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Abstract 

 

Over the past decades, the EU has faced a variety of challenges and shocks that have shaken the 

Union up to its very core, with crisis emerging both internally and externally (i.e. the sovereign debt 

crisis, terrorist attacks, refugees’ crisis, Ukraine crisis, Brexit, pandemic crisis). Within this context, 

it is not surprising that EU’s resilience has become the ultimate goal across various fields and 

sectors. Accordingly, resilience has found its way into EU’s foreign affairs and agenda particularly 

after the Ukraine crisis, which has emphasised the Union’s inability to predict and manage crisis 

emerging in its near abroad.  In this context, the aim of the paper is to analyse EU’s understanding 

of resilience beyond its borders, as a pragmatic turn, away from its transformative incentives. In 

practice, the paper will focus on the Eastern Partnership (EaP) region, where the EU has put 

considerable efforts to shape a coherent approach to resilience. The argument is that, despite the 

EU’s efforts and intensions, the pursuit of resilience abroad entails a series of contradictions and 

frictions between the EU’s own resilience and that of the EaP countries, revolving around the 

dichotomy between interests and values. 

 

Keywords: resilience, interests, values, European Union, Eastern Neighbourhood  

 

 

Introduction 

 

The series of crisis that have challenged the EU over the last decade (Ukraine crisis, refugees, 

Covid-19 pandemics, etc.) have gradually incited serious discussions about EU’s strategic autonomy; 

these have helped the Union to realise that it was not enough to solely focus on its own resilience 

since most of the severe crisis that hit the EU have emerged outside its borders. Particularly, the 

Ukraine crisis has brought back into EU’s agenda the geopolitical language, determining the EU to 

adopt a more pragmatic stance, and to export its resilience approach to its immediate neighbourhood, 

although focusing on its own interests.  

“The era of a conciliatory, if not naïve, Europe has come of age. Virtuous "soft power" is no 

longer enough in today's world. We need to complement it with a "hard power" dimension, and 

not just in terms of military power and the badly needed strengthened European defence. Time 
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has come for Europe to be able to use its influence to uphold its vision of the world and defend 

its own interests.” (EC, 2020)  

In this regard, EU’s first clear step towards a more pragmatic approach to foreign policy has 

actually materialised in early 2019 when the EU took a more coherent and assertive stance towards 

China; hence, in its strategic outlook on China,  the EU has simultaneously described it as  “a 

cooperation partner with whom the EU has closely aligned objectives (in different policy areas), a 

negotiating partner with whom the EU needs to find a balance of interests, an economic competitor 

in the pursuit of technological leadership, and a systemic rival promoting alternative models of 

governance” (EC, 2019b). Such approach implies a more flexible and pragmatic EU keen on enabling 

a principled defence of interests and values. 

Within this context, the paper aims at assessing the implications of EU’s pragmatic turn in its 

eastern neighbourhood, by carefully examining the contradictions between protecting interests and 

exporting values. The first section of the paper outlines the main theoretical framework necessary to 

build upon the paper’s argumentation. Whereas the second section offers a general overview of EU’s 

resilient approach in its eastern neighbourhood, the third section of the paper goes forward by 

critically discussing the dichotomy between interests and values; the last section captures the paper’s 

final remarks and conclusions.   

 

1. Theoretical Account 

 

Initially, resilience emerged as a keyword in various strategic documents concerning EU’s 

development policy and agenda in early 2000s, thus becoming a prominent analytical tool for 

understanding and addressing development disparities within its member states (Béné et al. 2014), 

especially where shocks, vulnerabilities and risks are critical for the systems (Martin, 2018; 

Brinkmann et al., 2017; Hallegatte et al., 2016).  The events in Ukraine (Euromaidan protests, 

annexation of Crimea, Malaysia Airlines Flight 17, etc.) have shifted the attention towards crisis 

originating abroad so that the concept has been adopted from EU’s internal policies and infused in its 

external actions. However, if the relevance of the concept in EU’s development policy and agenda 

has brought about clear actions and results, when it comes to EU’s actorness and external actions, the 

results are still questionable and discussed at length (Pascariu et al., 2020; Korosteleva, 2018).  

Particularly, the de-facto adoption of the resilience concept in EU’s external policies and agenda 

took place when the EU has launched its revised global strategy (EUGS) in 2016. Forged with the 

aim of enhancing EU’s own resilience and that of its partners, the EUGS has introduced a new 
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approach to FASP, build upon “principled pragmatism”.  In this regard, EUGS represents a key 

moment in EU’s FASP, as it announced a major shift in EU’s modus operandi of state-building and 

transformation from a top-down to a bottom-up approach. In this regard, EU’s newfound paradigm 

emerged as a blend between a more pragmatic, realist approach (stemming from a realistic assessment 

of the worsening geopolitical environment), coupled with EU’s classical idealistic and normative 

vision of bettering the world.  

Overall, the resilience concept is being portrayed in literature as the clear sign of the end of 

Europe’s normative power in favour of a more pragmatic, realist one (Tocci, 2019; Juncos, 2016). 

However, this paradigm shift does not necessarily oppose EU’s classical normative stance as it still 

keeps at its core the key concepts of democracy, good governance, and the rule of law. This change 

of approach simply highlights that due to various crisis and challenges stemming from both 

exogenous and endogenous factors, the EU has finally accepted its limits in mitigating external shocks 

and crises, so that stability beyond its borders became “the new key goal to replace the liberal peace-

building” (Wagner and Anholt, 2016, 11). Since the multiple shocks and crises (of both endogenous 

and exogenous factors) have seriously challenged the EU’s international role in the emergent multi-

order world (Flockhart, 2016), “a substantial overhaul of policy practices is still required to match 

the narrative turn” from the ambitious liberal approach to the more pragmatic resilience one (Petrova 

and Delcour, 2020). 

The next section shall focus the discussion on the eastern dimension of EU’s FASP, namely on 

EU’s resilient approach in EU’s eastern neighbourhood.   

 

2. Resilience beyond EU’s borders – the eastern dimension 

 

Up to EUGS (2016), EU has been driven by its normative power when dealing with its 

neighbours, especially since it has been encouraged by the consecutive successful enlargements of 

2004 and 2007; this has led the EU to further seek a diffusion of its norms and values and to outsource 

this integration logic beyond its borders (Manners 2002, Schimmelfening, 2008; Smith 2010).  

Recently, the European Commission has issued its new policy guide toward the six eastern 

neighbours (The Eastern Partnership beyond 2020: Reinforcing resilience - an Eastern Partnership 

that delivers for all) which highlights once more the transformation of FASP towards a consolidated 

resilience approach (EC, 2020). The document clearly outlines that the EU has slightly changed the 

peak of cooperation from democracy promotion to stability, thus the execution of functioning 

democracy. The fact that the democracy concept is missing in the discourse and architecture of this 
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latest policy guide highlights the realist turn in EU’s FASP, as the Union has given up the status of 

“democracy inspector” in the region. This endeavour has a variety of implications for both the EU, 

the EaP, and by extension for the Russian Federation.  

Furthermore, resilience has overall challenged the fundamentals of top-down global governance 

and refocuses on the role of “the local” to make it more responsive to people’s needs (Korosteleva 

and Flokhart, 2020). Focusing at length on the resilience - local ownership nexus within the EU’s 

major narrative turn, Petrova and Delcour (2020) highlight that resilience-building in the EU’s 

neighbourhood is primarily justified by the EU’s own security (Petrova and Delcour, p. 342). In this 

regard, “EU has left little scope (if any) to accommodate the preferences of those countries seeking 

closer ties with the EU, when these preferences diverged from its own vision” (Petrova and Delcour, 

p. 354). Subsequently, EU is actually aiming at an effective governance of the EaP countries, rather 

than genuine empowerment of the local (Petrova and Delcour; Korosteleva and Flokhart, 2020). In 

this regard resilience is not only a quality of a system, but also as a way of thinking, and a process 

inherent to “the local that cannot be externally engineered”. In order for resilience-framed governance 

to become more effective, the EU needs not just engage with ‘the local’ by way of externally enabling 

their communal capacity, but to deeply understand that resilience is a self-governing project. 

(Korosteleva and Flokhart, 2020; Korosteleva, 208, 2019).  

From a conceptual standpoint, resilience represents a systemic approach designed to attain the 

system’s “development goals, to achieve security, to build inclusive societies or to recover from 

shocks” (European Commission, 2017), although not by just simply coping with crisis, but also by 

finding a long-term systemic solution ‘to tackle the root causes’ of these crises, as part of a new 

development agenda” (Korosteleva, 2018, p. 3). Reported to EU’s specific goal of enhancing “its own 

resilience and that of its neighbours”, it is challenging, to say the least, to define the referring system, 

going back to Chandler’s questions about resilience of what and for whom (Chandler, 2015; Nitoiu 

and Pasatoiu, 2020; Korosteleva, 2020). Since the EU has left behind its missionary approach and 

renounced the transformative scopes in the neighbourhood, it indirectly acknowledged that its system 

and the one(s) of the EaP differ. Hence, enhancing resilience beyond its borders implies enhancing 

the resilience of at least two systems (the EU and the EaP); this translates into a a priori convergence/ 

harmonisation between the capabilities, goals and needs of the two systems. Since the EU has 

renounced transforming, thus integrating the EaP into its model (eventually making the EaP part of 

its system), it simply relies on the convergence between its own needs & interests and those of the 

EaP.  
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3. The interests/values dichotomy within EU’s resilience approach in the Eastern 

Neighbourhood 

 

The reality check brought about by the Ukraine crisis has determined the EU to shift its focus 

from the fragilities that the partner countries and regions face towards its own interests, needs and 

vulnerabilities. Accordingly, within the Eastern Neighbourhood, the EU’s interests first realist 

principle started to gain ground against its previous normative stance on diffusing European values. 

Subsequently, when dwelling upon the interests/values dichotomy, two major questions arise: Is EU’s 

gravitational attraction and values still powerful? and Whose interests should come first in the 

eastern neighbourhood?  

* 

EU’s gravitational attraction – the power of European values 

Nevertheless, the idea that European Union and its member states, in spite of all the many 

imperfections and complexities of its system, does hold as pinnacle the protection and human rights 

and the wellbeing of all European citizens, is a very powerful one. As such, through its wellbeing and 

way of life (especially equality) the EU will continue to be a real power of gravitational attraction for 

third party states. However, the attractiveness of its model is being questioned every time the EU 

faces a crisis, so that the Union should be warry. By giving its own model a universal value, the EU 

has built its ENP around the idea that all neighbouring countries will automatically aspire and strive 

for the European model (Simionov and Pascariu, 2019), so that the Union could assume the role of a 

transformative power in the region, through the means of Europeanisation. Should we look at 

resilience as a “human ability to adapt to various regimes of governance (including of authoritarian 

nature), in a struggle to survive and achieve stability” (Korosteleva, 2018), being resilient might in 

fact mean being “an obstacle to positive change” (Korosteleva, 2020). Since at societal level, these 

countries have faced a series of crisis and significant hardships over the last decades, people have 

grown tired and somewhat afraid of changes, thus “naturally valuing autocratic stability and strong 

rule over the uncertainty of democratic governance” (Bourbeau, 2013, p. 8). Consequently, EU’s 

actorness in EaP region essentially depends on the capacity and the interests of EaP countries to 

assume the European model as the desirable system, thus naturally assuming its resilience and 

survival as being pinnacle to their own (Chandler, 2015).  

EU’s soft power is a real asset that has no competitor in the entire Eurasia in terms of its 

attractiveness (not Russia nor China are comparable to the EU). The EU is the most appealing and its 

power of gravitational attraction of surrounding countries lies within its economic welfare (Incaltarau 
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et al., 2021) and its cultural attraction. However, the latest challenges and crisis that the EU has faced 

over the last decade has induced additional pressure on its ability to orient and focus its resources 

abroad. Subsequently, a gap has emerged between the force with which the EU continues to spread 

its narrative outside its borders and the internal problems that highlight an apparent weakness of the 

EU itself. 

Moreover, EU’s favourite instrument in its neighbourhood - conditionality is often being 

perceived as a return to the past, to those missionary European powers that meddle in lesser countries’ 

internal affairs. Furthermore, there are powerful alternative narratives within Europe and beyond that 

openly challenge and deny the universality of the European values, by either proposing a different 

hierarchy of values or even a distinct set of universal values (like Russia or China). Moreover, critics 

highlight that real conditionality is only and mainly imposed on the weak. This critique is entirely 

justifiable. The richer/stronger the countries, the less susceptible to positive conditionality, as 

economic interests usually trump other considerations. Moreover, it is also justifiable and in our direct 

security interest, to ensure that in a case like Ukraine the European financial assistance is well-spent 

and reforms are properly implemented. In this regard, it becomes obvious that the perspective of 

enhancing resilience in the region is directly dependent on the willingness and capacity of EaP 

countries to assume and implement reforms “in moments of abrupt change and rupture of political 

and social stability” (EC, 2014). This means that it is necessary to find common solutions, outside 

and inside, and advance better understanding of the EU’s partners and of the region as a whole, by 

integrating a deep analysis of the local community’s needs, values and behaviours.  

* 

Whose interests come first in enhancing resilience in the Eastern neighbourhood? 

In general, out of all the values and norms that the EU has sought to promote beyond its borders, 

the most contested by far was democracy and to some extent human rights. It is obviously 

understandable why democratisation is the most antagonistic out of all, as it does imply regime 

change, namely the change of those governments that the EU is dealing with and indirectly suggests 

them not being fully legitimate.  

The conviction that [our] principles are universal has introduced a challenging element into 

the international system because it implies that governments not practising them are less than 

fully legitimate (Kissinger, 2015, p. 235). 

However, the EU cannot totally abandon its normative agenda, since although we cannot 

change non-democratic regimes, neither must we strengthen them. In practice, EU’s actions in 

democratising its eastern neighbourhood have been lees than satisfactory to the point that the EU has 
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finally acknowledged and understood that democracy cannot be engineered from outside a country, 

but it has to naturally grow from the inside (bottom-up approach). Nevertheless, the EU cannot just 

abandon its democracy and human rights agenda either. First of all, such endeavour would also mean 

abandoning the relatively new civil societies that took roots in some countries (i.e. Ukraine, Georgia, 

Moldova) and who need all the support they could get from the international community in promoting 

democratic values and principles. In this regard, it seems that the EU needs to find an alternative 

solution when promoting its democracy and human rights agenda so that it does not abandon nor 

overemphasises them. This middle ground could consist of EU’s broadening the narrative; in this 

regard, the latest revisions of EU’s FASP and particularly its strategic documents towards the EaP 

countries highlight that the EU’s narrative shift towards `Pragmatic idealism’ is gaining ground. 

Principled pragmatism translates into promoting values and norms, but not at the expense of its 

interests. On the contrary, highlighting the newly recognised importance of interests in dealing with 

the EaP, the EU declared its intent to ‘pursue its interests which include the promotion of universal 

values’. However, since ‘not all partners aspire to EU rules and standards’, ‘the new ENP will take 

stabilisation as its main political priority’ whereas the EU will continue ‘to promote democratic, 

accountable and good governance […] where there is a shared commitment’ (EC, 2015).  

Until recently, interests were not particularly emphasised in EU’s foreign policy, as the focus 

was mainly on EU’s normative agenda, thus on diffusing its norms and values. However, a glance 

through EU’s FASP strategic documents (EUGS, 2016; EC, 2019b; EC, 2020) highlight an enhanced 

focus on interests against values. In Europe’s Strategic agenda for 2019-2024, the fourth priority of 

the EU is to promote its interests and values on the global stage.  

“EU needs to pursue a strategic course of action and increase its capacity to act autonomously 

to safeguard its interests, uphold its values and way of life, and help shape the global future 

[…] but to better defend its interests and values and help shape the new global environment, 

the EU needs to be more assertive and effective. This requires us to be more united in the stances 

we take, and more determined and effective in exerting our influence. It also means making 

more resources available and better using those we already have at our disposal. And it means 

giving a clearer priority to European economic, political and security interests, leveraging all 

policies to that end.” (European Council, 2019) 

Throughout the text, it can be noticed the manner in which the EU is switching the importance 

of its priorities from promoting its values to safeguarding its interests. In this regard, building and 

fostering resilience of its eastern neighbours is being a scope for as long as it supports and adds on to 

EU’s own resilience.  
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Conclusions 

 

The latest developments beyond EU’s border highlight that the Union resides within an 

increasingly hostile world defined by enhanced competition between states and regional actors, thus 

a more multipolar and less multilateral world; In this regard, faced with the reality, the EUGS 

downgraded EU’s transformation agenda of bettering the world into more realist objectives of 

protecting the EU’s interests and ensuring its resilience to eventual external crisis. As such, the pursuit 

of resilience in the eastern neighbourhood brought to light EU’s necessity to find the right balance 

between exporting democratic values and ensuring the stability of its near abroad. 

As such, after examining the interests/ values dichotomy within its newfound resilience 

paradigm, it looks like the EU has finally prioritised and stability is more important. Should the 

situation arise in its near abroad when the EU must choose between safeguarding its interests or stick 

to its values, it is clear now which course of action shall EU choose. This normative turn equips the 

EU with more room of manoeuvre and brings about an additional focus on differentiation, ownership, 

visibility and flexibility for EU’s immediate neighbours. Subsequently, the resilience turn provides 

the neighbours with a flexible choice to decide the depth of their relations with the EU, moving 

towards privileged sector-based cooperation, in which they have joint ownership. 
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