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Knut Laurits Karlsen Wollum 

 

Abstract 
 

It has been written extensively on the EU’s evolving role in the global economy. A mere 

numeric analysis tells the story about the world’s greatest economic actor that continuously 

grows in both scope and magnitude. However, due to an increased politicisation of global 

economic interactions, the matter is not that simple. Scholars agree that the USA, since the end 

of the Cold War, has been the preeminent actor, arranging, facilitating and maintaining the 

liberalisation of the global economy. Amongst these scholars, there is a consensus that the EU 

has developed its position within the framework for which the USA has pioneered and provided. 

The question is what happens when the USA withdraws from its global commitments and runs 

a policy counter to fundamental European interests and values? Through a detailed investigation 

of the European efforts to counter the American withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan 

of Action and the reactions from the number of actors affected, I capture the extent to which 

the EU arrives at operating credibly and autonomously of the USA on an issue of strategic 

interest. My conclusion is that the EU’s agency in global affairs is restricted by the American 

position in the increasingly politicised economy. It becomes apparent that the institutional and 

structural framework within which the EU operates limits the Union’s ability to consolidate its 

position in global affairs through economic means.   
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Introduction 
 

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action and the American withdrawal  

 

The completion and signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, also referred to as the 

‘JCPOA’, ‘the Iran nuclear-deal’ or simply ‘the Iran-deal’, in July 2015 and its implementation 

in January 2016 was the result of a decade long effort by the High Representative of the EU for 

Foreign Affairs and Security Policy facilitating and coordinating the diplomatic efforts between 

China, France, Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom, the United States and the EU on the 

lifting of nuclear-related sanctions on Iran. The purpose is to make it attractive for Iran to scale 

down its possession of radioactive material and nuclear weapons, and the carrot is economic 

recovery as the commitments of the signatories include the lifting of the nuclear-related 

embargo. The JCPOA has earned a place as nothing less than a diplomatic success, and 

represents one of few success stories of the Union’s common foreign policy. Market movements 

show that the implementation of the deal has had the intentional consequences as large global 

corporations have made sizable investments in Iran. Both the EU and Iran has gained financially 

from the agreement, and the EU has also won an important political and diplomatic success 

from the implementation of the deal. 

 

On the 8th of May 2018, President Donald Trump withdrew the USA from the Iran nuclear deal. 

Simultaneously, he reintroduced the sanctions against the Islamic Republic and against any 

country or company trading with Iran, so-called secondary sanctions. Presented to President 

Trump’s statement on the US’ Iran Strategy, the Heads of State and Government of France, 

Germany and the United Kingdom, Prime Minister Theresa May; Chancellor Angela Merkel; 

and President Emmanuel Macron, declared their unconditional support for the JCPOA (Prime 

Minister’s Office, 2017). Followingly, the EU, spearheaded by the EU3 (UK, France and 

Germany), has pioneered efforts to avert a complete economic isolation of Iran through the 

protection of the Iran nuclear deal. These initiatives include the amendment of the 1996 

Blocking Statute (European Commission, 2018) and the establishment of an independent 

financial vehicle (referred to as the special purpose vehicle – SPV) outside the reach of the 

American sanctions. The EU is determined to secure the Iran nuclear deal and the beneficial 

implications which derive therefrom. 
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Research question and motivation 
 

Following President Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Iran-deal, the United Nations’ 

Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs states that the JCPOA is at crossroads (United 

Nations, 2018). I believe that the implications of the current case open up a discussion, more 

profound than the future of the Iran nuclear deal, on the structural conditions underlying the 

global economy. The American pullback might be regarded as reluctance to safeguard and lead 

the multilateral and liberalised global economy. It is probable that the American turn will have 

consequences for economic actors operating within the framework that the USA has pioneered. 

My focus will be the EU and to what extent its global agency is affected by the American 

unilateral and protectionist turn, exemplified by the withdrawal from the JCPOA, and how the 

Union’s own efforts to preserve the deal mirror the European agency in global affairs.  

 

 

The research question that will guide the analysis and the following discussion is:  

 

“How does the American withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action and the 

EU’s attempts to preserve it, affect the EU’s standing as a global economic actor?”. 

 

 

I consider the contribution of this thesis for the field of study and the motivations behind the 

choice of my topic twofold. Firstly, I believe that a central discussion that this case shed light 

on is the consequences of the American pullback from its global commitments for the 

organisation of the global political economy. It raises questions on whether we are witnessing 

the end of the era of American leadership in the global economy and whether the global 

economy requires a hegemon in order to function. The second, and related, discussion concerns 

the EU and to what extent its agency is restricted due to the American withdrawal. This 

argument builds on the assumption that the U.S. provides the structural conditions necessary in 

order for the global economy to function. The American withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal 

and the consequent demonstration of a pullback from its global commitments is an unexpected 

occurrence in international relations and it is the novelty of the case and the ripple effects for 

the global community as a whole that make it interesting from an IR-perspective. If this 

situation of capriciousness in global affairs constitutes the new normal, this study will highlight 

the importance of European efforts to secure an autonomous standing from the USA in global 

affairs in order not to be left powerless.  
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Case-selection  

 

Following the definition by Bennet and George, a case study is a study of a well-defined aspect 

of a historical episode, a phenomenon of specific interest to put it differently (Bennett & 

George, 2005). In this respect, it becomes interesting to ask the question on which historical 

phenomena this particular case shed light. This is relevant in order to determine what general 

mechanisms I can expect to find. I believe that the American withdrawal from the JCPOA 

illustrates that the USA to a larger extent yields the western alliance and follows a unilateral 

and protectionist political orientation. To what extent can we expect that the alteration of the 

American position will have consequences for the appearance and performance of the global 

economy in large? Being the primus inter pares in the global economy, upholding the 

foundation upon which global economic interactions take place, it is probable that its pullback 

will have consequences for other economic actors. 

 

I believe that the current case-study can indicate how the EU’s agency in global affairs, through 

the realm of economic policy, will be affected by the pullback of the USA from its global 

commitments as the provider of the structural conditions for global economic interactions. 

Looking at the European efforts to preserve and strengthen the nuclear deal, I value this case as 

a test of the extent to which the EU can act autonomous of the USA in global economic affairs, 

and, subsequently, implicate the EU’s leverage in political affairs. I believe that I can get a grip 

of the extent to which the relationship between the USA and other actors, let them be states, 

supranational organisations or multilateral cooperative bodies, operating within the same 

framework, is dependent and lopsided. Thus, I consider the current bargain over the Iran nuclear 

deal as a case that demonstrates whether the EU can translate its power in trade into a more 

tangible foreign policy and omit the centrality of the USA in the organising, structuring and 

governing of the global political economy. 

 

Disposition 

 

Turning to the structure of the thesis, I will firstly present the theoretical framework in which I 

will make account for key concepts, present prior research and the main theoretical discussion.  

The prior research I have chosen to focus on treats former crises, which are chosen based on 

their nature. I will focus on how these scholars have portrayed the EU’s agency in cases where 

economic means have been important for the consolidation of the EU’s position in global 
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affairs. The theoretical discussion will combine the writings of Kindleberger and Gilpin, who 

present the hegemonic stability theorem, with scholars who write on the EU’s agency in global 

affairs. Secondly, I will discuss methodological consideration where I also will present my 

analytical framework, intertwining discussions on the reliability and validity of my research. 

This will culminate in an empirical analysis that will focus on the initiatives proposed by the 

EU and the Union’s leeway in the global economy. I will also include an analysis of the political 

contestation between the U.S. and the EU.  

 

Theoretical framework 
 

This theoretical framework will account for the theoretical foundations that support the 

empirical analysis of the thesis. Following my delimitation, the interesting question for this 

theoretical discussion is whether theorists consider it likely that the EU can rise against the 

American decision to restrict its hegemonic leadership. There has been written extensively on 

the American power in the global economy. Similarly, it has been written much on the growing 

European presence and position. Nevertheless, there is still a gap in the literature on the EU’s 

geopolitical stand relative to the USA in times of American pullback. Thus, the main focus of 

this theoretical discussion is whether the EU, in a global context, has the agency to act 

independently of and counter to the USA on an issue where economic means My case actualises 

the theoretical groundwork pioneered by Gilpin and Kindleberger in the 1970s discussing the 

organising and structuring of the global political economy. This theoretical tradition enlaced 

with theorists on the European agency in the global economy, serve as the theoretical backdrop. 

 

Definitions  
 

In order to work with this topic, I consider it important to define certain concepts. These few 

paragraphs will provide the reader with important points of reference when reading the text.  

 

Global political economy 

 

The ‘global political economy’ is the framework within which the interactions, I am interested 

in take place. Robert Gilpin defines the global political economy as “the interaction of the 

market and such powerful actors as states, multinational firms, and international organisations” 

(Gilpin, 2001, p. 18). Thus, the global political economy is the encounter between the different 
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actors operating in the international, liberalised markets and how these encounters affect the 

distribution of power on the world stage.  

 

The Agency of the EU and the USA 

 

Turning to the two main actors involved in the current conflict and their nature on the global 

stage. I will firstly discuss the EU, before looking at the US. I will focus on the actors’ agency 

in questions of an economic nature. The EU is a supranational union that prior to the British 

withdrawal from the Union (Brexit) has twenty-eight member-states. On certain policy areas, 

the EU has the competence to take decisions on behalf of the member states, the most prominent 

example is economic policy. This implies that the Union formally speaks with one voice in 

trade negotiations independently of their nature (Meunier & Nicolaïdis, 2017, p. 212). In the 

absence of a satisfactory common foreign policy, economic policy has become an important 

affirmation of the EU’s standing in global affairs (Gebhard, 2017, p. 124).  

 

Article 188C of the Treaty of Lisbon of 2007 defines the then-newly implemented Common 

commercial policy (CCP) a part of the Union’s common external action. Followingly, it is 

important that the CCP is conducted in the context of the principles and objectives of the 

Union’s external action. This includes measures and aims such as the support of sustainable 

economic, social and environmental development, the integration of all countries into the world 

economy and the progressive abolition of restrictions on international trade. Amongst the EU’s 

aims is also stronger multilateral cooperation (see Title V, Chapter 1, Article 21, 2nd Paragraph, 

letter a to h of the TEU). Being one of the few policy areas where the Union is fully integrated, 

policy proposals founded on the common commercial policy is the EU’s greatest strength in 

international negotiations. This is the reason for why I focus my analysis on how economic 

tools are important for the development of the EU’s geopolitical stand. Defining the EU as a 

power is a difficult task as the different institutional levels and competences are fluctuating, but 

as Verdun argues, even though it is difficult to differentiate between what the EU does as an 

institution, in the narrow sense and what the EU does as the sum of its component parts, the EU 

is an actor that has helped shape the international arena and international interdependence, 

especially in the economic domain (Verdun, 2017, p. 259). 

 

A fundamental difference between the EU and the USA in questions of foreign policy is that 

the US is a federal state, implying that the USA runs a coherent policy on all areas. In terms of 
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power, the US has been described as the preeminent actor on the world stage since the end of 

the Cold War, both in economic, military and political terms. Another key aspect of American 

power is the importance of the American dollar in international trade. Despite the euro’s 

strengthened position over the years, companies worldwide still trade with the dollar as their 

main currency. All these aspects speak in favour of the USA vis-à-vis the EU in the discussion 

on economic tools as proxies for foreign policy.  

 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) 

 

A third group of actors that will become relevant is multinational corporations. Robert Gilpin 

defines the concept ‘Multinational Corporation’ (MNC) as “any business corporation in which 

ownership, management production, and marketing extend over several national jurisdictions” 

(Gilpin, 1976, p. 8). This implies that a multinational corporation is a corporation that invests 

directly in other countries, to have access to a foreign market, to secure foreign sources of 

supply, or to have the benefit of lower-cost production or lower taxes, i.e. the corporation 

established a foreign branch or subsidiary outside the borders of the country where it has its 

registered office for economic profit (Gilpin, 1976, p. 9). These investments have a more 

permanent character than other forms of investments and in that sense create an economic and 

political relationship of a lasting and significant character (Gilpin, 1976, p. 9). In my case I will 

focus on corporations with a European anchoring and analyse their political entrenchment. 

 

Prior research 

 

This section will focus on former crises in the transatlantic relationship. My review question is 

‘What is known about former crises between the USA and the EU following the adoption of an 

American position conflicting with the fundamental values and core interests of the EU?’. I see 

this as an important contribution to the thesis in order to contextualise the current development 

over the Iran-question. The answer to the question of how the American withdrawal from the 

JCPOA and the following dispute between the USA and the EU relates to former quarrels can 

be an indication of its severity and whether one can foresee an alteration of the Union’s role in 

global affairs.  

 

I will focus on three related disputes over controversial legislation similar to the legislation we 

face today. First, the dispute over The Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act, better 
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known, and hereby referred to, as the Helms-Burton Act. Second, the dispute over the Iran-

Libya Sanctions Act, hereby referred to, as the D’Amato Act, was also a major headache for 

the EU and created tensions within the transatlantic relation. The third scenario, that is 

interesting for this prior research chapter is the writings on the European agency following the 

2003 report presented by the International Atomic Energy Agency disclosing Iran’s nuclear 

ambitions for military purposes. I will give a brief introduction to the bone of contention of 

these three cases, discuss the literature written on the topic. In the concluding remarks, I will 

be drawing lines to my case, highlight the perspectives I believe are missing from and discuss 

the knowledge that I have gained from reading and processing the prior research on the topic.   

 

The reason why I have chosen to focus on these cases is that they represent “the EU of today”. 

Examples such as the French withdrawal from NATO in 1966 and the oil crises of the 1970s 

represent Europe of the past, when the European cooperation was at the fountainhead and the 

Cold War to a large extent defined the political leeway of the actors in the transatlantic alliance. 

I believe that by choosing cases that follow the conclusion of the Maastricht Treaty and the 

establishment of the EU, I can compare and draw more legitimate conclusions as the 

institutional and political factors surrounding the crises are more similar. I also believe that 

choosing disputes where economic factors are at the core of the conflict is important for the 

comparison. I am fully aware that important amendments have been made since the conclusion 

of the Maastricht Treaty in 1993, but Maastricht serves as good point of departure.  

 

The dispute over investments in Cuba following the Helms-Burton Act (1996) 

 

The dispute between the USA and the EU over investments in Cuba following the Helms-

Burton Act in 1996 is a case similar to the case that the Union faces today. The European efforts 

to counter the United States’ aggressive strategy over Iran in 2018 are also almost identical to 

the EU’s reaction to the Helms-Burton Act of 1996. Therefore, I consider writings on this issue 

particularly interesting. For the study of European agency in global affairs, this case is of vital 

importance considering that the Union’s efforts to counter the Act were taken into consideration 

in the USA resulting in the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding. Joaquín Roy highlights 

that there are two dimensions of the European response to the implementation of the Helms-

Burton Act in 1996. The first dimension that Roy highlights is the reactions from influential, 

individual member states, showing a remarkable consensus of opposition to the Act. The second 

dimension is the measures taken by the EU as a commune, where Roy argues that the EU 
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opposes U.S. unilateral measures. Adopting the Blocking Statute in November of 1996, the EU 

aimed at countering the sections of the Helms-Burton Act perceived as having extraterritorial 

application (Roy, 2000).  

 

Roy highlights the EU’s threat of formalising its first complaint about the Helms-Burton Act to 

the World Trade Organisation as the weighty reason for the launch of the negotiations 

culminating in the implementation of the Memorandum. In spite of American resistance to the 

European efforts, the EU continued its pressure. By agreeing on the Memorandum, the 

conditions were still favourable to a multilateral nature of the global economy. Thus, Roy’s 

study of the dispute over the Helms-Burton Act between the US and the EU in 1996 is an 

example of process tracing, where the author gains a greater understanding of the mechanisms 

leading up to the implementation of the Memorandum. In that way, Roy provides us with a 

better understanding of the within-case factors that affect the unfolding of the causal process. 

Through his study, it becomes apparent that the European resistance against the Helms Burton 

Act was pioneered by Spain, highlighting the importance of member-states for the Union’s 

external action. 

 

Concluding, Roy argues that an agreement was possible because neither the US nor the EU saw 

Cuba as an actor over which it was worth starting a commercial war. Another important aspect 

in order to reach an agreement on the Understanding was that the result granted both parties a 

sense of success. Giving his prospects for the future, Roy comments that he believes that the 

continued success is dependent upon a policy plan on coordination of the European front, in 

order to avoid U.S. protagonists taking advantage of divisions in the EU. A part of the problem, 

he states, is that the lack of a unified and shared view of the means and ends in the Union’s 

foreign policy make the Union fragile for pressure from external political forces (Roy, 2000) 

 

The dispute over investments in Iran and Libya following the D’Amato Act (1996) 

 

Stefaan Smis and Kim van der Borght make an important contribution to this prior research 

section by studying the aftermath of the D’Amato Act from a juridical standpoint, 

distinguishing them from Roy’s IR-study of the Helms-Burton Act. Smis and van der Borght 

highlight that the implementation of these two acts ended in vocal protests from the business 

community as well as the governments concerned, especially in the EU and Canada (Smis & 

van der Borght, 1999, p. 227). Commenting on the implementation of counteractions from the 
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EU, the two scholars focus on the Memorandum of Understanding between the EU and the US 

as an important agreement in order to avoid a commercial war. 

 

Following the signing of the Memorandum the USA covenanted to make sure that the American 

sanctions should not cover European actors engaging in commercial transactions with Iran 

(Smis & van der Borght, 1999, p. 228). Describing the purpose of the sanctions enforced on 

Iran through the D’Amato Act, Smis and van der Borght states that it was “to induce Iran to 

discontinue its support for international terrorism and its nuclear, chemical, biological and 

missile weapons programs” (Smis & van der Borght, 1999, p. 230). Thus, the rhetoric 

concerning Iran is similar to the rhetoric we witness today over the withdrawal from the JCPOA.  

 

Long-term consequences following the Memorandum of Understanding 

 

As above-mentioned, the EU and the USA signed a Memorandum of Understanding in May 

1998. Not only did the two actors agree on a package relating to the acts, limiting their impact 

on third-parties, such as European corporations and governments, they also agreed on the 

establishment of the Transatlantic Partnership on Political Cooperation, which would facilitate 

and enable cooperation on shared foreign policy goals through economic and political tools. 

The cooperative body had, as its main task, to strengthen political and economic cooperation 

between the EU and the USA on sensitive issues relating to peace, democracy and prosperity. 

The underlying purpose of this cooperative vehicle was to avoid frictions within the 

transatlantic alliance by uniting the actors and their work, and in turn avoid scenarios where the 

international stability was at stake. Neither of the signing entities could, following this 

agreement, impose unilateral economic sanctions  (Smis & van der Borght, 1999, pp. 231–232). 

Discussing the underlying motivations for agreeing on this deal, Smis and van der Borght argue 

that it reflects the desire of both parties to find a political compromise on the controversy 

surrounding the 1996 Acts. The EU took a hard position  in these negotiations and conditioned 

their cooperation on four sensitive and highly politicised issues, all to which the USA yielded 

(Smis & van der Borght, 1999, p. 233).  
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The alteration of positions from 2003 and onwards towards European leadership on the Iran-

question  

 

Following almost a decade of disagreement on issues relating to the American extraterritoriality 

in the implementation of sanction acts, the EU and the USA, following the 2003 report from 

the IAEA confirming the allegations that Tehran was scaling up their nuclear program and 

building facilities designed to produce weapons of mass destruction, to a larger extent, 

coordinated their efforts on the Iran-question (Portela, 2015, p. 7). Despite the rapprochement 

between the USA and the EU, their approaches to the problem was rather different. Where the 

United States continued their isolationist focus, the EU took a leadership role (Portela, 2015, p. 

9). The EU’s efforts in 2003 to manage the Iranian nuclear issue are rightfully considered the 

‘most ambitious and high-profile action taken by the EU in the field of non-proliferation’ (ibid). 

 

This particular development had two important implications for the Union as a world actor. For 

one thing, this represented the first time the EU took a leadership role and an actual position in 

such a sensitive issue. This position became important in preventing the conflict from escalating 

further, and for keeping diplomatic channels open. Thus, the Union operated independently of 

and was able to challenge the USA on a securitised matter. The second novelty was the creation 

of a new format of negotiations for the Union in their CFSP – the EU3, composed of the United 

Kingdom, France and Germany. Portela argues that this creation proved successful, but that it 

also shows the insufficiency of the EU’s toolbox in its efforts to exert agency in global affairs. 

Despite the EU’s focus on negotiations and the promotion of liberal values, the Union resorted 

to sanctions when the conversations with Iran seemed futile, sanctions that proved to be 

effective and their impact on Iran’s economy was considerable (Portela, 2015, pp. 9–10).  

 

Concluding remarks  

 

Summing up my prior research chapter I believe that the European efforts following the 

adoptions of American unilateral and protectionist policies striking Iran in 1996, 2003 and 2018 

have been consistent. The EU’s focus on liberal values, manifested in the TEU substantiates 

this claim. Scholars have also showed how the EU has been able to act independently of and 

counter to the USA on sensitive and securitized issues where economic policy has been actively 

implemented as means of foreign policy. Both in the racket following the implementation of 

the Helms-Burton and D’Amato Acts in 1996, and the negotiations in 2003, the EU actively 
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resisted the USA and in both cases the USA yielded to the European pressure. This can be 

considered a sign of an alteration of the EU’s position vis-à-vis the US, a hierarchical structure 

characterized by the US’ superiority over the EU. One could argue that the EU in these incidents 

stood as an actor independent of, and equally as strong as, the USA. If this is the case, one could 

foresee a similar situation in the dispute over the American withdrawal from the JCPOA and 

followingly a strengthening of Europe’s geopolitical stand relative to the USA, by showing 

vigour on the global stage. Also taking into account the strategic importance of the Iran question 

for the EU, exemplified by the leadership position that the Union took in 2003, one would 

assume that the EU should be able to act equally as autonomous in this conflict. 

 

I believe that my main contribution is a set from a methodological focus on process tracing to 

a wider analysis of the structural conditions upon which the global economy is built, and the 

implications of an American pullback for the organisation of the global economy in general. 

This is captured by looking at a great variety of actors beyond the traditional analysis of the 

political contestation. The studies I have consulted do not explicitly discuss the implications of 

the American position in the global economy for the EU as a global actor, a discussion that I 

consider highly relevant in times where the USA becomes an unpredictable actor, deprioritizing 

its global commitments. The new American Iran-strategy highlights the discussion on the 

importance of an economic hegemon providing the structural conditions for economic 

interactions on the global stage. Questions such as ‘what implications does this American 

withdrawal from its global commitments have for the structural conditions underlying the 

global economy?’ and ‘can we expect that the EU will be able to act as freely with the same 

degree of agency as in the previous cases?’ will be asked based on the theoretical discussion.  

 

Theoretical discussion 

 

Introductory comments 

 

The theoretical discussion will be twofold. Firstly, I will focus on the hegemonic stability thesis 

presented by Robert Gilpin and Charles Kindleberger. This first section will be concluded by a 

discussion on how this theorem is applicable to the analysis of international relations. Secondly, 

I will present the writings of theorists who focus on the EU as a global economic power both 

in and through trade. This second section of the theoretical discussion will serve as an important 

groundwork for analysing the EU’s standing in the global economic hierarchy relative to the 
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US’ hegemonic position. There is a common perception amongst the scholars that the EU not 

is in the position to replace the U.S. and carry out the role that the USA plays in the global 

economic order. This is the presumption upon which the theoretical discussion builds. What 

this thesis will investigate is whether the European agency is restricted by the American 

withdrawal of its support for the liberalised and multilateral character of the global economy or 

if the Union can operate autonomously of the American pullback.  

 

I will conclude the theoretical discussion by arguing that both the pioneers of the hegemonic 

stability theorem and the more recent scholars on the global agency of the EU agree on the 

fundamental assumptions of the hegemonic stability theorem: the USA has been the preeminent 

actor in the global economy, providing for the structural conditions underlying all global 

economic interactions. Other actors in the system, amongst them the EU and multinational 

corporations confirm to the hegemon and develop their position in the global economy within 

the framework, in the shadow and under the protection of American hegemony.  

 

Kindleberger and Gilpin’s two different approaches to the hegemonic stability theorem 

 

The hegemonic stability thesis takes different forms, depending on the focus of the pioneer, but 

the bottom line that all agree on is the importance of a hegemon in order to secure the stability 

of the global economic system. Kindleberger’s main focus is economic. Having his professional 

background from the scholarship of liberal economy, he takes a game-theoretic stand and 

focuses his argument on the logic of collective goods. He considers the multilateral, liberalised 

and stable character of the global economy to be a public good and  argues for the importance 

of an hegemon in order to produce an adequate amount of the public good (Kindleberger, 1981, 

p. 243). His argument is that this is a public good from which all countries and other economic 

actors will benefit, regardless of their contribution to its production.  

 

Kindleberger lists a number of tasks that he considers important for the provision of the public 

good, amongst them are the maintenance of a relatively open market for distress goods; the 

provision of a counter-cyclical long-term lending; the discount in crisis; and the management 

of the structure of foreign exchange rates and the provision of a degree of coordination of 

domestic monetary policies (Kindleberger, 1973, p. 292, 1981, p. 247). His argument is that 

only a hegemon has sufficient power and motivation in order to overcome the free-rider 

problem, and that in the absence of the hegemon, the public good will be underproduced 
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(Kindleberger, 1981, p. 249). The USA is the economic hegemon upon which the system rests 

and in the absence of American advocation of the liberalised character of the global economy, 

the system will collapse. Therefore, the hegemon also considers it in its interest to preserve the 

status quo. For my case in particular, what I can draw from Kindleberger’s argument is that the 

EU is a free rider in a system where the public good is provided by the USA playing the role as 

hegemon, and that global economic interactions are dependent upon this framework that the 

USA creates.  

 

Gilpin on his part focuses more on the implications of global economic international 

interactions for state power and the element of security, a focus that permeates his theoretical 

position. Gilpin’s point of departure is that once in place, the economic hegemon will promote 

liberalisation of the global economy – a public good from which most economic actors will 

profit. Such a liberalisation will therefore rise the absolute level of economic gains. Gilpin’s 

focus on state power implies that if this liberalisation causes an imbalanced economic growth 

disadvantageous for the economic hegemon, the hegemon will withdraw its consent and 

international economic liberalisation will be restricted (Gilpin, 1976, pp. 33–34). Put 

differently, if the relative gains of some economic actors following the liberalisation of the 

global economy threaten the balance of power wherein the economic hegemon is superior or its 

security interests, international economic liberalisation will be restricted.  

 

Another important aspect of Gilpin’s scholarship that I consider relevant for my analysis is how 

he sees trade and investment as echoing the political landscape. Gilpin argues that as the 

political landscape changes, transnational processes of trade and investments have been altered 

simultaneously (Gilpin, 1976, p. 146). Economic actors engage in economic activities within 

an established political system headed by large states who establish rules and mechanisms for 

economic interactions (Gilpin, 2001, p. 24). The rise and success of multinational corporations 

in the modern world is dependent upon a favourable international political environment with a 

dominant power whose economic and security interests favour an open and liberal international 

political environment (Gilpin, 2001, p. 288). Relating this argument to one of his earlier works 

where he discusses alterations of power relations in the international economic sphere, Gilpin 

argues that as long as the status quo of the relation between the hegemonic state and the 

subordinate states in the system is upheld, economic actors will renew their trust and support 

for the hegemonic power (Gilpin, 1976, p. 57). This implies that movements in trade and 

investment internationally can indicate and monitor an alteration of the power relations between 
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the economic hegemon and its subordinate states. The underlying mechanism is that different 

economic actors perceive that their interests lie with a greater assertion of economic 

independence from the economic hegemon. 

 

Drawing some conclusions, I argue that Gilpin’s version of the hegemonic stability thesis 

circles around the security concerns of the hegemonic power, which prevail over economic 

interests, i.e. the security interests of the economic hegemon will be the principal guiding 

international trade and investments. In my case, this would imply that the global business 

community should follow the US policies. Nevertheless, Gilpin argues, these power relations 

between the hegemonic state and its subordinates can be altered over time if one or several of 

the subordinates start to grow independently of the economic hegemon and perceive the 

hegemon as inadequate for the protection of their growth. Such a development can, according 

to Gilpin’s studies, be expressed by looking at economic actors and their business strategies 

and whether these actors support the economic hegemon or the growing subordinate states.  

 

Comparing Gilpin’s and Kindleberger’s approaches to the hegemonic stability theorem, I 

believe that the main argument of the hegemonic stability theorem that both Kindleberger and 

Gilpin can agree on is that international economic openness, stability and, consequently, 

economic prosperity and growth, are most likely when there is a single dominant state arranging 

and facilitating the liberalisation of the global economy. What I consider the main difference, 

on the other hand, is what the two scholars consider as the public good. Kindleberger focuses 

on the international liberal economic order. His argument builds on the economic presumption 

that markets are unstable and in need of management. Only a hegemon can provide this 

management. The underlying condition that such an interpretation requires is power-asymmetry 

in the system, and that the hegemon in the system voluntarily needs to sacrifice its own interests 

for the interests of the international community. In this respect, his stand breaks with the realist 

tradition as it cuts the link between the hegemon’s power, interests and behaviour. For the 

analysis of my case, Kindleberger’s main argument implies that the interactions in the global 

political economy will be restricted if the USA withdraws its support for the multilateral and 

liberalised global economic order as the markets turn unstable. 

 

Gilpin, on the other hand, in the better part of his research, considers the international order and 

preservation of security as the main public good. Thus, Gilpin’s version of the hegemonic 

stability theorem lies closer to the traditional realist assumption as he considers the inherent 
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power of the actors as vital for the organisation of the global economy. Gilpin’s precondition is 

that the hegemon will continually assess whether it is in its interests to take on this leading role 

in the global economy based on their security and foreign policy concerns. For my analysis, 

this argument should indicate that the American security interests prevail over the economic 

interests of the global community. Prolonging this argument, I argue that an American unilateral 

and protectionist turn, exemplified by the withdrawal from the JCPOA, is a manifestation of 

the American power rather than its decline. Following this school of thought, I argue that the 

American unilateral decision to withdraw from the Iran nuclear deal is a result of an internal 

ponderation where the US administration has arrived at the conclusion that the current actions 

are in accordance with its foreign and security interests. Gilpin’s arguments imply that the 

actors operating within this American dominated system will see it as their interest to take 

cognizance of the American decision. Summing up the preceding discussions, I argue that 

Gilpin’s version of the hegemonic stability theorem foresees a causal relationship where the 

distribution of power is the basic independent variable that can describe the character of the 

international economic system. 

 

Europe’s position in the American dominated global economy 

 

Turning to the discussion on Europe’s geopolitical stand, I believe that it is important to clarify 

what this discussion mainly is about. This is neither a theoretical discussion on the implications 

of an American power in decline, nor on renewed security interests. Rather it is a discussion on 

the European agency in a situation where the USA pulls back from its global commitments and 

is reluctant to play the role as economic hegemon in global economic affairs, providing for a 

secure, stable and liberalised global economy. Ending the previous section of this theoretical 

discussion on the note that Gilpin foresees that the actors operating within the American 

dominated system will see it in their interest to follow the American policy, opens up the 

discussion on the European standing. Consulting scholars on the EU as a foreign policy power 

through economic means, I believe that I can get a perception of whether the EU can consolidate 

its position in global affairs. In this context, Amy Verdun, Sophie Meunier, Björn Fägersten 

and Kalypso Nicolaïdis are important scholars.  

 

My theoretical discussion on the EU as a power in global affairs takes Meunier and Nicolaïdis’ 

statement on the nature of the EU as a power on the world stage as its point of departure. The 

two authors argue that the EU is a power in global affairs, but that the EU, “partly by design, 
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partly by necessity” approaches the concept of power differently from for example the USA. 

The EU sees itself “as a civilian and a normative power, apt at using non-military tools to 

achieve its goals in the rest of the world” (Meunier & Nicolaïdis, 2017, pp. 210–211). By non-

military tools the two authors mainly refer to the tools the EU holds as the largest single 

economic actor globally. Economic tools are also, as previously stated, the EU’s main tools for 

exercising pressure over third-countries. In that respect, the internal market works both as carrot 

and stick in negotiations, as the internal market attracts the outside world both for possibilities 

and the fear of being excluded (Meunier & Nicolaïdis, 2017, p. 211). One can argue that the 

EU has politicised the economic sphere in order to have an action point in global affairs and a 

strong bargaining counter.  

 

The Union’s dominance in sheer numbers and the size of its single market has enabled the 

Union to become a serious and sought-after actor, a position that the EU gradually has translated 

into influential force over global affairs. Despite the increased role of the EU in global affairs, 

Meunier and Nicolaïdis argue that the EU has focused on the promotion of the Union’s interests 

within the existing structural framework, rather than to uphold the value of multilateralism as a 

public good (Meunier & Nicolaïdis, 2017, p. 222). Such an argument contradicts the EU’s own 

statements as the Union presents itself as a champion of multilateralism (ibid). Following up 

on this argument, the two scholars comment that in the absence of the USA as the champion of 

multilateralism in the global economy, it will be impossible for the EU to continue the 

promotion and maintenance of the multilateral character of the global economy (Meunier & 

Nicolaïdis, 2017, p. 227). 

 

The conclusion that I believe can be drawn based on Meunier and Nicolaïdis outline of the EU 

as a global economic power is that the Union in sheer numbers is the greatest actor on the global 

economic scene. The EU has used its position to promote its own values and principles, but is 

still hesitant to take on a leading position in the protection and maintenance of the multilateral 

character of the global economy. This clearly points to Kindleberger and Gilpin’s hegemonic 

stability theorem, who argue for the importance of the USA in the functioning of the global 

economy. In an attempt to combine the theoretical framework of Kindleberger/ Gilpin on the 

global political economy and Meunier and Nicolaïdis outline of the EU as a trade power, I will 

build on and develop Amy Verdun’s analysis of the EU as an actor in the global political 

economy (Verdun, 2017).  
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Positioning the EU in global economic interactions, Verdun draws a distinction between the 

international and the global political economy. Where the study of international political 

economy focuses on interactions initiated by national governments or occurring between 

nations, the scholarships focusing on the global political economy also include activities of a 

wide range of economic actors, transcending national boundaries (Verdun, 2017, p. 236). The 

nature of the challenge I study is global, as it boils down to a question of the costs and benefit 

of free trade, where the key actors are of a diversified nature. In my analysis I will have to look 

beyond the traditional actors of international affairs to capture the overall consequences of the 

American actions. The EU holds a central position in the global economy, but it lacks the ability 

to pursue a coherent European interest. Verdun argues that what needs to be further discussed, 

is whether the EU has succeeded in transforming its economic expansion into a position on the 

global political arena, proportional to its economic power (Verdun, 2017, p. 238).  

 

Referring to occurrences in the history of the European Community, now the EU, Verdun 

argues that the Community in global trade negotiations appeared as more of a ‘taker’ than a 

provider of leadership, i.e. the Community has been more concerned with protecting its own 

interests, rather than taking on the burden and the potential costs of reshaping the global 

economic system (Verdun, 2017, p. 251). Pointing to more modern developments, Verdun asks 

the question whether it is correct to define the Union as a leader in the global political economy. 

Verdun concludes that the EU clearly possesses the essential components in terms of economic 

presence and weight in the world economy. Nevertheless, this presence and economic position 

does not translate into dominance in the governing of the global economy. She points to the 

range of gaps in the EU framework as one of the key explanations for why the Union has failed 

to take this position (Verdun, 2017, pp. 252–253).  

 

Summing up on Verdun’s main arguments, I believe that she highlights that the EU has failed 

to take on the position as the leading power in the global political economy, but that the EU is 

part of a multilevel governance structure in the global political economy. She highlights that 

the EU is one of the main actors in global trade, and that it manifests its position by being 

present in governing institutions of the global economy (Verdun, 2017, p. 253). Verdun 

concludes her chapter by arguing that the EU, despite its strong economic position, is far from 

a dominant economic actor and that is due to its weakness as a political actor and its distinctive 

governance structure that at times is an obstacle to forceful and clear action in the global arena 

(Verdun, 2017, p. 259). What I believe her study lacks when discussing the EU’s role in the 
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global political economy is the Union’s standing relative to other actors operating in the same 

economic sphere. She also studies the global political economy as a constant with fixed ends 

and consistent actors. This is a simplification that overlooks the very nature of the global 

political economy, which to me appears as an ever-expanding and ever-evolving sphere. 

 

Partly addressing these issues is a forth contributor to the discussion on the European position 

in the global economy, Björn Fägersten. He questions whether Europe is in the position to 

protect their strategic interests in times where the liberal world order is questioned due to the 

American protectionist and mercantilist turn (Fägersten, 2018, p. 33). One of his main 

conclusions is that the liberal world order, pioneered by the USA, has shaped the EU as an 

international actor. Fägersten argues that the American pullback from its global commitments 

is part of a broader development where the USA no longer sees a multilateral and liberal 

international order as central for their political objectives. Commenting on the effects for the 

other actors operating in the global economy, Fägersten states that this shift will be harmful, as 

other actors, amongst them the EU, are dependent upon the system and structures of which the 

US provides (Fägersten, 2018, p. 40). Commenting on the relationship between the EU and the 

USA, Fägersten states that a crucial element of this alliance builds on its hierarchic structure.   

 

Fägersten lifts the concept of strategic autonomy. Strategic autonomy, in this context, implies 

that European countries should be able to act independently of the USA on issues of strategic 

interest to Europe. This is particularly relevant for my thesis, as the protection of the Iran 

nuclear deal appears to be a policy area of strategic interest to the EU. Pointing to why Europe 

has not been able to counter the US’ position, Fägersten notes that balancing out the USA would 

require a much closer corporation between the countries of Europe than what is the case today. 

Further, Fägersten argues that the idea of European autonomy goes together with a build-up of 

European capacity, and that the main source of resistance is European countries who see a close 

corporation with the USA as vital for their national security interests. Despite the frames that 

restrict the European wiggle-room in international affairs, several strategies and instruments 

have been initiated in order to increase the European capacities as an autonomous actor on the 

world stage (Fägersten, 2018, p. 45).  
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The main implications  

The implications for my thesis of this theoretical foundation is manifold, and in the following 

paragraphs I will discuss the relevancy of the theoretical deduction for my thesis and what I 

consider my main contribution. The framework deduced in this chapter indicates that the EU is 

a power in and through trade. ‘In trade’ due to the size of the European economy and its 

importance as a trading partner, ‘through trade’ because the Union has been able to use trade 

to internationally promote its own values and policies. Nevertheless, an inversion of the 

theoretical arguments implies that when confronted with American reluctance to govern the 

global economic order, the European power falters. The theoretical discussion shows that the 

EU’s power through trade is restricted to a power through trade within the structural framework 

that the USA provides. This framework has enabled the Union to prosper and grow; and the 

USA, who has pioneered and secured the liberalisation of the global economy, consequently 

secures the European position in global affairs. This implies that despite the Union’s economic 

size and presence (its power in trade) the EU does not hold a prominent autonomous position 

in the global economic system. Despite disagreements in the past, the transatlantic alliance has 

been characterised by a fundamental understanding that the transatlantic ties outweigh their 

differences in questions such as Iran, Libya and Cuba. The situation we face today, where the 

EU tries to act independently, in strong opposition and counter to the USA, is therefore novel.  

 

I believe that the cases presented in the prior research section not, to the same extent as the 

current, questioned the American role in the global economy. Therefore, the current case tests 

the EU’s agency outside the framework for which the USA has provided over the last decades 

to a larger extent than what previous cases have done. In consequence, the case that I study ask 

two questions. Firstly, it questions the importance of a hegemon in the governance of the global 

economy, and, secondly, the reach of the EU’s independent power as a global actor through 

economic means. Following the theoretical framework deduced in this section there are two 

plausible, theoretically founded outcomes: (a) The EU’s efforts to counter the USA fail, 

implying that the EU’s agency in the absence of American leadership is weak and that its role 

as a power through trade (the EU as a foreign-policy actor, through trade and economic means) 

is dependent upon American leadership; (b) The European Union’s efforts to counter the United 

States succeed, important economic actors reinforce their trust in the EU as a protector of their 

interest, implying that the EU’s agency in the absence of American leadership is relatively 

strong and that their role as a power through trade is independent of the USA. 
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These arguments have theoretical implications. Scenario (a) would substantiate Kindleberger 

and Gilpin’s argument: the global economy is dependent upon a hegemonic state that facilitates, 

organises and lay the groundwork for the global liberalised, economic order, securing foreign 

investments. This would also be in line with the scholars writing on the EU as a global economic 

power, as they view the American framework particularly important for the EU’s agency. It 

would prove that economic issues have become issues of high-politics as the effect of the 

American move on the political leeway of the other actors involved becomes severely limited 

both politically and economically. 

 

Turning to scenario (b), such an outcome would challenge the presumptions deriving from the 

hegemonic stability theorem and the scholars who have studied the EU’s power in and through 

economic means. It could indicate the beginning of changing affiliations where European 

economic actors increasingly take the unpredictability of the USA into consideration and value 

the EU higher, cf. Gilpin’s argument. Considering the U.S.’ position in global affairs, one 

cannot expect that the Union has the capacity to challenge the American position as the global 

economic hegemon. It is more probable that the EU has been able to act according to the 

principle of strategic autonomy presented by Björn Fägersten, meaning that the Union has acted 

independently of the USA on an issue of strategic interest by using its leverage well. Fägersten 

argues that the reason for why the Union, in the past, has failed to pursue and secure its strategic 

interests is due to issues of internal cohesiveness. Following this argument, one would expect 

that the EU, in order to succeed, would need to cooperate more closely and operate as a united 

front faced in the current challenge. 

 

Elaborating on Fägersten and others argument about the importance of a cohesive and united 

EU in order to act as a strategic, autonomous actor, it becomes relevant to ask whether this is a 

necessary, but not sufficient condition for the EU to pursue its strategic interests, opening up 

for a situation where the EU acts as a united actor internally, but where the structural conditions 

restrict and limit the leeway for the EU as an actor on the global stage. Thus, the analysis might 

indicate that we are in an intermediate situation where the EU has strengthened their internal 

cohesiveness, without increasing its leverage in global affairs. Intermediate because internal 

cohesiveness is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for the EU’s ability to act 

independently in global affairs. The restricting condition is the United States’ dominance over 

global economic interactions; its depth and width.  

 



Knut Laurits Karlsen Wollum 

Page | 21  

 

Methodology 
 

The methodological groundwork  

 

This master’s thesis is a qualitative within-case study of the aftermath of the American 

withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and the following decision 

to reintroduce sanctions against Iran and all economic actors operating in Iran, such as 

multinational corporations, national governments and regional cooperative bodies (the EU). 

The EU has piloted a strong resistance against this policy and has decided to implement 

countermeasures against the American efforts to isolate Iran, in an attempt to save the Iran 

nuclear deal and its own economic interests in the region. In the introductory chapter to the 

thesis, I have elaborated on what I consider the current dispute a case of, and I see an indepth 

case study the most suitable method. Following Bremberg’s research, such a detailed narrative 

is particularly apt for studying ‘how questions’, such as my own, since an answer to the question 

requires rather ‘thick descriptions’ (Bremberg, 2012, p. 66).  

 

Saying something about the changing role of the EU in global affairs requires a detailed 

understanding of the EU as a global actor in and through trade. In the theory chapter, I have 

accounted for the importance of trade for the consolidation of the EU’s position in global affairs 

and the all-encompassing dominance of the USA in the global economy. This is why I have 

chosen to look at a broad range of economic actors and their actions following the new 

American Iran strategy and, implicitly, the American demonstration of a pullback from its 

global commitments. I will, by doing such an analysis, go past looking at the mere political 

contestation between the traditional actors operating in the global political climate, and grasp 

the political realities of the American turn. Methodologically speaking, my study is a qualitative 

analysis of documents published through the official channels of the USA and the EU, ranging 

from press releases, meeting protocols, implemented regulations and proposals for regulations, 

combined with newspaper articles tackling the subject, i.e. a textual analysis. I will focus on 

how the reactions from both the political and the business community can indicate to what 

extent the standing of the EU in global affairs is affected by the American pullback from its 

global commitments. I will return to a more detailed deduction of my indicators in the analytical 

framework. 
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The delimitation of the study and its implications for the data collection 

 

The actors and their nature 

 

As briefly mentioned in the introduction, and more thoroughly discussed in the theory section, 

an important part of the EU’s weight on the global stage is through its supranational competence 

within the field of economic policy. Therefore, the focus of this thesis is on indicators of an 

economic nature that in compilation can give indications about the geopolitical stand of the EU 

relative to the USA. Kwon, in his 2012 article ‘Hegemonic Stability, World Cultural Diffusion, 

and Trade Globalisation’ criticises Rasler and Thompson’s test of the hegemony-trade 

relationship based on their shortcomings in neglecting measures of economic power (Kwon, 

2012, p. 329). Kwon argues that this exclusion is problematic as it omits important actors, 

mechanisms and instruments of power. As the nature of the case I have set out to study is 

economic more that it is military, I believe that my weighing of economic policy and economic 

means as an instrument of power is a correct decision.  

 

This asks the question about which indicators to look at in order to capture the dependent 

relationship between the U.S. and the EU in the organisation and structuring of the global 

economy. Gilpin states that an exogenous shock in an economy cannot be studied from a purely 

economic perspective as there are some key concepts in the economy that cannot be reduced to 

numbers, statistics and countable measures. Following Gilpin, those analyses do, amongst other 

aspects, not include the consequences for the international economic and political system 

(Gilpin, 2001, p. 60), which is what I am interested in looking at. These explanations often lie 

outside the economic sphere as they are often rooted in the political or social aspects of the 

global society.  

 

Whether one can characterise the American withdrawal an exogenous shock for the global 

economy generally speaking is questionable. I still believe that one can draw on Robert Gilpin’s 

logic so far as this is a conflict of economic nature and that it has implications beyond the 

economic sphere for the actors involved, such as multinational corporations, that struggle to 

find their place in this new and rather unorthodox situation; European governments having to 

position themselves in a rather sensitive issue of strategic interest where the transatlantic 

alliance is in jeopardy; and the EU having to make this a political priority in turbulent times. 

Thus, the overall implications of the American actions and the European response lie outside 
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the economic sphere. Therefore, I have decided to look beyond purely economic measures and 

a mere numeric analysis, and rather look at economic interactions as a vehicle for foreign policy 

and the global economy as a politicised sphere, in order to measure the altered role of the EU 

in the aftermath of the American actions. 

 

I believe that it is relevant to discuss whether my operationalisation of the main actors in this 

conflict is too narrow and fails to include important elements of the relative power relationship 

between the USA and the EU. I have chosen to focus on the economic agency of the two actors 

and have, up until now, considered them equal. A crucial element of this discussion is the 

different nature of the two actors and the implications this has for their scope of action and 

leeway on the global stage. I have argued that the EU is a unified actor on issues of economic 

nature and that economic tools are the cornerstone of the Union’s bargaining position in 

international negotiations. I have also argued that the Union’s presence in the economic sphere 

should, according to a reasonable logic, be echoed in the Union’s position in global affairs. 

Nevertheless, several commentators on the Union’s power position in global affairs highlight 

that its diversified and multilevel governance limits the Union’s ability to act cohesive and 

unified on issues that touch upon foreign policy. The USA, in the power of being a federal state, 

has a much broader and profound latitude and leverage. Thus, one should not neglect the 

importance of being a united actor for the leverage in global affairs, and this is a point that will 

be given considerable attention in the following analysis and discussion.  

 

The empirical material  
 

This thesis aims at contributing to the literature on the autonomous standing of the EU in global 

affairs through economic means where European preferences clash with American. How I have 

reasoned around issues such as the sampling of the empirical material and the nature of the 

chosen documents is linked to the aim of the thesis. I have not done any interviews with key 

actors involved in the processes. Information from interviews could have given a clearer picture 

of the motivation underlying the EU’s efforts to preserve the Iran nuclear deal and also how the 

EU and the USA, respectively, perceive the European standing in the current dispute. But the 

complexity of the process and the multilevel character of the European efforts to counter the 

USA made me question whether I could get a sufficiently large and diversified material through 

interviews. Therefore, the data in which I ground my statements are secondary and is a 
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collection of joint statements, excerpts from official speeches, media reporting and press 

releases by the actors I find relevant and interesting in order to answer my research question.  

 

In total I have read and studied the content of 28 web-based newspaper articles, mainly deriving 

from the Financial Times and Politico, with leavens from other newspapers, 12 documents 

published through the official channels of the USA and 20 documents derive from the official 

channels of the EU or a member-state of the Union. All these documents are not included in the 

empirical analysis, but I have chosen a representative excerpt. Whether this is a representative 

sample is a debatable issue, but I continued my data collection until the newspaper articles 

became repetitive and the official statements referred to each other. Therefore, I believe that 

my empirical sample is saturated, but this is an issue that can be discussed indefinitely. I will 

highlight some of the pitfalls in this section.  

 

Firstly, it can be argued that the usefulness and suitability of using official statements, press 

releases and media reporting is limited. Official statements and speeches represent the version 

of the matter that display and profit the originator. The official rhetoric often has an objective 

and that is to promote the originator and despise the political opponent. One will therefore have 

to choose to discount, but not neglect nor ignore the official rhetoric of the political actors I 

study in the thesis, i.e. I am working with a politicised material. Secondly, media reporting is 

also a charged material where the publishers’ opinion is a concern of which I need to be aware. 

My interpretation of this material will be a second interpretation of a material produced for a 

specific purpose, which is to inform and engage the wide public. Media reporting might 

therefore miss important nuances of scientific value. Another ponderation and possible flaw of 

my empirical material is that there has been written extensively on the topic over the last six 

months since the US announced its withdrawal from the JCPOA and I do not rule out that I 

might have missed certain documents both from the US and EU administration, the different 

member states of the Union and important news stations. I stopped my data collection one week 

after the second round of sanctions was implemented (mid-November 2018). 

 

Despite its limitations, I still believe that the material upon which my analysis rests is important 

in many respects. First of all, I consider my diversified empirical material adequate in order to 

get a thorough understanding of the actors involved, their properties and preferences, actions 

taken and the conditions underlying these actions. It also demonstrates that my analysis neither 

is reliant on a single source nor single indicator. I believe that my data captures the important 
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dimensions of the case in question and that new source material not will add new information, 

known in the methodological literature as saturation.  

 

Secondly, documents carrying an inherent meaning and position can be fruitful and interesting 

for the analysis: official documents are biased, but considering that I want to fathom how the 

political actors perceive the EU as a global actor, this charged material is of particular 

importance as it can tell me something about an underlying social reality, cf. the literature on 

discourse analysis.  Media reporting is a different category of official documents that also can 

be biased and where it is more difficult to verify and re-examine the authenticity of the 

information presented. Nevertheless, I believe that journals and focused magazines (such as 

Politico and the Financial Times) have important inside information that I, as a master’s student, 

would have a hard time accessing. Therefore, I rely on the work of competent, schooled and 

experienced journalists for a part of my data collection as they, on this particular issue, in light 

of their prominent positions, knowledge of the field and important networks, do a better job 

than I would have been capable of doing. Also looking at a variety of mass media publications, 

I believe that my data omits the potential political biases of certain news sites. 

 

Analytical framework 

 

In the following analytical framework, I will present my main dependent and independent 

variable and how I have chosen to operationalise my independent variable into more tangible 

units. I will present the different indicators and dimensions, discuss how they are anchored to 

the definition of my independent variable and highlight why I believe that these indicators are 

an important contribution to the analysis from both a methodological and theoretical 

perspective. Incorporated in this discussion is also the discussion on the validity of my 

indicators. Related to the validity-discussion is ponderations on how I have used the analytical 

framework as guidance in the information gathering. These discussions will, in assembly, 

strengthen the reliability of my research as the reader, presented with my empirical material, 

will be able to re-examine and verify that the conclusions presented in the discussion are correct. 

By accounting for a detailed analytical framework, the reader is familiar with the tools for my 

analysis and how they are theoretically and methodologically substantiated.   

 

Based on the theoretical discussion presented in the previous chapter and the delimitation of 

the study presented above, my dependent variable is the degree to which the EU’s efforts to 



Knut Laurits Karlsen Wollum 

Page | 26  

 

preserve the Iran nuclear deal succeed. I consider the main independent variable to be the 

geopolitical stand of the EU relative to the geopolitical stand of the USA in the global politicised 

economy, where economic policy increasingly becomes a proxy for foreign policy. In order to 

measure an abstract concept as “geopolitical stand” I will have to deduce more tangible 

indicators that can illustrate my independent variable.   

 

One indicator I will study is the effects of the implementation of the amended blocking statute. 

It is known since long that the tools available to the EU in running a common foreign policy 

are limited. I argue that the blocking statute is one of these tools that the EU can apply in order 

to raise its voice in matters of international politics and consolidate its geopolitical position. 

The prior research section shows that this is a mechanism that has been successful in order for 

the EU to balance out the USA in earlier negotiations similar to the current. I believe that there 

are two dimensions of the amended blocking statute that relate to my research question and 

followingly become relevant to determine its effect on the role of the EU in global affairs. The 

first dimension is how European multinational corporations react – whether they have chosen 

to comply with American sanctions or if European multinational corporations consider the EU 

able to protect their interests. Without discussing economic theory in any further detail, this is 

a question of a cost-benefit calculation where European corporations have weighted the benefits 

of staying in Iran to the detriment following from the American sanctions. Underlying such a 

calculation is an assumption about whether these corporations believe that the European Union 

can protect their interests. Thus, I will be able to measure the Union’s position as a world actor 

relative to the United States’ presence in a case where the EU tries to challenge the USA. 

Relating this dimension to the theoretical discussion, I believe that it will give indications on 

whether the world economy still is dependent upon a hegemon or whether this dividing line 

between the actors of the global economy gradually efface.  

 

The second dimension of how the amended blocking statute’s mirror the role of the European 

Union in world politics is how the blocking statute has been described in the political discourse 

on both sides of the Atlantic. The reason why I see this as relevant is grounded in the 

assumptions from the methodological literature on discourse analysis: we are studying a 

socially constructed world and scholars on discourse analysis argue that the discourse is much 

more than language, that it is constitutive of the social phenomena we study (Bryman, 2012, p. 

528). Therefore, by studying the discourse on the amended blocking statute I believe that I can 

capture an important dimension of its effect based on how representatives of both the EU and 
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the USA view the new initiative. Arguments that support the initiative’s force in curbing the 

American efforts to isolate Iran will indicate that it actually is a successful initiative. Arguments 

indicating the opposite will have the opposite effect according to the discourse analysis 

literature. This will highlight how the two actors perceive their own and their contender’s 

agency on issues where economic means are considered proxies for foreign policy. 

 

A second indicator that I believe can tell something about the independent variable relates to 

the Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) presented by the EU for the carrying-out of financial 

transactions between European corporations and Iran. I consider three dimensions of this 

indicator important and illustrative in order to determine the geopolitical stand of the EU. The 

first is how politicians and bureaucrats have discussed the initiative of the establishment of a 

special purpose vehicle. I believe that the same argument concerning the discourse on a 

particular issue is equally as applicable and relevant to the SPV as to the blocking statute. The 

discourse has important implications for how the initiative is perceived in the global community 

and, as an extension of this argument, how efficient and successful this tool is and will be for 

the manifestation of the EU’s position in world politics.   

 

The second dimension related to this initiative that I find relevant is the current situation of 

deadlock in the negotiations. I believe that it is equally as much information that can be 

excerpted from a situation of nonaction as a situation of action. By analysing the current state 

of negotiations between the member states of the EU on the setting up of the SPV, I can get a 

grip of the ambiguity of the Union as an actor on the global stage, and how the Union’s 

structural preconditions limit and sometimes even paralyse the EU’s ability to act in sensitive 

questions such as the imminent. This is thoroughly discussed in the theoretical foundation of 

this thesis by authors such as Björn Fägersten and Amy Verdun, and the case in question can 

potentially highlight how the institutional framework within which the EU operates creates 

difficulties for the Union in its agency as a foreign policy actor through economic means. 

 

The third dimension of the SPV relates to its profound political purpose and character. The SPV 

can indicate that the EU increasingly acts according to the principle of strategic autonomy, cf. 

Fägersten. Relating this to Kindleberger and Gilpin’s argument about the importance of 

providing a system for international financial transactions to have a prominent position in the 

global economy, I believe that the possible success of such an initiative can be a step in the 

direction of Europe acting autonomous and independently of the USA, while at the same time 
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taking on an increased share of the responsibility for the provision of the necessary 

preconditions for the continued success of the multilateral, liberalised economic order. A 

possible success of such an initiative would challenge the perception amongst scholars on the 

EU as a global economic power who have argued that the Union is not capable of providing for 

the continued success of the multilateral global economy without the support and under the 

umbrella of the USA.   

 

A third indicator that I believe can contribute to the analysis of the EU’s altered international 

role faced with the American unilateral and protectionist turn relates to the Union’s internal 

dynamics in its response to the American decisions to withdraw from the JCPOA and 

implement sanctions. Several of the scholars discussed in the theory chapter highlight that a 

severe obstacle to the European Union in its agency as a foreign policy actor relates to its lack 

of unity and internal cohesiveness. Considering that I am only analysing a single case, and that 

this is a within case study, I cannot comment on the problem of cohesiveness on a general basis, 

but I believe that I can study its implications for the Union’s agency in this particular matter. 

Based on the prior research section, I believe that I find support for arguing that a united, 

cohesive and strong Union has a more profound influence over international affairs than a 

divided Union with diverging interests and a conflicted perception about how the Union should 

act internationally. 

 

Generalisability of a within case study 
 

Based on the deduction of the analytical framework, what is the value of my study in the wider 

sense? This is a within-case study of a case unfolding in the time of writing. The nature of my 

study has implications for the generalisability of my results. Following up on the definition of 

a case given by Bennett and George presented in the introductory chapter, the chosen case is 

strategically chosen as being an example of a historical phenomenon. Considering that this is a 

qualitative study, the general conclusions that I draw have to relate to the definition of what the 

current dispute between the EU and the USA is a case of. The dynamics at play in the current 

dispute over the Iran nuclear deal and the affiliated sanctions is an example of a test of the 

Union’s independence from the USA in economic matters of strategic interest, and followingly, 

the implications of an American unilateral and protectionist turn for the EU’s international role. 

The analysis will give indications about the current status of the EU as an independent global 

power through trade.  
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Moreover, and possibly more important, the analysis will also contribute with newfound 

knowledge on the mechanisms that are decisive for the EU’s position in the global economy 

and, consequently, the Union’s geopolitical stand. My analysis will be able to draw qualitative 

conclusions on the suffiency and necessity of the different indicators of European Union power 

in global economic affairs that I consider important in order to act independently of the USA. I 

will, to a larger extent than a quantitative study, be able to assess what each indicator implies 

for the EU’s role. My measurements are indicative and proxies, but in a compilation, I believe 

that they are representative and relevant for what I have set out to study. 

 

I believe that a discussion on the case selection should be addressed in this section on the 

generalisability of my results. A common critique of case studies in social science research is 

that the case is chosen based on the value of the dependent variable (a certain outcome), the 

underlying argument is that this will cause a selection bias as the researcher strategically choses 

his/her case based on the results he/she wishes to see. My case selection was twofold: Firstly, I 

chose the case based on its topicality. Its current nature makes the case unexplored and 

interesting from a theoretical and political perspective. Secondly, how I chose to operationalise 

the case is founded on theoretical assumptions. My focus on the alteration of the EU’s role as 

a global actor is based on the consensus among scholars that the EU is second in a hierarchical 

structure governed by the U.S. and that the EU is dependent upon the framework for which the 

U.S. provides. Subsequent to an alteration of this framework, it is likely that the EU’s role also 

will change. Therefore, I argue that both the operationalisation of my case and my independent 

variable is theoretically founded. I consider this one of the strengths of my research design, 

even though this can be considered a biased perception. An underlying theoretical bias is what 

made me get interested in the subject and has highlighted important dimensions of the depth 

and width of the American presence in the global economy and the EU’s role in this hierarchical 

structure, which have been guiding in the definition of my indicators.  

 

Thus, in other to sum up the discussions on the generalisability of my results, an important 

implication following the nature of this study, which is a qualitative within case study of a 

single case, is that I will not be able to follow a quantitative/ statistical logic and argue that I, 

based on an examination of a representative sample of cases, can draw universal conclusions, 

neither is that the purpose of this study. Its purpose, which time will show how well I have 

executed, is to discover mechanisms revealing how the EU can be considered a global actor 

through economic policy and the factors limiting the EU’s agency and leverage. This can be 
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guiding for future research on the geopolitical standing of the EU through economic policy. My 

diversified source material and many indicators of a varied nature strengthen my results as I, to 

a certain extent, come around the criticism that a single-case study can be at risk of measurement 

error and that I strategically have chosen an empirical material that supports certain conclusions. 

 

Concluding remarks 
 

To conclude this methodological discussion, I want to highlight that I am aware of the fact that 

this thesis does not rely on one single method and that the empirical material upon which the 

following analysis rests is equally as diversified. I see this combination of methods as one of 

the strengths of the thesis as I am able to capture several dimensions of the research question 

by obtaining information and being open to impulses from a varied source material. Turning to 

the analytical framework, I believe that the independent variable as well as the indicators 

deduced in order to make the independent variable more tangible, are theoretically founded and 

that the theoretical discussions pervade the thesis, from my choice of indicators to the choice 

of empirical material, all the way through the concluding discussions. 

 

Analysis 
 

Björn Fägersten, Director of The Swedish Institute for International Affair’s Europe 

Programme, writes that the election of Donald Trump to the President of the United States of 

America has shaken up the pillars holding the international as well as the European order 

(Fägersten, 2018, p. 33). The American president has questioned and challenged the 

fundamental norms and principles upon which the liberal order builds, and raised doubts about 

whether American interests can be reached within such an order, and especially if it is in the 

US’ interest to steer the global economic order (Fägersten, 2018, p. 38). Concluding his chapter, 

Fägersten argues that the EU should be prepared to take an increased global responsibility in 

order to preserve the liberal world order following the American mercantilist and protectionist 

turn (Fägersten, 2018, p. 57). The question guiding my analysis is what the European efforts to 

counter the American unilateral and protectionist turn can tell about the implications for the 

EU’s agency as a global actor when the USA no longer provides for the structural framework 

within which the global liberalised economy unfolds.   
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In this chapter, I will present the main results from my empirical analysis. I will open the chapter 

by a discussion on how the EU has acted in general terms, i.e. whether one can argue that the 

European response has been unified and cohesive or incoherent, subsequent to the American 

decision. This discussion will be followed by a study of how the EU view its own standing in 

this dispute, relative to how the Union is perceived internationally, the main question I seek to 

find an answer to is whether it is likely, based on the official discourse, that the EU will be able 

to counter the American efforts to embargo Iran. These two discussions serve as an important 

groundwork for the following analysis of the special purpose vehicle (SPV). The fourth and 

final topic in this analysis treats the amended blocking statute and how European economic 

actors have reacted to this initiative. I believe that each of these indicators illustrate an aspect 

of how the American withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal and the EU’s attempts to preserve 

it affect the EU’s standing as a global actor. Extending the argument, I believe that my analysis 

will illustrate how deep-rooted the American power is in the hierarchical governance of the 

global economy and how the EU’s autonomous role is affected by an American pullback.  

 

The EU’s unanimity faced with the American withdrawal from the JCPOA 

 

The EU’s response to the American withdrawal from the JCPOA and the implementation of 

sanctions has been surprisingly cohesive. On the 9th of May 2018, just hours after Donald 

Trump delivered his speech announcing the American withdrawal from the JCPOA, Federica 

Mogherini, the EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, released a 

declaration on behalf of the EU declaring the Union’s support for the JCPOA as long as Iran 

continues to implement its nuclear related commitments. Further, Mogherini states that the Iran 

deal has had a positive impact on trade and economic relations with Iran (Council of the 

European Union, 2018). The EU considers the Iran nuclear deal important for both economic 

and political reasons, and stands united in its support for the deal, arguing that the Union is 

determined to work with the international community to preserve it (ibid). The Union’s rapid 

response also tells us something about the Union’s ability to mobilise and react to an issue of 

strategic importance to the Union, and disproves critics who argue that the EU is a cumbersome 

system. 

 

Further reinforcing the Union’s position in this rather sensitive issue, the President of the 

European Council, in his remarks following the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Sofia in mid-

May 2018, where, the Iran agreement came up, states that the EU will stay in the agreement as 
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long as Iran remains fully committed to it. Here, the European Council also gave the European 

Commission a green light to act on behalf of the EU on matters of strategic interest to the Union 

following the American unilateral and protectionist turn (European Commission, 2018). The 

issue was brought up following a meeting held in Brussels on May 15th between the foreign 

ministers of the E3 (France, Germany and the United Kingdom), Iran and Mogherini. This 

meeting concluded on a European strategy in order to counter the American efforts to embargo 

the Islamic Republic. Upon the outcome of this meeting, Mogherini and Junker presented the 

European leaders with a list of action during their informal meeting in Sofia on the 16th of May, 

on which the heads of state or government from the EU member states all agreed. Commenting 

on the unanimous decision by the European Council to support the EU in its efforts to preserve 

the Iran nuclear deal, the President of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Junker, said: “In 

Sofia, we saw a show of European Unity” (ibid).  This can be considered as the first official 

manifestation of European opposition to the American efforts to embargo Iran.  

 

This lifts the discussion on the strategic importance of memberstates in general and the EU3 in 

particular. Observers have commented that it is the United Kingdom, France and Germany that 

will be affected the most from the introduction of the reinstated embargo (Geranmayeh, 2017). 

This partly explains the renewal of the negotiation format firstly presented in 2003 and is 

evidence of the significance of the issue, as these countries tend to have conflicted views on the 

EU’s role in global affairs. Considering the criticism with which the negotiation format was 

met in 2003 from other member states  (Portela, 2015, p. 9), its 2018-renewal and unanimous 

support from the rest of the Union further strengthen the argument that the EU has met the 

American unilateral and protectionist turn as a united and cohesive actor. Nevertheless, I 

believe that it is important to highlight that it is the interests of the EU3 that have been decisive 

and guiding for the European efforts following the American pullback. I assess it improbable 

that the EU would have been capable of operating equally as unified in the absence of the EU3’s 

leadership. Whether these demonstrations of European unity has translated into factual leverage 

on global affairs remains to be discussed. 

 

The portrayal of the EU’s agency in the post-withdrawal period (May – Nov 2018) 

 

The EU’s role as a global actor has been portrayed differently by different actors in this process, 

I will focus on the American and European official discourse in the aftermath of the American 
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decision to leave the Iran nuclear deal. There are two main questions that need to be addressed. 

Firstly, it is whether the EU itself believes that it can contribute to the future success of the 

multilateral and liberalised global economy through the proposed initiatives, or whether these 

initiatives are implemented purely with the purpose of protecting European interests within an 

existing, but altered, global economic order. Secondly, how does the USA perceive the EU’s 

agency in the global economy in this particular case, and what are the implications of this view 

for Europe’s position in the global economy at large?  

 

The official rhetoric of the EU is twofold. Firstly, the EU considers the Iran nuclear deal an 

important political success, and views its success an important element in the affirmation of its 

position in global political affairs. Commission President Jean-Claude Junker states that “the 

EU will of course stick to and protect an agreement of which it was an architect” (Junker, 2018). 

Secondly, the generality of the discourse is characterized by a wish to protect its multinational 

corporations and the interests of European actors doing legitimate business in Iran according to 

UN regulations and European laws. I consider this the main objective in the EU’s efforts to 

protect the Iran nuclear deal. The European Commission argues that: “The European Union is 

committed to mitigating the impact of US sanctions on European businesses and taking steps 

to maintain the growth of trade and economic relations between EU and Iran.” (European 

Commission, 2018). This argument is reinforced by Mogherini in her remarks following the 

Foreign Affairs Council on the 28th of May 2018 where she states that the Council agreed to 

continue the work to coordinate the EU’s measures and mechanisms to protect the economic 

investments of European businesses that have made investments in Iran (Mogherini, 2018a). 

The Guidance Note published in connection with the entry into force of the amended Blocking 

Statute strengthens the argument. The European Commission highlights the aim of the 

initiative: “The Blocking Statute aims to protect the established legal order, the interests of the 

Union and the interests of natural and legal persons exercising rights under the TFEU against 

the unlawful effects of extra-territorial application of such legislation”, referring to the 

extraterritorial nature of the American sanctions. These arguments are recursive in the European 

official discourse at all levels, as the President of the European Council and representatives for 

member states argue along the same lines.  

 

Turning to how the EU’s opposite perceives the agency of the Union, Brian Hook, the US 

Special Representative for Iran, sums up the American position in a few words during a press 

briefing held in November 2018. Discussing the European efforts to counter the American 
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sanctions, he states: “If you are a major company anywhere in the world, you will choose, if 

you are given a choice between doing business in the United States and doing business with 

Iran, it will be the fastest decision you ever make as CEO.” (Hook, 2018a). This statement 

recapitulate the American position as advocated by other representatives of the American 

government to which I will refer later. Here, Hook makes his perception of the European agency 

in the global economy clear by implicitly arguing that the EU is subordinate to the US in the 

hierarchic structure of the global economy.  

 

The European discourse that I have assessed shows that the EU’s main focus not lies in taking 

a larger role in the sustainment of the liberal and multilateral character of the global economy. 

Rather it is the maintenance of the bilateral relationship with Iran that is the Union’s main focus 

in its efforts to preserve the Iran nuclear deal. The motivation underlying this focus is founded 

on economic grounds. Looking at the discourse from the EU in more general terms, arguments 

relating to the preservation of the global economic order, taking on a larger role in the global 

economy, and the like are not mentioned. The USA, on its part, dismiss the EU as a credible 

and strong global actor in the current case and implicitly argues that the American position in 

the global economy restricts the European power of influence.  

 

The Special Purpose Vehicle – a highly politicised issue that falters at the starting line  

 

Already on the 15th of May, Mogherini presented the initiative to establish a special purpose 

vehicle for financial transactions between Iran and Europe. Since the meeting held in May 2018, 

the initiative was shelved until September 2018 when the Financial Times reported that the EU 

powers were in talks over launching a payments channel that would enable European companies 

to trade with Iran (Buck, Mance, Peel, & Keohane, 2018). This was officially confirmed by the 

EU on the 24th of September 2018, when Federica Mogherini held a press conference in New 

York following a foreign ministerial meeting chaired by herself where the EU3, Russia, China 

and Iran took part (Mogherini, 2018b). During the press conference she confirmed that the 

decision to establish the SPV had been taken and that the EU and its partners are determined to 

set up a mechanism to protect legitimate business with Iran (ibid.). This will be an entity that 

enables legitimate financial transactions between European businesses and Iran, mitigating the 

effect of re-imposed U.S. sanctions. Mogherini also states that the new mechanism can be 

opened to other partners in the world (ibid.). To what extent does the special purpose vehicle 
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echo the European agency in global affairs, and how can the initiative’s possible success alter 

the Union’s role?  

 

The official discourse on the Special Purpose Vehicle 

 

Firstly, European politicians regard the establishment of such a vehicle for financial 

transactions important in order to consolidate the European position as a global actor and 

operate independently of the USA in economic and financial affairs. Amongst them are the 

German foreign minister, Heiko Maas, and the French minister of Economy, Bruno Le Maire 

(Maas, 2018; Peel & Brunsden, 2018b), who both strongly believe in the need of European 

independence in the global economy, and consider the current vacuum an opportunity for the 

EU to redefine its international role through initiatives such as the SPV. Mr. Le Maire states 

that he perceives the establishing of the SPV as a more permanent solution to the problem of 

Europe’s independence in financial and economic transactions (Peel & Brunsden, 2018b). The 

EU itself, mainly through the European Commission, also speaks highly of this initiative as 

something new that will consolidate the EU’s position in the global economy (ibid.).  

 

Contrary to how Europe perceives the SPC, political actors external to the EU are rather critical. 

For example, does the Director of the Russian Department for Non-proliferation and Arms 

question the functioning of the SPV as the American presence in the global economy is too 

strong to ignore. Further, he states that this American presence will translate into a colossal 

pressure on the European Union that easily can kill any European efforts to establish a financial 

vehicle (Foy & Khan, 2018). Neither the Americans nor political commentators speak highly 

of the SPV. In the words of Sondland (the US ambassador to the EU), the initiative is “nothing 

more than a paper tiger” (ibid.). Mike Pompeo describes the special purpose vehicle as 

counterproductive for the ‘regional global peace and security’, and the US Secretary of the 

Treasury, Steven T. Mnuchin, states that he believes that there will be no significant 

transactions that will go through the European SPV (Pompeo & Mnuchin, 2018). Münchau, on 

his part, perceives the SPV as neither sufficient nor necessary as an instrument to strengthen 

the EU’s geopolitical power (Münchau, 2018). 

 

Taken together, these two discussions give two different perspectives on the special purpose 

vehicle. As we shall see in the subsequent discussions, the EU does not act as harmonious and 

united on this particular issue as the initial arguments might have indicated. For now, I draw 
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the preliminary conclusion that the European Commission, together with the EU3, perceive the 

Special Purpose Vehicle as an important tool for European economic and financial 

independence. The initiative can, through the official discourse, be perceived as the EU’s 

attempt to secede from the United States in the realm of economy and financial transactions. 

The German foreign minister and the French Minister of Economy also perceive this vacuum 

that the USA has created as an opportunity for a strong and united Europe to increase its 

presence on the global scene. Important to highlight in this respect is that this is the opinion of 

two Ministers of two countries in a Union consisting of 28 member-states and followingly, 

hundreds of ministers. The external support for the special purpose vehicle is rather limited, 

and neither the global political climate nor political commentators believe in the European 

efforts to counter the US through a special purpose vehicle. 

 

The current deadlock in the negotiations on the SPV 

 

Still at the stage of being an initiative, the special purpose vehicle has not developed into a 

tangible institution, and today we see negotiations at deadlock. In late October 2018, the 

Financial Times reports that the EU has struggled to find a member state to host the actual 

institution (Peel, Bozorgmehr, & Khan, 2018). Further, Peel et al. argue that the EU’s internal 

division on the question has hindered the EU in finalising this project before the entry into force 

of the American sanctions in the beginning of November 2018 (ibid.). On behalf of the High 

Representative of the Union for Foreign and Security Policy, the Commissioner for Justice, 

Consumers and Gender-Equality, Vera Jourová delivered a speech to the European Parliament 

on the 2nd of November 2018 addressing the criticism. She argued that this is a continuous work 

that is in progress, led by the member states with the support from the European External Action 

Service and the European Commission, requiring ‘the best expertise available’ (Jourová, 2018). 

At a press conference in late November 2018, Federica Mogherini was asked about the SPV, 

but was taciturn in her response, forwarding the question to the foreign ministers of the EU3 

(Mogherini, 2018c). 

 

Thus, there seems to be internal divisions inside the EU in the finalisation of the Special Purpose 

Vehicle, an idea that all member states initially supported when it was first presented during 

the informal meeting in Sofia in May 2018. I view this lack of cohesiveness as evidence 

substantiating one of the key arguments of this thesis which is that no member state wants to 

cross the USA on an issue of this magnitude. Brian Hook confirms the American hard line in 
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the current dispute, stating that the member state hosting such a vehicle will be exposed to hard 

sanctions. In other words, the EU’s inability to act in a united manner and providing security 

for the member states restrict the Union’s leeway and impact on the global stage in the current 

matter. This particular aspect of the special purpose vehicle, I believe, highlights the limitations 

of the diversified and multilevel institutional framework within which the EU operates. The 

process makes the EU lose face in global affairs and impede the Union to act on an issue of 

strategic interest.  

 

The implications of a possible success of the Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) 

 

Considering the politicised nature of the SPV, its possible success would be a step in the 

direction of the Union consolidating its position vis-à-vis the USA on an issue where economic 

tools are proxies for foreign policy and echo the geopolitical stand of the actors involved. This 

leads me to ask the question whether it is likely that this initiative will succeed. Initially, the 

SPV was set to be in place before the entry into force of the American sanctions, but due to 

issues of internal cohesiveness, the Union failed to reach its initial goal of releasing the vehicle 

before the introduction of the second round of American sanctions. The EU shows, by failing 

to agree on these crucial details within the set timeframe, that it not arrives at protecting 

European economic actors against the aggressive American front. Undermining the European 

efforts further is the reactions from the business community. Brian Hook, the US Special 

Representative for Iran, states that it is not a demand for the SPV as European corporations 

comply with the American sanctions and have decided that access to the American market is of 

greater importance than trade with Iran (Hook, 2018a). This is not anchored in a deliberate will 

amongst European corporations to obstruct the European efforts to counter the American 

sanctions, rather it is a demonstration of the deep-rooted American standing and how the 

hegemon pervades the global economy. 

  

The special purpose vehicle is a highly politicised initiative, and is in line with the EU’s 

guidelines for its external action given in the TEU, where the EU highlights the importance of 

an inclusive, liberalised and multilateral economy. This initiative demonstrates a first attempt 

by the EU to take an increased share of the responsibility for the upholding of the multilateral 

and liberalised character of the global economy, especially following Mogherini’s statement 

about opening up the vehicle for economic actors outside the borders of the Union. Thus, the 

intentions are good, but the EU lacks important features for its execution and falters in the 
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implementation of the initiative. I argue that there are preconditions that obstruct the EU’s wish 

to act independently of the USA on issues relating to economic and financial transactions. The 

Union shows that it is not able to attend to its own strategic interests nor the interests of 

European corporations operating in Iran and the SPV becomes a fatal demonstration of 

European deep-rooted powerlessness. Not only does it demonstrate the importance of the 

American presence and centrality in the global economic and financial system, but also the 

internal institutional restrictions in the EU that limit the Union’s geopolitical stand. 

 

The Amended Blocking Statute – oldie, but no longer a goodie? 

 

Turning to the analysis of the amended Blocking Statute. The question that this section of the 

analysis asks is whether the amended blocking statute has had the intended effects on European 

economic actors – has the EU been able to secure the interests of their multinational 

corporations or does the American presence in the global economy make this a fait accompli? 

I will open this section by studying how the American and European official rhetoric 

respectively can illustrate an element of the European agency in global affairs through the 

Blocking Statute.  

 

The rhetorical portrayal of the amended Blocking Statute  

 

The tools available to the EU in running a common foreign policy are limited and they are 

mainly economic. The Blocking Statute is the sole initiative implemented and is therefore also 

the Union’s single tool in order to assert its position in the global economy and protect its 

interests following the new American Iran-strategy. By implementing the amended blocking 

statute, the EU was hoping to mitigate the impact of the American sanctions on European actors 

wanting to do legitimate business in Iran. The regulation makes it unlawful for European 

economic actors to comply with American extraterritorial sanctions, but gives the actors the 

possibility to claim compensation for the potential economic losses they face by not complying 

with the sanctions. The EU itself argues that this initiative will benefit European economic 

actors operating in Iran and protect their interests. The EU also consider this initiative 

particularly important in the work of contributing to the harmonious development of world trade 

and to the progressive abolition of restrictions to international trade. Thus, the EU refers to the 

economic interests of European corporations and anchors its official rhetoric in the principles 

directing the Union’s external action, to which I have already referred.  
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Describing the Blocking Statute, the EU is expressing itself in rather obscure terms. The EU, 

though the European Commission, presents the Blocking Statute as an important initiative in 

order to counter the American sanctions. Nevertheless, the EU is not taking on the responsibility 

for its implementation nor for claiming the compensations that the Union talks about as the key 

motivation for European corporations’ compliance with the Blocking Statute. On questions on 

the role of the European Commission (EC) in the claiming of these damages, the EC is of few 

words and does not address the issue in any detail (Official Journal of the European Union, 

2018). This can be considered as evidence of the EU’s ambiguity in the current dispute over the 

Iran nuclear deal – the official rhetoric reflects the European ambitions and will power to exert 

some influence over global affairs, but its ambitions are restricted by the actual power of 

influence that the Union has in global affairs, being dependent upon the member states for 

implementation and the following-up of the initiatives. Acting in opposition to the USA, an 

actor that holds a key position in global economic affairs, the EU lands in a situation of deadlock 

where the member states and the Union stand powerless. 

 

The US builds its rhetoric on the flaws of the EU as a global actor and has adopted a critical 

position to the implementation of the initiative, arguing that it is important that the international 

community, in a companionship, works together in order to counter the Iranian nuclear 

proliferation. On the Blocking Statute a briefing by senior administration officials makes it clear 

that the USA does not consider the Blocking Statute a factual threat to the American ambitions 

to strangle the Iranian regime: “They (Companies and central banks) are taking note and they 

are getting out. Se we’re not – we are – this is not something that we’re particularly concerned 

by (referring to the effects of the Blocking Statute) (Senior Administration Officials of the 

Department of State, 2018). They refer to the trajectory of the Iranian economy since the 

announcement of the American withdrawal from the JCPOA and argue that this is evidence of 

the American position in the global economy (ibid.). How has the economic actors affected by 

the reintroduced American sanctions reacted to the implementation of the initiative?  

 

Industry, trade and investments post-withdrawal from the JCPOA  

 

A broad source material tells us that European multinational corporations considered the 

openings the Iran nuclear deal gave as fruitful and that they were swift at establishing branches 

in Iran following its implementation. These increased economic interactions with Iran have 



Knut Laurits Karlsen Wollum 

Page | 40  

 

benefited both the Iranian and the European economy. Simultaneously, it increased the Iranian 

support for the JCPOA as the EU also fulfilled their obligations and Iran saw tangible results 

for its economic development (Palmer, 2018; Reuters, 2017). Iran considered the EU a 

trustworthy ally, and the EU’s political presence in an important region increased. I will not in 

detail describe the different trade deals signed between Iran and European multinational 

corporations, but rather highlight some of the most important.  The French energy giant Total, 

signed a deal worth five billion dollars in July 2017, and marked, by this deal, the re-opening 

of trade in oil and crude resources with Iran following the signing of the JCPOA (Reuters, 

2017). Already in January 2016, The Guardian reported that Iran had signed a deal with French 

Airbus for the purchase of a large amount of commercial passenger planes (Dehghan, 2016). 

Two French carmakers, Peugeot-Citroen and Renault, have also re-established their activity in 

Iran following the JCPOA with the purpose of producing and selling cars in the Iranian market 

(The Guardian, 2016; Vahdat & Batrawy, 2017). This is just a small excerpt of the European 

and Asian businesses that has shown an interest in the Iranian market following the signing of 

the JCPOA, companies that have raced for a share of the new opportunities that the opening up 

of Iran create (ibid.). 

 

Following President Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw from the JCPOA and implement 

sanctions that strike not only Iran, but also all economic actors interacting with Iran, the EU has 

actively tried to prevent European multinational corporations from pulling out from the Iranian 

market, the Blocking Statute is a key initiative in these efforts. Whether the European 

multinational corporations consider the EU a trustworthy protector of their interests is 

illustrated through the companies’ responses to the American extraterritorial sanctions. The 

implementation of the blocking statute is a wholehearted attempt to challenge the American 

dominance in the global economy. Its outcome will, to a large extent, illustrate the European 

leeway and position in the global economy relative to the USA. The main conclusions that I 

believe that I can draw based on the empirical analysis is that European multinational 

corporations that had a huge interest in the Iranian market no longer see this an opportunity.  

 

On the 16th of May, Total announced that they will pull out from Iran: “In these circumstances, 

Total will not take any further commitment related to the SP11 project and, in accordance with 

its contractual commitments vis-à-vis the Iranian authorities, is engaging with the French and 

US authorities to examine the possibility of a project waiver” (Total, 2018). Substantiating their 

position, Total argues that the incentives to counteract the US on this question not 
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counterbalance the American dollar, market and position in the global economy (ibid.). Also 

the deal between French Airbus and Iran, the deal between the French carmaker Renault and 

Iran and the deal between Peugeot-Citroen and Iran are all abandoned following the American 

introduction of extraterritorial sanctions (Hirsh, 2018; Keohane, 2018; Nussbaum, 2018).  

 

An actor that holds an important position in the global economy and that is advisory for the 

current state of the global economy is the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial 

Telecommunication (SWIFT). The SWIFT stands at the heart of the world’s financial industry, 

implying that the SWIFT played a key role also in this case. Characterising themselves as an 

“internationally available, political neutral utility” (SWIFT, n.d.), the SWIFT did, in this case, 

face a political dispute that challenged their business model . In that sense, Peel and Brunsden 

are right when they argue that the SWIFT is the perfect example of a company that is caught in 

the transatlantic squeeze (Peel & Brunsden, 2018a). I therefore argue that the current conflict 

has politicised the SWIFT and required that the “inclusive and neutral financial engine” chose 

a side – the SWIFT has been “weaponised” for political ends. In November 2018, the SWIFT 

announces that it will comply with the restored US sanctions on Iran (Peel, 2018), and this must 

be considered as a major setback for the European Union in their efforts to defy the American 

actions.  

 

Whereas the SWIFT is just another example of a European corporation with global interests 

that consider access to the American market more important than trade with Iran, this tells me 

a great deal about the hierarchical structure of the global economy and how this affects the 

leeway for the European Union as a global actor through trade.  

 

In the words of Brian Hook, the US Special Representative for Iran:  

 

“European companies are making a decision in their economic interests to choose working 

with the United States over Iran. Any major European company will always choose the 

American market over the Iranian market. And we have seen only full support for maintaining 

strong economic relations between European companies and the American market” 

(Hook, 2018b). 

 

Summing up the current state of affairs, as presented in the analysis and clarified by Hook, 

European corporations deliberately obstruct the EU’s efforts to counteract the American 
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actions, showing the European powerlessness as an independent actor in the global economy 

outside the structural framework that the USA creates for global economic interactions, and 

now also counter to their policy. Indicating that the amended blocking statute not has had the 

intended consequences for European multinational corporations operating in Iran, I argue that 

the factual consequences of the blocking statute is that the EU has made it more difficult for 

European corporations to find a balance between global ambitions and regional commitments. 

If the EU’s intention is to strengthen the European community, their recent efforts counteract 

this strategy as the blocking statute presents the corporations with an ultimatum: either to 

comply with American sanctions or face European countermeasures and ostracism. For the 

majority of the European corporations, this has been an easy ponderation where the economic 

incentives of conforming to the American sanctions have outweighed the European efforts to 

uphold trade with Iran, assuring the country’s affirmation to the treaty.  

 

Concluding remarks  

 

Throughout this analysis I have showed that the European Union has showed an impressive 

degree of internal cohesiveness in their official rhetoric following the American unilateral and 

protectionist turn, exemplified by the withdrawal from the JCPOA. Even so, there is a level of 

ambiguity in the European efforts to counter the American sanctions, as the rhetoric is rather 

different from the actual realisation and execution. It shows that the Union is 28 individual 

member-states with conflicting foreign policy objectives, the key obstacle is that none of the 

member states wants to challenge the US by hosting the SPV. The main finding of this empirical 

analysis is that EU’s agency in global affairs is restricted by the depth and width of the USA in 

the global economy. The American presence, both in terms of the importance of the American 

dollar and the American market, but also because of its overall dominance in the global 

economy, restricts the agency of the European Union and limits its leeway as a global actor. 
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Discussions and conclusions  
 

Based on the empirical analysis presented in the previous chapter, this final chapter will refer 

back to the theoretical discussions and discuss the empirical results up against the theoretical 

assumptions. From the empirical analysis, I believe that I can draw three main conclusions. For 

one, the American presence in the global economy is deep-rooted in all sectors of the economic 

and financial sphere. Operating outside the structural framework for which the US provides and 

counter to its policy, limit the agency and leverage of the EU. The efforts to save the Iran nuclear 

deal and the interests of European corporations operating in Iran show the inability of the EU 

to protect strategic interests faced with the American actions. The reactions of the European 

industry and commerce operating in Iran, which advisedly left Iran despite European ambitions 

of continued trade with Iran, is the clearest evidence of the European inability to appear as a 

credible actor and a protector of European interests in global affairs. This is also reflected in 

the official discourse of the USA both in relation to the blocking statute and the SPV. The 

analysis also makes me question whether the EU actively wants to reform the global economy. 

The Union’s main focus has been its own and its corporations’ interests in Iran and there has 

not, actively, been made reference to a desire to take on an increased responsibility for the 

upholding of the multilateral and liberalised character of the global economy. 

 

Theoretically speaking, this implies that the world economy still is dependent upon the presence 

of an economic hegemon and that there still is a dividing line and a hierarchical structure that 

guide the organisation of the global economy. This is also in line with the theorists writing on 

the EU as a trade power, who have argued that the EU’s agency in global affairs through 

economic means is dependent upon the framework that the USA upholds, and that the Union’s 

focus is to protect its interests within the existing system, pioneered by the USA, cf. Verdun. 

The analysis of the European efforts to counter the American sanctions, mainly through the 

Blocking Statute, illustrates that Gilpin was right when he argued that the world economy is a 

politicised sphere where economic actors see it in their interest to follow the hegemonic state. 

Followingly, the implications of large political shifts become visible at all levels of the global 

economy, mainly referring to the almost-unanimous decision by European corporations to leave 

Iran in favour of access to the American markets, showing that the global markets cannot be 

depoliticised. This alteration became important for the demonstration of the lopsided, 

dependent relationship between the EU and the USA in the governing of the global economy.  
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The second conclusion that I believe that one can draw based upon the empirical analysis is that 

internal cohesiveness is not a sufficient condition for the EU to act independently of the USA 

in global economic affairs. The theorists writing on the EU as a trade power have argued that 

one of the great flaws of the EU in the Union’s ambitions of becoming an independent and 

autonomous power through trade is its lack of internal cohesiveness. This would imply that a 

united front, pioneered by the “big three” of the EU (the United Kingdom, France and 

Germany), should strengthen the EU’s leverage in global affairs through economic means. 

What I consider one of my main findings is that the EU’s power in trade not is a sufficient 

condition for the EU to assert its position in the global economy nor is internal cohesiveness. It 

demonstrates that when the underlying conditions for global economic interactions, set by the 

USA, counteracts European interests, the EU is left in a vacuum of powerlessness. The main 

implications that can be drawn from this finding is that, the EU is a power through trade when 

it operates within the frames that the US creates.  

 

The third main conclusion refers to the ambiguity of the EU in its efforts to protect the Iran 

nuclear deal. The analysis shows that the European rhetoric when discussing the importance of 

the protection of the deal is not reflected in the execution of the initiatives. The institutional 

preconditions underlying all EU-action, restricts its capacity to act united on all stages and 

followingly its leverage as a global actor. I argue that there is a lack of internal cohesiveness in 

the execution and following-up of important politicised initiatives for the EU to act according 

to the principle of strategic autonomy in global affairs, an issue that weakens the EU’s standing 

in the global community. This is the main lesson that I believe can be drawn from the process 

surrounding the SPV, initiated by the EU, but still to be agreed upon and completed by the 

member states. 

 

Thus, what I conclude is that the Union’s efforts to preserve the Iran nuclear deal, protect its 

multinational corporations and take on a larger share of the responsibility for the structural 

conditions of the multilateral and liberalised order of the global economy, are restricted by 

preconditions speaking in disfavour of European agency. The European efforts to preserve the 

Iran nuclear deal does neither alter the power structures governing the global economy nor 

outweigh the American presence in the global economy, but rather becomes a demonstration of 

the hierarchical structure of the global economy. Gilpin’s realist assumptions are confirmed, as 

one can argue that it is the foreign and security interests of the economic hegemon that are 

guiding global economic interactions. My study also confirms Gilpin’s theoretical assumption 
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about politicisation of multinational corporations, and how they to a large extent demonstrate 

the power structures of the global economy. Having argued throughout the thesis that the 

economic tools have become an important means of foreign policy, that we have seen a 

politicisation of the economy and that the EU’s leverage on the global stage is through its 

common economic policy, the developments in Iran show that the EU’s agency in questions of 

foreign policy is weakened.   

 

What makes this case particularly interesting is that the USA not only alters its stand on the 

Iran question, but also challenges the pillars upon which the global economy rests by showing 

reluctance to uphold its global commitments as the economic hegemon. Prior research shows 

that the Union, in previous cases of a similar nature, has been able to act autonomously of and 

counter to American efforts to embargo Iran. How is this case different? Roy highlighted that 

the EU was in need of a policy plan to coordinate the European efforts so that American 

protagonists would not take advantage of European lack of cohesiveness. Studying the 

European efforts following the American actions in May 2018, I argue that this still is an issue 

that the EU needs to tackle in order to operate autonomously of the USA. Today, the Union 

shows that it stands powerless to a USA going on the rampage. The American presence in the 

global economy goes wider and deeper today than what it did both in 1996 and 2003. As 

economic policy has become an increasingly important means of foreign policy and the ever-

increasing globalisation has politicised the economy further, the American position has been 

reinforced, which complicates the EU’s standing as an independent actor on the global stage 

further. This is exemplified through sanction acts such as the ‘Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, 

Accountability and Divestment Act of 2010’ and its reinforcement in 2012 (Goldberg, 2018). 

 

Thus, despite the coherent European efforts to take on a leadership role in the Iran question, its 

leverage is undermined due to a status quo of the EU’s global agency compared to the 

increasingly tight grip that the USA holds over global economic interactions. As a consequence, 

the efforts to protect the Iran nuclear deal, similar to the one taken in 1996 and 2003, falter, 

highlighting its inferior geopolitical stand relative to the USA. As a final comment, I argue that 

the American actions in May 2018 and the EU’s efforts to counter these, highlight a number of 

flaws in the EU’s internal structures, which affects its geopolitical stand. President Trump 

seems to be reluctant to dialogue and his deadlocked position makes it difficult for the EU to 

assert its position. Thus, it appears as if the political costs are higher for the EU when trying to 

protect the Iran nuclear deal than what they would have been if the EU would have left it.  



Knut Laurits Karlsen Wollum 

Page | 46  

 

 

I cannot predict the future for European agency in global affairs, but this study does show that 

the Union’s present leeway and leverage in global affairs is restricted by the American 

dominance in the global economy. We have seen a rapprochement between the EU on the hand 

and China and Russia on the other, but in this respect, I believe that one will have to ask the 

question whether these two countries are countries with which the EU will associate itself in its 

conduct of external relations. Possibly, but this is the author’s personal reflections, that a close 

cooperation between the EU, Russia and China would have reinforced the European position 

on the global stage, but distancing itself from the transatlantic alliance for the benefit of China 

and Russia seems inconceivable. Following the analysis, where I have highlighted the 

prominent position of the EU3 in the weeks and months following the American actions, one 

would also assume that the Brexit will alter the Union’s standing in global affairs further.  
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