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Introduction


The European Union seeks to use ‘civilian power,’ rather than military power, to achieve its ends. The concept is to use civilian means of persuasion – among them diplomacy, preferential trading relationships, punitive economic and trade sanctions, and, most powerful of all, membership in the European Union itself – to achieve the foreign policy goals of the EU and protect the interest of member nations. This method would stand in contrast to the more traditional form of influence, military power, which is still the primary form of influence exerted by the United States. But how effective, ultimately, is civilian power? Is it more or less effective than military power in achieving foreign policy goals? What are the limits of the European Union’s civilian power, and what are its strengths? I will attempt to answer these questions by explaining civilian power, then laying out the reasons the EU uses it instead of military power. I will then examine the limits to and advantages of using civilian power, concluding by summarizing the overall power of ‘civilian power.’
What is ‘civilian power’? 

Civilian power, as I said above, is a means to securing foreign policy ends. It stands in contrast to military power, where the state takes advantage of its capacity to attack or invade another nation to build diplomatic force. Military power need not always be exercised in order to give the state power in international relations; the threat alone is sometimes sufficient, as is the ability of the state to form diplomatic alliances with nations that seek protection. The United States, for example, has long used military power not only as a means to induce changes it wishes to see in the world, but to strengthen its diplomatic hand. Since the end of World War II the United States has been the ‘benevolent hegemony’ protecting Western Europe militarily.
 This position has given American a large amount of influence in world affairs.


Europe, on the other hand, and specifically the EU, tends to use civilian power to reach foreign policy goals. This is not to say that the nations of Europe exert no military power, they do. But for a variety of reasons I explore below, European nations and most especially the European Union (as a singular supranational body) tend to use civilian power. Civilian power, unsurprisingly, is based in the power held by civilians. First and foremost, it is based in the European Union’s economic strength. The EU has been described as “an economic giant and a political pygmy.”
 The EU uses that economic strength to exert influence around the world. It does so primarily through four actions: diplomatic influence due to its economic power; the giving or denying of humanitarian and international development aid; preferential trading agreements with nations based on their meeting certain requirements of the EU and economic sanctions on nations that do not live up to standards of human rights or pose a threat to global security; and the last and most powerful method of exerting civilian power, membership into the European Union itself.


The European Union is an economic powerhouse that is responsible for 20% of worldwide exports.
 That economic strength gives it a significant bargaining chip in multilateral diplomatic negotiations. As an integral part of the worldwide economy, other nations must, at the least, consider its views and proposed actions. Similarly, the EU can enter into preferential trading relationships with other nations. Through these treaties, the European Union can exert some influence on the other nation.
 It can, for example, make certain democratic reforms or an honest effort to work toward regional peace prerequisites of an expanded trading relationship.
Alternately, the European Union can place economic and trade sanctions on nations that do not live up to the EU’s international goals of stability and the expansion of democracy and human rights. The EU can ban sales of military equipment by member nations to countries that endanger regional or global security, giving the organization a way of not only creating a disincentive for state-sponsored violence but also to limit the means of engaging in it. The European Union also gives a large amount of monetary development aid, as well as humanitarian assistance.
 By linking increases in either sort of aid to economic and governmental reforms like market liberalization or government transparency, the EU can promote its foreign policy goals and member states’ interests. If this is the proverbial ‘carrot,’ much as preferential trading relationships are, there is also a ‘stick’ in aid negotiations much like that of sanctions: the European Union can deny a nation aid if it does not meet certain requirements.
But in all of the three cases above, there are limits to the policies effectiveness. I explore those limits in depth below. The last means the European Union has of exercising civilian power is the most powerful (though not, as well, without its limits): membership into the EU itself. Membership in the EU brings fantastic benefits to a nation, including the relaxation of trade barriers and tariffs and increased mobility for its citizens within Europe. The benefits to trade and a nation’s economy from membership are, necessarily, far greater than can be obtained from any trade treaty with the EU – or there would not be much point to there being a European Union at all! The EU has, therefore, a correspondingly greater influence in pushing for reforms within a nation: it can lay down the gauntlet, challenging the nation’s government to change by flatly stating that it will not be considered for membership until certain reforms are made. This is the European Union’s most powerful tool for meeting its foreign policy goals and creating internal change in other nations to promote democracy and human rights. But, while powerful, this method has its limits, just like the other methods – and, in fact, civilian power as a whole. I expand on those limits below. 

Why ‘Civilian Power’?

To understand the limits of civilian power, one must understand the reason that the European Union uses civilian power much more than its ugly brother, military power. The motivation of the EU in choosing this particular course of action is rooted in one of the limits on the organization itself, a limit that stems from the way the European Union is organized. The organizational structure that has evolved over the years since the EU first came into existence is complicated. Of greatest concern to us at this moment is the fact that the European Union is made up of a number of member states that must – or should, in an ideal world – speak in international affairs with one voice. This, obviously, is something rather more easily said than done.


The European Union grew out of the European Economic Community (ECC). It is first and foremost a customs union designed to facilitate trade among member states for the purpose of mutual economic growth. This is important for two reasons. First of all, foreign policy decisions that involve the use of military force are incredibly difficult to make. The use of military force is “so associated with national influence, sovereignty, and identity” that nations are reluctant to give it up
. Nations may be willing to trade some control over their budget, taxes and spending; spend money on the European Union bureaucracy; hand over control of ultimate legal decisions to a European court; and accept directions from the EU on levels of tariffs on imported goods. All are worth doing if to gain substantial economic growth. But nations willing to give up that sovereignty still chafe at the mere thought of reducing their ability to control their own military. Without a centralized, omnipotent decision-making process in the EU, decisions on the use of military power are subject to consensus and agreement among all member nations. As the use of military force involves decisions of life and death, that consensus can be difficult to achieve.

So the use of civilian power is necessary on a functionalist level. It would simply be too hard to use military force in the same decisive way the United States does within such an organizational structure. Moreover, Europe mostly depended on the United States for military protection throughout the entirety of the Cold War, and European countries have not built up the same offensive military capabilities the United States has spent billions on over the past forty years and so enjoys today.
 But this last point brings us to an interesting observation: the European Union is more likely to use civilian power not only because it is difficult for it to effectively wield military power, but because “its real strength lies in the [EU’s] economic tools”
. The United States is a military superpower. The European Union has grown from an economic league of nations shattered by the two World Wars to a veritable economic superpower. If Europe is going to ‘play to its strengths,’ it must make use of economic – civilian – power.
The Limits of ‘Civilian Power’


It is true that the European Union is limited in its ability to use military power and must therefore use its economic strength to wield civilian power. But there are limits to the use of civilian power as well. For one, the effectiveness of trade deals extends only so far. To give too many trade concessions to a nation dilutes the effectiveness of – and thus the rationale for – membership in the EU itself. Why become a member if you can get close to the same status through preferential trade deals? But if the European Union is not willing to give some preferential trade status, its ability to use trade deals as a ‘carrot’ to induce reforms is limited. Why would a nation transform its government and economy for little benefit? If the carrot is ineffective, can sanctions (the ‘stick’) work? Banning the sale of military arms to aggressive and dangerous nations is a worthy goal. But broader sanctions that are truly punitive will often affect the most endangered and vulnerable members of a nation and fail to create changes in government. These sanctions then become politically unpopular among European voters – for example, the movement to eliminate sanctions on Iraq.

If putting sanctions in place will hurt the wrong people, fail to spark needed reforms, and will be extremely unpopular among the voting populace in Europe, then denying humanitarian aid to a nation will likely not work either. The same rationale applies here, especially the backlash among voters horrified by the morality of such an action. So is integration – demanding a nation make reforms before accepting it as a new member of the European Union – the only effective use of civilian power? Unfortunately, there are limits to the use of integration as well. First of all, geography poses a problem. Many of the governments that the EU might seek to influence through civilian power are in the Middle East and Africa.
 Wherever they are, the important fact is that many are not even arguably in the geographical boundaries of Europe. Integration simply is not an effective way of creating reforms in these countries.

Moreover, even if an appropriate trade deal can be worked out, sanctions imposed, or humanitarian aid given or denied, there are times when this action will simply be ineffective. In some nations in Africa, after all, the European Union has been using all these civilian power techniques for years – to only marginal success. And if there are limits on the use of civilian power to create long-term changes in governments and economies of nations around the world, there are far greater limits on civilian power’s ability to deal with military aggression or strife. Certainly the haphazard sanctions European nations slapped on Iraq after its 1991 invasion of Kuwait had little effect. In a case closer to home, the European Union seemed at a loss over how to respond to violence in the former Yugoslav Republic. It took decisive action by the United States to resolve the situation in Kosovo in the late 1990’s. The United States was responsible for 80% of the precision munitions dropped and 90% of the cruise missiles launched during the united response to that situation.
 In these rapid response situations, civilian power is much less effective.

The Effectiveness of ‘Civilian Power’

Perhaps I paint too dire a picture. For all of the faults and problems with the use of civilian power, we must consider the alternative: military force. Is it not possible that civilian power is nevertheless more effective in today’s world than military power? At risk of drawing too many conclusions from one example, consider the use of military force in Iraq. Yes, Iraq is a unique case due to the particularly unilateral circumstances under which it took place. But the problems with Iraq today are arguably the problems with the use of military force: the potential for a backlash that creates further destabilization, and the inability to introduce reforms from the barrel of a gun.


Today’s world is tied together much more closely. This is not just due to economic trade relationships, but advances in communications technology that has led to dramatic expansion of worldwide media. Assume for a moment that the use of military power to displace a corrupt African (just as an example) government succeeds and a democratic government with respect for human rights takes its place. It is still possible that the media depiction of that action – successful as it may be – can further destabilize other nations or entire regions. Other governments could view themselves as threatened and invest in more conventional weapons or try to acquire weapons of mass destruction, crack down on internal dissent, and withdraw further from negotiations. Without the ability to tackle nation after nation and pound them into humility (which, military, is almost completely impossible) the successful use of military power to reach foreign policy goals of democracy and human rights in one nation could result in a retreat on those goals in other nations. Ten steps forward in one country and two steps back everywhere else can hardly be called success.


And, of course, the oh-so-pleasant scenario I describe above is based on the rosy assumption that the use of military power will be effective. But it may not be possible to create democracy – which is, after all, based in a respect for individual human rights – through military force – which, after all, is based in the destruction of real human lives. If the statement “Democracy – or else!” sounds absurd, it is because it is. More likely than not, the overthrow of a nation’s government will result in guerilla war and more bloodshed for years to come. Even if another government can be successfully put in place, who is to say that government will be the desired one? Witness the replacement of a secular dictator in Iraq with an Islamist, pro-Iranian government. In the infinite number of possible results that exist when using military power against a nation, it is likely there will be a significant number that will result in backwards action on the foreign policy goals one was trying to reach.

The effectiveness of civilian power has two other aspects as well. First of all, it has the carrot and stick dynamic – a nation can be rewarded for positive advancements or suffer punitive measures for backwards motion. When it comes to military power, the options are to use military power to build diplomatic influence, to attack, or not to attack. With civilian power, there are more possible courses of action that allow for more nuance. In addition, a last, but important point: the use of military power will have a harmful effect on the European Union. With military intervention as controversial an issue as it is, focusing on civilian power allows the EU member states to maintain a consensus that allows them to accomplish more on other fronts. If the Union was consistently undergoing the kind of fissures and infighting witnessed over Iraq, other important advances that benefit Europe would doubtless suffer.

Conclusion

There are two main points I would like to make about the use of military power versus civilian power. The first is that there is no such thing as perfection in foreign policy. Neither of these two types of power will necessarily achieve the ends one is hoping for. What is needed is a mixed approach that utilizes the strength of each types of power. Using one or the other alone simply doesn’t work. Both have their failings. This observation brings me to my second point: the failings of military power are much worse than the failings of civilian power.

Robert Kagan stereotypes European and American foreign policy as being completely different, the former from Venus and the latter from Mars.
 These views of the respective policies are, as I said, stereotypes. As with most stereotypes, they are inaccurate but contain some kernel of truth.  Rather than using solely military power, the United States uses military power and civilian power. The European Union does not use only civilian power, but military power as well. The recent efforts to create the European Security and Defence Policy demonstrate this, as it moves the EU closer to a more effective use of military power, especially in rapid response situations.
 The difference is simply that the United States foreign policy is weighted much more towards military power; conversely, the European Union places a greater emphasis on civilian power.
 Both are needed, and both exist. The European Union has in recent years developed a policy process to use military power in cases requiring a rapid response. The United States regularly uses its hefty economic strength to aid it in diplomatic endeavors.


While I strongly believe that both are necessary, I also believe that civilian power is a better policy. Perhaps both the US and the EU lean too heavily to opposite ends of the spectrum. But the European Union is leaning to the more pragmatic end, as I have attempted to show. The failings of military power are much greater and have far greater consequences than the failings of civilian power. Essentially, with civilian power you have a long-term policy with a medium rate of success in achieving foreign policy goals; with military power, there is immediate action that will be either highly successful or an utter disaster. In this case, I think the former is more prudent. Since the European Union adopts a balanced approach with greater emphasis on the more prudent and intelligent policy, it is very powerful. ‘Civilian power’ Europe is both powerful and pragmatic; ‘military power’ American is powerful but not pragmatic.
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