 2017130 

Human rights have been a main source of conflict between the EU and Belarus for almost 

twenty-three years. Alexander Lukashenka, the President of Belarus, is perceived as one 

of the main reasons for this. To some Belarusians, he represents stability, calm, and order, 

so they sometimes call him “Batka”, which means father of the nation. On the other hand, 

others, especially in the West, refer to him as “the last dictator of Europe”.131 This is 

because he is responsible for election frauds, suppression of the opposition and 

journalists, the application of the death penalty, and countless other human rights 

violations. In the previous chapters, the increasing importance of human rights in the 

international system, specifically in EU foreign policy-making, has been elaborated. In 

this chapter, the case study on Belarus which reflects its political situation, the human 

rights situation, and the relations with the EU will be provided. 

In order to obtain a deeper understanding of Belarus, it is important to explore its 

background. The first part will offer the geopolitical profile, some historical context, the 

relationship with the EU, and a synopsis of the human rights situation in Belarus. Building 

on this context, the following sections will divide the contemporary political history of 

Belarus into four specific periods after the independence of Belarus in 1991. In each 

period, the political situation, the development of the human rights situation and the 

evolution of EU-Belarus relations will be discussed along with specific key events.  

 

4.1 Background 

“A Belarusian exists and at the same time he doesn’t. Therefore, one must either figure 

him out or track him down.” 

– Ales Antsipenka, Belarusian journalist and Sakharov-Prize Laureate132 

                                                           
130 Belarusian Telegraph Agency, ‘Lukashenko: Belarus Committed to OSCE Basic Principles’, Belarus 
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Understanding Belarusians is elusive, given their complex nation-building process. 

Therefore, it is imperative to approach Belarusians and their country from a variety of 

different perspectives. The following subsections will provide the background for the 

analysis of the role of human rights in EU-Belarus relations. 

 

4.1.1 Geopolitical Situation 

Belarus is a landlocked country located in the east of Europe and shares its border with 

five countries, including Poland, Ukraine, and Russia. It is a presidential republic 

although it is a de facto authoritarian regime. The country is divided into six provinces, 

and Minsk is the capital. The country has 9.5 million inhabitants, where more than 80% 

of its population are Belarusians. The biggest minority is Russian constituting about 8% 

of the foreign population, followed by Polish and Ukrainians. Russian and Belarusian are 

official languages while Russian is the predominant language. 133  In 2015, Belarus had a 

GDP per capita of 16.000 EUR while the EU average was about 34.000 EUR.134 Despite 

Belarus’ political situation, Belarusians are mostly free to travel abroad, and Belarus is 

currently one of the world leaders in the per capita number of Schengen visas issued to 

per capita.135 Furthermore, the 2016 Human Development Index certifies Belarus a ‘high 

human development’, ranking it 51st out of 188 states.136   

The relationship of Belarus with Russia is noteworthy. Even after the dissolution of the 

USSR, Belarus has maintained close economic and political ties with Russia. In 2000, 

both countries decided to form the supranational “Union State”, a political and economic 

conglomerate aiming at greater integration and harmonising differences by establishing a 

common currency, citizenship, flag, defence framework and a customs union. However, 

most of these plans have been postponed, and the current process of integration remains 

rather stagnant.137 Furthermore, both countries are members of the Eurasian Economic 
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Union [EEU], which was established in 2015 with the purpose of creating a common 

market among the five member states138, 139  

 

4.1.2 Nation Building Process 

“The Belarus nation, unlike most European nations, did not emerge along ethno-

national lines, with an indigenous language, culture or a solid nationalist historical 

narrative.” 140 

- Vadzim Smok, researcher at the Institute of Political Studies in Minsk 

There is no consensus among scholars on the origins of the Belarusian state, however, it 

is important to look at some historical milestones of Belarus.141 The territory, known 

today as Belarus, had a turbulent history, and went through major disasters during the 

twentieth century, including Stalinist terror and the horrors of World War II. This history 

had an impact on its economic situation, its position between Russia and the EU, and the 

Belarusian identity.142 

Belarus often claims to be located at the heart of Europe.143 In 2008, the town of Polotsk 

in northern Belarus was discovered to be the geographical centre of Europe.144 Polotsk is 

the oldest Belarusian town and was the centre of the first state to be formed on Belarusian 

territory. 145  In the thirteenth century, Polotsk became part of the Grand Dutchy of 

Lithuania, a powerful regional actor which spanned today’s Belarus, Lithuania, northern 

Ukraine, and Western Russia from the Baltics to the Black Sea.  

“Poles had taken this nationality from [the Belarusian], without giving him anything in 

exchange.”146 

- Erich Ludendorff during German occupation of Belarusian territory in 1915 
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In the sixteenth century, the duchy united with the Kingdom of Poland, where the 

Belarusians were persecuted and forced to be culturally and religiously assimilated. With 

the partitioning of Poland in 1795, the territory of Belarus became part of the Russian 

Empire. The Russian administration introduced the name “Belarus” as the official term 

for the territory only in the nineteenth century.147 During World War I, the territory was 

occupied by the German Empire and transformed into the short-lived Belarusian People’s 

Republic in 1918. After the end of the war, Belarus became the Byelorussian Soviet 

Republic [BSR] and a founding member of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

[USSR] in 1922.148 

In 1941, Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union and occupied the BSR. During World 

War II, most Belarusian cities and industry were destroyed, and Belarus witnessed more 

casualties per capita than any other state in Europe by losing one third of its population. 

The wartime suffering and the liberation by the Soviet Red Army (known today as the 

Great Patriotic War) became a foundation for the common Soviet identity. Under Stalin, 

the Belarusian elites and literary intelligentsia of Belarus were exterminated, and 

Belarusian minorities in neighbouring states were persecuted. 149  

On top of the ruins engendered by WWII, the Soviet government decided to massively 

industrialise Belarus. From the 1950’s to the 1970’s, Belarus evolved from one of the 

most underdeveloped areas in the Soviet Union to one of the most heavily industrialised. 

In the 1980’s, Belarus was politically stable and one of the leading growth regions in the 

Soviet Union.150  

Throughout its history, Belarus was repeatedly absorbed by stronger neighbours, and 

retaining Belarusian culture and language was denied. This left Belarus with a weak 

national identity, which is substituted later for the communist ideology.151 However, after 

almost seventy years of being a constituent republic of the USSR, Belarus became 

independent in 1991. As a result of the very first democratic elections in 1994, Alexander 

Lukashenka was elected as president. Eventually, he consolidated power and has won all 
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presidential elections so far by a landslide. He became known for his authoritarian 

leadership, and under his government, political and civil freedoms, such as freedom of 

speech, press and assembly, have been restricted. 152  Therefore, Lukashenka is an 

important aspect for the EU’s human rights policies on Belarus. This geopolitical and 

historical profile of Belarus has established a solid foundation for further analysis of the 

country after its independence.153 

  

4.1.3 Human Rights in Belarus 

"The individual, his rights, freedoms and guarantees to secure them are the supreme 

value and goal of the society and the State" 

- Section I, Article 2 of the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus of 1994.154 

According to the Constitution of Belarus, individual freedom and rights are guaranteed 

by the state. The president serves as the guarantor of the Constitution and the unalienable 

rights and liberties that the citizens merit. Nevertheless, Lukashenka often has a 

conflicting view on human rights from most Western states: "apparently, all crises and 

dangers have the same source, which is the cult around individual rights and freedoms for 

people. This is at the cost of the societal interests".155 Belarus insists that human rights 

are an explicitly domestic matter, although the state acknowledges its own duty to uphold 

them. This stance is also well reflected in the state’s foreign policy. However, unlike this, 

the human rights situation of Belarus has become a core issue on the international level.156 

However, most Belarusians tend not to raise their voices on human rights infringement 

taking place in their country. Regarding this idiosyncrasy, Waleri Karblewitsch, a 

political scientist from Minsk, said: "In Belarus there is no real political life, no political 

competition. The opposition is just able to communicate with the public for a brief time 

during election campaigns. [...]"157  

According to Belarusian Foreign Minister Vladimir Makei, the human rights debates of 

the last two decades have been politicised like no other issues in the global arena. He 
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argues that a particular stance on human rights is derived from a country’s specific 

historical experience and development.158 Understanding historical reasons behind other 

states’ different views on human rights could lead to less confrontation in the global arena. 

He claims that due to their histories, the Russian and Eastern Slavic societies are prone to 

centralise power and to stress a keen sense of community, while Western European 

societies put an emphasis on decentralisation and individualism. These different 

predilections bring about different outcomes. In the West, the internal competition fuelled 

by individualism led to the Industrial Revolution and accelerated development, which 

became the driving force to spread and impose its values on the rest. 159  In lieu of 

individualism, the Russian and Eastern Slavic societies put a great emphasis on the 

community and common good. This often justifies the systematic violation of human 

rights.160  

Therefore, Makei sheds light on the current situation where the recent human rights 

debate between the West and some other states runs parallel, never converging on one 

point. To him, it is virtually impossible to overcome deep-rooted cultural, religious, and 

societal differences.161 Without this understanding, western states “flog” non-Western 

countries for their human rights situation. Makei calls for a thorough evaluation of each 

other’s specific historical backgrounds to make the human rights issue less divisive.162, 

163 This point of view contradicts with the EU’s claim of universal human rights and has 

heavily influenced the relations between the EU and Belarus.  

Belarus is considered to be a “black hole” in Europe in regard to human rights.164 This is 

reflected well in the Freedom in the World Index published in 2016 by the human rights 

organisation, Freedom House. According to Freedom House, Belarus has the worst 

ranking of freedom within Europe (including Russia) and is described as 'not free'.  
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Figure 4: Freedom in the World Index 2016165 

Ever since Lukashenka became president in 1994, the human rights situation has 

worsened in Belarus. Only a few months after his rise to power, he banned newspapers 

from printing reports on alleged corruption of his cabinet members.166 Furthermore, a law 

criminalising the defamation of the president has been ratified. According to the Freedom 

on the Net Index 2016, Belarus is considered not to be free due to its censored political 

and social content and the apprehension of bloggers who criticised the regime.167 

Especially, during pre- and post-election times, violent suppression against protests 

became more frequent.168 The graph below illustrates the number of long-time political 

imprisonments coinciding with elections in Belarus. The Belarusian human rights 

organisation Viasna provides a list of political prisoners on its website. Currently, there 

are two activists listed as being detained.169  
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Figure 5: Political Prisoners and Major Political Events170 

 

At the same time, Belarus is the only European state which still practices death penalty. 

According to the Belarusian Constitution, “[…] the death sentence may be applied […] 

as an exceptional penalty for especially grave crimes […]”.171 The Criminal Code of 

Belarus mentions that death penalty can be sentenced for 14 criminal offences like 

terrorism, murder, sabotage, plot with a view to seize the state power, or high treason.172 

Reliable information on this particular matter is barely available since execution is a state 

secret. 

After the conference of the Council of Europe in Minsk about the abolition of the death 

penalty, a government speaker refused the suspension by referring to a survey, which 

indicates that 52% of Belarusians support the death penalty. On the contrary, a human 

rights organisation published surveys with opposing results.173 At a referendum on the 

abolition of the death penalty in 1996, 80% of voters wanted to keep it. Ever since 

independence, approximately 400 people have been executed. However, the government 

does not release any data on the matter. Amnesty International estimated that four people 

have been executed in 2016.174 
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4.1.4 Relations to the EU 

The EU established diplomatic relations with Belarus in 1992. To Belarus, the EU is the 

second largest trading partner after Russia, which accounts for almost one third of the 

state's overall trade.175 The EU describes its dual-track policy towards Belarus as “policy 

of critical engagement”. This policy initiates dialogue and projects within the Eastern 

Partnership, provides support for Belarusian civil society, but simultaneously imposes 

sanctions on Belarus.176 The dual-track approach plays a key role in the human rights 

policies of the EU on Belarus.  

Belarus is often described as being sandwiched between the EU and Russia. However, 

despite the state’s strong connection to Russia, Belarusians do not see their country as a 

subordinate to Russia. Lukashenka described the situation as “[e]ither Russia grabs it or 

the West subordinates it, perhaps more subtly – but one way or the other it would still be 

a colony” and “[t]herefore, what is the most important for me is to defend the country and 

preserve its existence. And this goes against the interests of the big players, the EU and 

Russia. So, I am fidgeting between them.”177 So, the external relations of Belarus are 

pragmatic and driven by mostly economic motivations.178  

In 2009, the EU established the Eastern Partnership, the Eastern dimension of the 

European Neighbourhood Policy and part of the EU’s Global Strategy.179 The EaP consist 

of projects, programmes, and initiatives to deepen and strengthen the relations with its 

Eastern Neighbours and focus directly on the needs of the civil society. 180 Concrete 

examples are the participation of Belarus in educational cooperation like Erasmus, EU 

language courses and mobility schemes. The aforementioned EU Strategic Framework 

and the Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy are thematic programmes carried 

out within the framework of the EaP and focus on human rights and civil society.  
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4.2 1991-1998: From Independence to Authoritarian Regime 

It remained widely unnoticed that Belarus celebrated its 25th anniversary of independence 

in 2016. On 25th August 1991, Belarus became an independent state, shortly before the 

official dissolution of the USSR.181 In the following subsections, Lukashenka’s rise to 

power and concomitant suppression of human rights as well as its first contact to the EU 

will be analysed.  

 

4.2.1 Lukashenka’s Rise to Power  

Coming from a very modest background, Alexander Lukashenka was leader of a 

collective farm and became a member of the Belarus Supreme Soviet in 1990. He 

developed the image of an honest and sincere defender of people’s rights and became 

popular as a fighter against corruption.182 After the independence, he became one of the 

six candidates for the first presidential election 1994, which is considered as the first and 

only democratic elections in Belarus’s history.183   

“Neither with the left, nor with the right, but with the people.”184 

- Alexander Lukashenka’s campaign slogan 1994 

With this slogan and his strategic resort to Soviet nostalgia and class populism, 

Lukashenka turned out to be quite successful. He described himself as a “Soviet 

Belarusian,” demanded the restoration of the USSR, and appeared to be a moderate 

candidate who aspired to harmonise the fragmented society.185 According to Ioffe, he was 

very popular among Belarusians because “he rode the wave of nostalgic conservatism 

among the large majority of Belarusians who did not want market reform and 

independence and truly wanted a return to the command system […]. Also, the popular 

belief in a good and kind “tsar” was incomparably stronger than in the institutions of 

representative democracy.”186 

Lukashenka won the election by a landslide and became Belarus’s first democratically 

elected president. Immediately after he was inaugurated, he started the authoritarian 

reconstruction of Belarus by systematically undermining the power of the state 
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institutions and expanding the presidential power. He repeatedly used referenda to 

materialise his goals. Through the first referendum of 1995, he successfully limited the 

power of the parliament by enabling the president to dissolve the parliament in case of 

violation of the Constitution.  

In the second referendum of 1996, his suggested constitutional changes included the right 

to appoint and dismiss the entire parliament, appoint the members of the supreme court, 

board of the National Bank, and the Prosecutor General. This referendum was passed by 

70%, but the legitimacy of the election was questioned. Ioffe called the second 

referendum “nothing short of a full-fledged coup d’état, only one sanctioned by popular 

vote”.187 The referendum was sharply criticised by the EU, OSCE, US and the Council of 

Europe, and they refused to accept its legitimacy. The observer mission of the OSCE 

concluded that “there is every indication that the authorities are constructing a system of 

totalitarian government.” 188  Also, other observers agreed that the November 1996 

referendum was the turning point of solidifying the authoritarian system of governance 

in Belarus.189, 190 As a result of the changes powered by a series of referenda, Lukashenka 

established an authoritarian regime, where a system of checks and balances is nominal.  

 

4.2.2 Development of Human Rights Situation 

In the early 1990’s, the human rights situation in Belarus improved as independent 

newspapers emerged and an open discussion about previously forbidden subjects, such 

as criticising the government, became possible. However, the first years of Lukashenka’s 

rule set an example for his authoritarian leadership style. Tightening his grip on power by 

disempowering the state institutions signalled the beginning of the systematic restriction 

of freedom of speech. Just few months after his election, Lukashenka issued a presidential 

decree prohibiting the publication of a report about corruption among his cabinet. 

In 1996, the first bloody crackdown of Lukashenka’s presidency took place when the riot 

police violently dissolved a commemoration walk for the tenth anniversary of the 

Chernobyl disaster. Pictures of dozens of bleeding protesters, including women and 

teenagers were published and led to a public outcry. In the following months, further 
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protests continued to be violently supressed. The government shut down an independent 

radio station and imprisoned journalists for “exceeding the rights of journalists and 

causing damage to the interest of the state”. Furthermore, in the referendum of 1996, a 

constitutional amendment was passed to continue the practice of capital punishment. 

Belarusian authorities frequently cite the outcome of the referendum to justify the death 

penalty.191  

However, to most Belarusians, Lukashenka provides a desired objective: stability. Public 

support for the Lukashenka regime was heavily swayed by tangible outcomes like 

employment, better economic situation, and gradually higher wages.192 This situation can 

be explained by an idea of social contract, a non-verbal agreement between the regime 

and the society about mutual obligations and limitations to pursue their interests. 193 So, 

in exchange for accepting certain limitations on their rights and obedience, Belarusians 

receive stability.  

 

4.2.3 EU-Belarus Relations 

Diplomatic relations between the EU and Belarus have been established in 1992. The 

relationship began harmoniously when both countries agreed on a closer cooperation. A 

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement was signed in March 1995, but the ratification 

process has been frozen in reaction to the exacerbated political and civil conditions.194 

The EU condemned the Lukashenka regime for the 1996 referendum and banned contacts 

with Belarusian authorities above the rank of a deputy minister and any cooperation with 

Belarus (except for minimising the ramifications of the Chernobyl disaster).195 The 1996 

referendum marked the beginning of a 20-year long crisis between the EU and Belarus, 

with human rights as the moot point.196  
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4.3 1998-2010: Lukashenka’s tightened Grip on Power and Belarus growing 

Isolation 

In just seven years, Belarus went through a transition from a liberalised state to an 

authoritarian regime, and it became increasingly ostracised by its Western neighbours. 

While other former parts of the USSR, such as Poland and the Baltic states, turned to the 

West and joined organisations like the Council of Europe, Belarus went in a different 

direction. Lukashenka continued to govern Belarus, and the persecution of political 

opponents and independent media made him an outcast in the West.197  

 

4.3.1 Political Situation 

Despite Lukashenka’s growing power, in the early 2000’s, he still had to face relative 

isolation from the West and domestic opponents. For the 2001 election, three candidates 

ran for president but Lukashenka won with a wide margin of 75%. The election was 

widely criticised for being manipulated. The head of the monitoring mission of the OSCE 

severely criticised the pre-election environment and said: “It was not democratic. I would 

not use the words free and fair”. However, Lukashenka dismissed all accusations, and 

Russian President Vladimir Putin congratulated him on a “convincing victory”.198 

“An authoritarian style of rule is characteristic of me, and I have always admitted it.”199 

- Alexander Lukashenka in 2003 

In 2004, a third referendum was held alongside parliamentary elections. The referendum 

inquired Belarusians whether they allow Lukashenka to participate in the upcoming 

presidential elections and adopt a change of the constitution discarding the presidential 

maximum two consecutive five-year term limit. The turnout was almost 90%, and more 

than 77% voted in favour of the change. However, a Gallup poll suggested that 48,3% 

approved the changes. This third referendum effectively allowed Lukashenka to be 

president for life.200 

In the Parliamentary election, all successful candidates were independent Lukashenka 

supporters. The OSCE criticised the shutdown of nine independent newspapers in the 
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weeks before the elections. However, the government denied links between the closure 

and the election.201 The referendum and the elections were widely criticised. The human 

rights group Charter 97 said authorities “rigged the referendum and the elections” and 

“[n]ot a single democratic candidate has made it into parliament”,202 also the OSCE stated 

the elections fell significantly short of OSCE commitments for democratic elections. On 

the contrary, the Commonwealth of Independent States [CIS] concluded that the elections 

had been free and fair and had met democratic standards.203 204  

“[…] in our world, there remain outposts of tyranny, and America stands with 
oppressed people on every continent, in Cuba, and Burma, and North Korea, and Iran, 

and Belarus and Zimbabwe” 205 

- Condoleezza Rice, secretary of state nominee, 2005 

In the presidential election 2006, Lukashenka had his third landslide win with more than 

84%, and again the elections were heavily criticised for being rigged. Several thousand 

demonstrators gathered in Minsk in the evening of the election and waved, amongst 

others, the European flag. In the aftermath, more than 460 people have been arrested while 

one of the protesters was killed. The OSCE and other observers criticised the election and 

the EU agreed to impose sanctions in response to the violation of electoral standards, the 

violent crackdown, and the imprisonment of protesters.206 The façade of institutional 

democracy, the illusion of a multi-party democracy, and frequent elections with 

predetermined results qualify Belarus as an “electoral authoritarian regime”207. 

In 2009, the global recession hit Belarus. Exports collapsed, short-time working was 

imposed, external debt doubled, and Russia cut its substantial financial aid to Belarus. 
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This economic situation was imaginably unfavourable for the upcoming fourth 

presidential elections in 2010. However, Lukashenka won as usual with a wide margin; 

he received almost 80%. However, this time popular reactions were more intense than 

ever before. Shortly before the official results were released, tens of thousands of 

demonstrators gathered in Minsk to protest against the voting fraud. The demonstration 

occurred peacefully, until some protesters supposedly started to attack a government 

building. The police started to dissolve the demonstrations violently and detained more 

than 600 people.208 Opposition candidates were arrested, beaten up and tortured, several 

NGOs were searched and the OSCE office in Minsk was closed.209 Russian president 

Medvedev said the election is a domestic matter and did not comment on the violent 

police crackdown.210  

For a long time, the informal social contract with most ordinary Belarusians - relative 

prosperity in return for a relative lack of political freedom - seemed to work. But the 

economic and financial downturn became a serious threat to this unspoken contract. 

Lukashenka failed to deliver what he promised, and Belarusians went on the streets to 

demand more political freedom.211 However, Lukashenka was unwilling to let go of his 

power but used more violent methods to squash popular movements.  

During the period from 1998 to 2010, Lukashenka solidified his electoral authoritarian 

regime through the use of violence to the opposition, independent media, and human 

rights advocates. These actions made him being referred to as “the last dictator in 

Europe”212. 

 

4.3.2 Development of Human Rights Situation 

The election in 2010 was undoubtedly a key event in the recent history of Belarus. 

However, even before, Belarus was pulled in international attention for its severe human 

rights violations. In 1999 and 2000, two opposition politicians, a businessperson and a 
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journalist were kidnapped and suspected to be killed by “death squads”.213  The Council 

of Europe set up an investigation committee and concluded that the Belarusian authorities 

not only failed to launch proper investigations into the matter, but purported to have taken 

steps to cover up the disappearance. Furthermore, dignitaries and police officers were 

involved in the kidnapping.214, 215 

Additionally, Lukashenka took steps to even further limit freedom of speech. In 1999, the 

criminal code was updated and outlawed insulting and defaming the president. These 

articles provided the legal basis for later arrests of journalists and politicians from the 

opposition parties. Due to this legal alteration, in October 1999, demonstrators protesting 

against Lukashenka’s authoritarian rule were subjected to police brutality.216  

In April 2003, the regime started to shut down human rights non-governmental 

associations by court orders. In 2003, more than 50 non-governmental organisations were 

closed, and over 800 organisations received warnings from the Ministry of Justice of 

Belarus. The operation continued, and until 2007 more than 200 organisations were 

banned in Belarus. In 2004, the European Humanities University in Minsk was shut down 

by Belarusian authorities. Officially, the university was closed due to a failure to be 

accredited by the Ministry of Education. However, Lukashenka had previously accused 

the university of inculcating students with Western values. The university was forced to 

relocate and reopened in Vilnius in 2005.217  

In December 2005, shortly before the presidential elections, the House of Representatives 

adopted ‘anti-revolutionary’ laws that criminalise the operation of unregistered non-

governmental or religious organisations. These laws serve as a legal basis for appropriate 

punishments, such as fines and imprisonment. After the presidential election in 2006, 

protests against alleged election fraud took place in Minsk. The police stamped down the 

uprising and arrested over one thousand people including one of the opposition 

candidates.  
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"The vandals and hooligans lost their human face. They simply turned into beasts." 218 

- Lukashenka responding to the riots after the presidential elections 2010 

In the run-up to the presidential election 2010, Lukashenka released a presidential decree 

to significantly restrict free speech in the Internet. After the elections, the police broke up 

protests of approximately 30,000 people against rigged presidential elections in Minsk. 

Seven of the nine opposition members were arrested and many were beaten and tortured. 

Four of the candidates were sentenced to prison terms. More than one thousand 

demonstrators were arrested and the police searched offices and apartments of opposition 

parties, human rights organisations, newspapers, journalists, politicians, and members of 

non-governmental organisations.219, 220 The violent crackdowns of 2010 brought about a 

global outcry and severely damaged the relations to the EU, which imposed sanctions as 

a consequence.  

 

4.3.3 EU-Belarus Relations 

Following the events illustrated above, the alienation of Belarus from the EU continued. 

After the 2004 election and referendum, the European Parliament concluded that the 

Belarusian authorities failed to ensure free and fair elections and the referendum broke 

the democratic principle of the balance of power. As a consequence, the elected 

parliament did not possess a true democratic mandate. The Parliament also condemned 

the violent use of force on students, opposition, journalists, and demonstrators, calling the 

Council to decide on a set of targeted sanctions against members of the Belarusian regime 

responsible for the election frauds.221 The EU High Representative, Catherine Ashton, 

made a statement demanding the immediate release of over 600 demonstrators and 

deplored the use of violence against them. She added: “Taken together, the elections and 

their aftermath represent an unfortunate step backwards in the development of democratic 
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governance and respect for human rights in Belarus.”222 As a response to the manipulated 

elections and the severe human rights violations, the ambassadors of the EU member 

states boycotted the inauguration of Lukashenka in 2011.223  

The EU imposed first sanctions in 2004, in response to the disappearance of four political 

activists in 1999 and 2000. The Council implemented a number of sanctions targeted 

against individuals allegedly responsible for the failed investigations.224 In 2006 and 

2010, the EU adopted further measures to address undemocratic elections as well as grave 

human rights violations. The EU imposed travel bans against Lukashenka and other high 

ranked regime members, asset freezes and an embargo on arms and related material to 

target those responsible for human rights violations and violations of electoral standards. 

The initial list of targeted individuals and organisations was extended and amended over 

time, which covered more than 170 individuals and three state-owned organisations.225 

226 The sanctions imposed by the EU were heavily criticised by the CIS, and Executive 

Secretary Sergei Lebedev called the sanctions illogical and groundless. He emphasised 

the Belarus constructive role in the Ukraine-related peace talks in Minsk.227  

The sanctions imposed on Belarus aim at coercing Lukashenka to change the state’s 

human rights situation. The targeted sanctions on certain individuals and entities are 

unlikely to bring about the desired change. However, the sanctions emphasise the 

condemnation of the human rights violations and the readiness of the EU to act. In 2008, 

the EU opened a delegation in Minks to improve contacts with Belarus and to raise 

awareness about the EU and the EaP.228 and started a “policy of critical engagement” 
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toward Belarus. Alongside sanctions on individuals responsible for violation of human 

rights and electoral standards, the EU offered a technical dialogue and negotiations of 

visa facilitation and support for the civil society. In 2009, Belarus was incorporated into 

the EaP, and a dialogue on human rights was launched. The EaP pursues the outreach and 

inclusion of the civil society. Also, it intends to improve understanding and credibility of 

the EU among citizens across the EaP.229 This illustrates the dual track diplomacy of the 

EU to improve the human rights in Belarus, endeavouring to isolate the regime while 

supporting the civil society.230 

 

4.4 2010-2015: Sanctions, Peaceful Elections, and Release of Political Prisoners 

After the violation of electoral standards in the 2010 presidential election and the 

subsequent violent crackdown on protesters and the imprisonment of opposition 

members, EU-Belarus relations hit rock bottom. The EU imposed restrictive measures 

against a number of Belarusian regime members to reflect growing discontent over the 

developments in Belarus and its severe human rights violations. In this section, the 

developments after the crucial events of 2010 will be evaluated.  

 

4.4.1 Political Situation 

In the parliamentary elections 2012, again no opposition members made it into the 

chamber. During the election, the opposition showed to be highly divided, while several 

popular opposition members were still imprisoned and independent journalists were 

detained. The balance of power between president and parliament was described to be 

similar to the North Korean and Chinese system.231 The Belarusian proved to be loyal to 

Lukashenka and strengthened his position. The OSCE criticised the lack of transparency 

and the censorship of the state media describing the elections as neither fair nor free.  

In the previous sections, several elections have been analysed, and a pattern is easily 

detected: the rights of the opposition parties were limited, as their central figures would 

be detained. The campaigning was biased as independent journalists were forbidden to 
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enter the state or were detained. The vote-counting process was opaque and electoral 

observers were excluded. Lukashenka and his regime were the predetermined winners, 

and protests were violently dissolved.  

However, in 2015 the campaign was different. The Ukraine crisis had an impact on the 

Belarusian people, which questioned the purpose of political protest and leaned towards 

Russia. A majority supported the actions of Russia in Ukraine, while the pro-European 

shrank. Independence became a main topic during the campaigning, and Lukashenka 

picked the slogan “For the Future of Independent Belarus.” He exploited the fear of chaos 

and bloodshed seen during the uprisings in Ukraine.232 Lukashenka won his fifth term in 

office with more than 83%. The OSCE noted some improvements and the peaceful 

campaign and election day. However, it stressed Belarus still has a long way to meet 

international electoral standards.233 Just a few hundred-people demonstrated against the 

results, but unsurprisingly they were much more silenced than five years before as riot 

police brutally dispersed the protests. However, the release of six political prisoners 

before the election made the EU reconsider its sanctions on the regime.234  

 

4.4.2 Development of Human Rights Situation 

In 2011, demonstrators who questioned the legitimacy of the presidential election 2010 

went on trial in Minsk, and more than 50 people were sentenced for engaging in mass 

disorder. During a silent protest against this verdict, more than 1500 demonstrators were 

arrested. The regime passed a number of amendments to laws to further restrict freedom 

of assembly, association, and speech. Furthermore, the definition of high treason was 

significantly expanded. This led to the apprehension of a leader of a human rights 

organisation for receiving funding from abroad to run the organisation. Human rights 

organisations and the EU demanded his release. He was released early in 2014. Several 

other human rights defenders and civil society activists are banned from leaving Belarus. 
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A number of journalists, photographers, actors, and human rights activists are 

continuously prosecuted and detained.235  

A fundamental change was the release of six political prisoners prior to the elections. Just 

two months before the elections, the state news agency BelTA reported that “based on 

the principle of humanism”, President Lukashenka decided to release six political 

prisoners.236 This was widely welcomed and seen as a positive development, although 

human rights organisations stressed that there was a chance that the released prisoner’s 

rights would still be curtailed by the regime. In the aftermath of the presidential elections, 

neither a large number of protests nor violent crackdowns took place.  

 

4.4.3 EU-Belarus Relations 

After 2010, the EU gradually expanded and extended the sanctions as their demands have 

not been met and political prisoners have not been released. In 2012, the EU extended the 

sanctions as Minsk failed to improve the human rights record in Belarus. However, during 

the extension negotiations, Slovenia tried to block a new round of sanctions against 

Belarus, due to economic ties with the country. Also, Latvia was opposing the sanctions 

for the reason that they might negatively impact Latvian trade with Belarus.237  The 

resistance was finally overcome, but the effectiveness of EU sanctions has been widely 

challenged as being ineffective. Belarusian Foreign Minister Sergey Martynov underlined 

that EU sanctions had proven “absolute ineffectiveness” in the last decades.238 However, 

according to Giumelli, the impact of the EU sanctions on Belarus has been proportionate 

to their targeted character. As they target a limited number of entities and individuals, 

only a few listed companies and individuals are affected. The EU did not list the main 

Belarusian exports to EU markets, and consequently did not significantly harm the 

Belarusian economy and trade.239   
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On the other hand, the EU has taken efforts to improve the relations with Belarus within 

the Eastern Partnership. In 2012, the European Commission initiated the “European 

dialogue on modernisation with Belarusian society” with the Belarusian social 

representatives and members of the opposition parties. The goals were to exchange views 

on necessary reforms for the modernisation of Belarus and the potential improvement of 

relations with the EU. The Belarusian government was invited to participate, but the 

presence of the political opponents prevented a participation.240 Furthermore, in 2014 the 

EU and Belarus started to negotiate visa facilitation to benefit the population at large. 

Enabling citizens to move around Europe is a key component of the EaP, and in 2016, the 

Mobility Partnership was signed.241 Other concrete examples for EaP programmes are 

environmental projects like waste sorting stations in Belarusian cities and the construction 

of wind turbines. 242  This is consistent with the EU’s dual track policy to sanction 

individuals responsible for human rights violation while encouraging support and closer 

cooperation with the civil society.243 

Taking account of the release of the six prisoners and the comparably peaceful elections, 

the EU decided to lift the sanctions against 170 people and three companies. However, 

the arms embargo and the sanctions against four people connected to the unresolved 

disappearances in 1999 and 2000 were not lifted. According to the EU, the decision was 

taken in response to the release of all six political prisoners in August 2015, and the 

improvement of EU-Belarus relations.244  

 

4.5 After 2015: Lifted Sanctions, Improving Relations, and current Developments 

The removal of sanctions reflects the improved EU-Belarus relations. The EU had 

repeatedly called for the release of the political prisoners, while encouraging further 
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positive development.245  In this section, the reactions on the lifted sanctions will be 

elaborated as well as current developments in EU-Belarus relations, especially the EaP.  

 

4.5.1 Lifted Sanctions and Reactions  

The end of sanctions was widely welcomed by high-ranked Belarusian politicians. 

President Lukashenka stated: “It is a very good move, the European Union realized that 

it is time to abandon this bloc thinking and stop the confrontation with Belarus. They have 

made the decision that absolutely satisfies us.”246 Also Dmitry Mironchik, Press Secretary 

of the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, welcomed the decision and emphasised 

hope for constructive dialogue and closer future cooperation.247 Belarusian Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, Vladimir Makei stated that “Europe starts to realize that Belarus is a 

donor of stability and security, not a troublemaker,” and added that the history of EU-

Belarus relations showed that sanctions have never led to success,” anticipating to 

improve trade and economic relations. 248  Similarly, the EU declared this step as a 

significant progress, and EU High Representative Mogherini emphasised the constructive 

role of Belarus in the region serving as a host of the Minsk Summits regarding the Ukraine 

conflict.249 Nevertheless, she admitted that the human rights situation in Belarus "[...] is 

clearly not a rosy or a perfect picture".250  

 

In addition, the lifting of the sanctions has led to criticism from several human rights 

institutions. The human rights organisation Freedom House responded to the lifting with 

a statement saying, “The EU is unaccountably rewarding Aliaksandr Lukashenka by 

ending sanctions imposed on Belarus without the government having made any 
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meaningful improvements in its abysmal human rights record”.251 Although there were 

no violent crackdowns on demonstrators in the 2015 presidential election, they did not 

contribute to the overall improvement of the human rights situation. The UN Special 

Rapporteur on the Situation on Human Rights in Belarus, Miklós Haraszti, announced in 

a public statement a few months after the elections that "Unfortunately, the dismal state 

of human rights has remained unchanged in the country” and “During the last four 

months, no changes have been initiated in Belarus to alter the oppressive laws and 

practices, while numerous cases of new violations of basic rights have emerged”.252 

Another sign that the human rights situation did not improve significantly is the 

continuous practice of the death penalty. Just a few months after the sanctions were lifted, 

Belarusian authorities executed Sergey Ivanov, who was found guilty of murder, in April 

2016. Haraszti said "I am appalled by reports of the recent execution of Sergey Ivanov by 

the Belarusian authorities".253 and declared that "The news testifies to the lack of progress 

on the human rights situation in Belarus".254  

Jörg Forbrig, a transatlantic fellow for Central and Eastern Europe and director of the 

Fund for Belarus Democracy, said in an interview that, by lifting the sanctions, the EU 

would accept Lukashenka's terms of engagement, and that it is not in Belarus’ interest to 

materialise deeper integration with Europe, but superficial cooperation on a technical and 

economical level. The process of lifting sanctions bespeaks the dishonest nature of the 

EU policy on Belarus.255  

The geopolitics of Belarus is another rationale for the lifting. Forbrig compared the 

situation of Belarus with the situation of Ukraine in regard to the continuing interventions 

of Russia. The ongoing political instability and the intervention of Russia in the region 

render Belarus seemingly to be "the only island of stability in the region".256 Forbrig 
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criticises that the lifting of the sanctions might hinder further positive progress by saying 

that "[t]his is our identity, if it wasn’t for these values the EU would be nothing more than 

any other free-trade zone in the world. If we so easily abandon these principles in the face 

of Belarus, how are we going to hold them up on Russia?".257  

In September 2016, the parliamentary elections took place, but the OSCE still criticised 

the lack of visibility of the opposition campaign, a considerable number of irregularities, 

and a possibility of fraud. Two opposition members won seats, which was seen as a sign 

of some progress. However, there was some critique that these two candidates have been 

appointed to appease the West.258 Lukashenka stated in February 2017 that Belarus would 

be ready to put a moratorium on the death penalty given a majority of public support. He 

also stressed that the issue of the death penalty is often politicised and noted “I often tell 

Europeans: Let's start with America. Will you force them to abolish the death penalty? 

Or others from whom you take money, shake hands with? Let's start with them. These are 

double standards.”259 However, even if another referendum on the death penalty was held, 

an abolition would be unlikely. According to a survey of the Belarusian Helsinki 

Committee, 64% of Belarusians support the death penalty. Nevertheless, this number is 

significantly lower than the 80% who voted in favour of capital punishment in the 

referendum in 1996.260   

Also, the annual reports of Freedom House, Human Rights Watch, and Amnesty 

International do not find any improvement in the human rights situation in Belarus and 

criticise the EU for strengthening the relationship with Belarus despite a lack of palpable 

human rights improvement.261 The release of the six political prisoners was not seen as a 

fundamental change which justifies the lifting of the sanctions. The aforementioned 

statements reveal the challenges the EU is facing as elaborated in Chapter 3.4. 

Inconsistencies and double standards raise doubts about the credibility of EU external 

human rights policies and about the effectiveness of sanctions. Nevertheless, sanctions 
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play a crucial role within the dual-track strategy of the EU. They give the EU the 

flexibility to address positive and negative decisions of Lukashenka’s regime as shown 

in the previous sections. Therefore, sanctions should not be seen as the only option but 

have to be incorporated within the wider strategy of the EU. Designed to bring about 

change in the human rights situation in Belarus, this multifaceted strategy includes using 

restrictive measures to isolate the elite and improving the relations with the civil society 

of Belarus.262 

 

4.5.2 EU-Belarus Relations and the Eastern Partnership  

The lifting of the sanctions removed a major obstacle for improving EU-Belarus relations. 

The EU introduced a variety of policies to improve the relationship. Other than 

diplomacy, the EU promotes regional cooperation through the Eastern Partnership 

programme. A resolution of the European Parliament claimed that the Eastern Partnership 

has not reaped success in diplomacy, given the fact that violations of electoral standards 

and human rights persist in Belarus.263 However, the programmes within the EaP are seen 

as an effective method to engage with Belarus.264 The Belarusian government regularly 

applies for EU assistance within the EaP and several projects which brought about some 

noticeable results. In 2016, the EU published the working document ‘Eastern Partnership 

– focusing on key priorities and deliverables’. It lists 20 key deliverables to be reached 

until 2020, including economic development, strengthening institutions, energy, and 

people-to-people contacts. Belarus and the EU are involved in 48 regional projects of the 

EaP to improve the standard of living, economic growth, healthcare, and environment 

sustainability. The EU fundamentally increased its effort after lifting the sanctions by 

doubling the assistance package from 14.5 million EUR in 2015 to 29 million EUR in 

2016. Despite these efforts, the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement has not been 

ratified until today. This would provide a legislative and institutional framework to 

guarantee sustainable diplomatic contacts necessary to further enhance EU-Belarus 

relations.265  
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However, the question remains whether the EaP’s goals to reach out to Belarusian civil 

society and to increase understanding and credibility of the EU among Belarusian citizens 

have been successful. The Brussels based Office for Democratic Belarus [ODB] releases 

periodical surveys about perceptions, preferences, and values Belarusians bring to the 

EU, and the Eurasian Economic Union [EEU] in order to initiate a constructive debate 

about Belarus between these two organisations. Also, the Belarus-wide representative 

study was undertaken in reference to previous surveys conducted in 2009 and 2013 for a 

comparative purpose. The sampling involved 1000 respondents from all over Belarus.266 

The national values survey “Belarus between the European Union and the Eurasian 

Economic Union” is divided into three thematic blocks: (1) EU-Belarus relations under 

the EaP, (2) Belarus values and normative associations, and (3) Geopolitics.  

In block (1), respondents were asked about their perceptions, interests, and expectations. 

The EU-Belarus relations are seen as stable and prospering with regard to common 

economic, political and security interests. Two thirds of the respondents would welcome 

a new paradigm for relations with the EU, prioritising trade relations (48%), visa 

liberalisation and financial aid (20%). Only 8% indicate that Belarus could benefit from 

the EU’s experience of democracy and good governance. The left figure below illustrates 

the growing interest of respondents in the EU and EU-Belarus relations. The interest in 

EU affairs grew almost twofold since 2009 to currently 65%. Also, the interest in EU-

Belarus relations grew from 48% in 2009 to 70% in 2016.  

Furthermore, in the figure on the right, a rising public knowledge and perception of the 

EU can be observed. The familiarity with the EaP initiative is now at 60% which 

increased three times since 2009. A majority of the respondents sees the relationship with 

the EU as very positive, and, around one third, highlights the improving nature of the 

relations.  

                                                           
266 Office for Democratic Belarus, ‘Belarus between EU and EEU: Perceptions, Preferences, Values’, 
Office for Democratic Belarus, 7 April 2016, https://odb-office.eu/expertise_/research/belarus-between-

eu-and-eeu-perceptions-preferences-values. 



 

 

52 
 

  

 

 

Figure 6: Development of Interest 

in the EU and Interest in EU-

Belarus Relations 

(Source: ODB267) 

Figure 7: Changes in Public Knowledge and 

Perceptions of the EU 

(Source: ODB268) 

  

Secondly, in the block which asks about values and normative associations, the EEU is 

perceived as a mix of liberal and socialist values while the EU as a model of liberal 

democracy. According to the survey, the EEU is closer to the “hearts and minds” of the 

Belarusians. For Belarusians, trade and economic development are priorities in the 

relationship with the EU and the EEU, but more cooperation opportunities are seen with 

the EEU. Furthermore, the EU is associated with values of market economy (48%), 

democracy (42%), economic prosperity (31%), human rights (29%), and personal 

freedoms (27%). The outcome is very similar to the responses of 2009 and 2013, which 

suggests the stance on the EU has not changed substantially. 

Thirdly, concerning geopolitics in block (3), both partners are seen as strategically 

important for Belarus. However, twice as many respondents consider the EEU as their 

principal partner compared to the EU. The EEU enjoys a much higher support for 

cooperation from Belarusians, but this endorsement is declining. The survey concludes 

that the respondents are increasingly split between the EU and the EEU. Nevertheless, a 

majority of 50% believes that a partnership with Russia and the EEU is far more beneficial 

for Belarus, compared to 11% preferring a partnership with the EU.  
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Concisely, Belarusians generally view the EU as a positive partner. A growing number 

of Belarusians is interested in relations with the EU and shows greater knowledge of the 

EU, its policies, and values. Nevertheless, the vast majority of Belarusians prefer a closer 

cooperation with the EEU and Russia. However, this number has been decreasing over 

the last years. It is farcical to think that the Belarusian perception about the EU can be 

changed overnight. This is why the EU needs to develop and carry out strategies that will 

gradually alter the perception on itself in Belarus. In this effort, the Mobility Partnership 

signed in 2016 reinforces the objective of the EaP to enable people to move around 

Europe and promote people-to-people contacts.269 Based on the study of the ODB, this 

EU’s effort to reach out to the population seems to work positively in Belarus. This means 

that the EU’s and the EaP’s popularity is on the rise, and the interest of the Belarusians 

in stronger EU-Belarus relations is growing.270 It consequently substantiates that the EU 

has been utilising its soft power strategically to obtain certain long-term goals. 

Given all the information provided throughout this chapter, it can be deduced that hard 

and soft power have to work in tandem to maximise the efficiency of the EU’s human 

rights policies. This offers the following analysis: combined with hard power policies, 

such as economic sanctions, the EU’s soft power has the synergy effect in the institution’s 

human rights policies. Sanctions on individuals and entities responsible for human rights 

violations can be imposed promptly. Also, they can trigger some immediate reactions 

from the targets. Nevertheless, in the long run, sanctions will not make the EU more 

attractive to Belarus and its people. This requires the long-term strategy of the EU to 

foster an amiable relationship with the Belarusian population. This is why the EaP matters 

to materialise the EU’s long-term goals. Also, due to the capricious nature of the 

Lukashenka regime, the EU needs to be flexible enough to react to the positive and 

negative developments of the human rights situation in Belarus by using its hard and soft 

power in a balanced, or “smart” way.  

However, the mere use of both hard and soft power does not qualify the EU as a smart 

power. The complementary and effective combination of both powers is what Nye defines 

as a smart power. In case of the EU’s human rights policies on Belarus, it is the 

complementary use of hard and soft power that makes the EU a smart power.271 The 
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targeted and flexible sanctions aim to achieve a short-term success while the EaP 

programme strives to gradually change the perception of the Belarusian public on the EU 

and the issue of human rights in the long run. This dual-track policy anticipates the 

eventual change in the human rights scene of Belarus. Therefore, the EU’s human rights 

policy towards Belarus can be considered smart on the grounds that it uses strategically 

and flexibly hard and soft power to achieve short- and long-term goals. 

In sum, this chapter has demonstrated that Belarus is a country with a weak identity. After 

the dissolution of the USSR, Belarus became independent, but the Soviet ideology 

remained. After a short phase of democratisation and liberalisation, Lukashenka turned 

Belarus into an electoral authoritarian regime. Because of the underlying social contract, 

he has been allowed to limit human rights in exchange for relative political stability. 

Given its stance on capital punishment and human rights infringement, Belarus merits its 

reputation as “Europe’s last dictatorship”. So, the EU’s sanctions on Belarus are somehow 

axiomatic and have been expanded and revised over time to address positive and negative 

changes in Belarus. A comparably peaceful presidential election and the release of 

political prisoners led to the lifting of most of sanctions in 2016. Within the EaP, 

programmes have been launched to give momentum to this improvement. Numerous 

regional projects and initiatives on human development, social development, education, 

and environment have brought commendable results. As a result, the popularity and 

domestic interest in the EaP, and the EU grow while those of Russia are declining. 

However, the question still remains whether the human rights situation in Belarus has 

been improved to the point where it merits international attention. As recent as in May 

2017, another execution has taken place in Belarus.272 Human Rights organisations have 

vocally criticised this stagnation, if not regression, of Belarus’ human rights situation. 

This illuminates that the influence of the EU is somehow limited, even though the EU 

claims that “tangible steps taken by Belarus to respect universal freedoms, rule of law and 

human rights will remain key for the shaping of the EU's future policy towards 

Belarus.”273  
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5. Conclusion  

This thesis has delved into the question as to whether the EU acts as a smart power in 

regard to its human rights policy towards Belarus. Joseph Nye’s concept of soft, hard, and 

smart power provides useful insight into the EU’s strategic balance between hard and soft 

power to uphold the sanctity of human rights. Here, only the complementary, reinforcing 

use of both powers is tantamount to Nye’s conceptualisation of smart power, the term 

which gained wider currency in the era of globalisation. In order to investigate the EU’s 

smart power in real life, this thesis unfolds the development of the EU-Belarus relations 

in chronological sequence. Since its independence, Belarus has demonstrated a 

conspicuous disregard for human rights, living up to its reputation as a human rights black 

hole in Europe. In the face of severe criticism from the EU, human rights infringement is 

still rampant in Belarus. Regardless of the global-scale denunciation, the country under 

President Lukashenka has insisted that human rights are an explicitly domestic matter. In 

fact, this has been generally tolerated by the general public because of the underlying, 

unspoken social contract between the regime and the population. However, due to the 

current economic downturn, this contract seems to be at stake.  

In addition, the thesis illustrates the efforts of the EU to address human rights violations 

in Belarus and to assist the amelioration of the situation. In lieu of the derivative 

bifurcation between hard and soft power, the thesis lays its focus on the organic, 

complementary unity of the powers that the EU possesses and employs to accomplish its 

objectives. Over the course of the last decade, several sanctions have been imposed only 

on a number of key Belarusian figures and entities that are responsible for human rights 

violations. This intends to minimise the sanctions’ impact on the general population while 

delivering a strong, symbolic message to the country. Along with this effort, the EU has 

introduced the EaP programme to maintain dialogue with the ordinary citizens of Belarus. 

Through this programme, the EU promotes the value of European solidarity and 

emphasises the role of Belarus as a responsible component of the global community. It is 

anticipated that the programme will alter the way that the Belarusian sees the EU and the 

issue of human rights in the future. This sheds light on the EU’s balanced, or “smart”, 

way of using hard and soft power in the institution’s external relations. Since sanctions –

hard power- and the EaP programme –soft power- are complementary, the EU’s approach 

to the human rights situation in Belarus can be viewed as a smart power. 
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However, this thesis by no means argues that the EU always acts as a smart power in its 

external human rights policies. Also, it should not be understood that sanctions and the 

EaP programmes take precedence over all other measures. Thus, the role of the EU as a 

smart power has to be answered on a case by case basis. The EU’s hard and soft power 

are fairly catholic, and different circumstances require different measures. However, due 

to the spatial limit, they cannot be enumerated. Therefore, more research has to be 

conducted to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the hard and soft power that the 

EU has and to see if they are consistently used in a smart way to achieve certain goals in 

its external relations.  
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