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1. Introduction 
 
 
In December 2010, following a confidential voting process, Qatar was designated as the host nation 

for the 2022 World Cup, marking a historic moment as the first Middle Eastern country to host such 

a prestigious global sporting event. This decision offered Qatar a significant platform to assert its 

presence on the world stage and distinguish itself from other nations in the region. Traditionally, 

major sports events serve as a means for host countries to «showcase the values, culture and imagery 

of a host nation, and through that, ideally, attract investors, tourists and attention»1. However, since 

Qatar’s selection as the host nation, the spotlight has been cast on the issue of work migrant rights, 

shifting attention from the projected celebration of sports and cultural exchange. This has led to 

increased global monitoring and raised concerns about the treatment of migrant workers in the 

country, putting the latter under the international lens of scrutiny. Long before the World Cup, 

precisely, «the tragic circumstances under which migrant workers in Qatar were building the 

infrastructure needed to host the event and other related infrastructure came to light, as did other 

salient human rights problems such as the country’s hostility towards LGBTQI+ people and 

corruption around the bidding process»2. Hence, it can be stated that the question of workers’ rights 

violation in relation to the Qatar World Cup has been an issue of significant concern and controversy 

since the allocation of the sporting event to the country. Qatar has, in fact, been plagued by reports 

of poor working conditions, human rights violations and exploitation of migrant workers. The latter 

have been subjected to harsh working conditions, including unsafe working environments, restricted 

movement, low pay, long hours, and inadequate living conditions. As previously mentioned, at the 

international level the state has been put under the lens of scrutiny and therefore pressure has been 

brought to bear to address the failure to respect these rights. However, despite the above call to action, 

the European Union, well known for its role as guardian of human rights, has not demonstrated a 

strong stance to deal with the situation. Rather, the EU has been found to have an inconsistent attitude 

with regard to infringements of human rights in general by the World Cup host state. 

In this context, a concrete action by the EU was expected since the Union presents itself as the 

guarantor, protector and promoter of human rights. 

It has in fact built a positive self-image by portraying itself as a champion of the promotion of human 

rights, peace, democracy and of all the values defined as European that have characterized countless 

speeches by the Union’s spokesmen such as, for example, that of former Commission President 
 
 

1 Næss, H. E. (2023). A figurational approach to soft power and sport events. The case of the FIFA World Cup Qatar 
2022™. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 5, 1142878 
2 Heerdt, D., & Roorda, L. (2023). Lessons Learned in Qatar: The Role of the Netherlands and Its Businesses in 
Addressing Human Rights Abuses in Mega-Sporting Events. Netherlands International Law Review, 1-46. 
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Barroso, whose words were: «by showing the successful functioning of a peaceful Union, based on 

democracy and respect for human rights, Europe is leading by example»3. This exemplary and human 

rights-promoting role that the Union ascribes to itself finds its legal foundation in the Treaty of the 

European Union (TEU), particularly in Article 34 which does not only attribute a legal binding 

character to the Union’s commitment to protecting these rights, but also to its role as a human rights 

promoter in relation to the wider world. Therefore, on paper, the European Union appears as a 

champion of human rights, and consequently of their protection and guarantee, as well as an 

exemplary model in matters of values and, accordingly stands up to the role of advocate of said rights 

and values at the global level. Nonetheless, between the positive image that the EU has outlined and 

attributed to itself and the reality of the facts, its actions, some inconsistencies can be found. 

The case of the controversies generated by the mega sporting event held in Qatar, at which numerous 

violations were revealed with regard to respect for human rights in the context of the World Cup, can 

be considered a clear example of the divergences between what the European Union professes and 

what it enacts. 

However, since the sport event held in Qatar is a fairly recent one, the extent of the European Union’s 

inconsistency in this regard remains, for the time being, as limited, or at least as unclear, as the 

development and information about it. Notwithstanding, it is however possible to identify factors 

supporting the thesis that the EU, in the context of the foregoing sporting event, favored an 

inoperative approach to one of intervention. Indeed, aligned with the portrait designed by itself as 

champion of human rights and democracy on a global scale, the European Union had a prime occasion 

to advocate for workers’ rights in Qatar where the World Cup highlighted the condition of migrant 

laborers. Nevertheless, despite Qatar’s well-documented human rights breaches, a cohesive stance 

from the EU remained absent. Examination of EU involvement reveals, in fact, minimal action 

beyond statements from the European Parliament, which adopted resolutions tackling human rights 

violations against workers5. Indeed, while the European Parliament has consistently condemned these 

abuses, other EU institutions, such as the European Commission (EC), have failed to take decisive 

action. The EC’s response has been vague, favoring political dialogue over concrete measures to  

address human rights issues. For instance, while in a joint communication from the Commission and 

the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, which addressed 

 
3 Barroso, J. M. D. (2009, May 12). Leading by example: The EU and global governance. Conference on 
global governance, Brussels. http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/09/239. Accessed 24 
Sept 2011. 
4 European Union. (2007). Consolidated version of the Treaty on European Union. Official Journal of the European 
Union C326, 26.10.2012, p. 13–390. 
5 Preussen, W. (2022). European Parliament calls out FIFA, Qatar amid World Cup human rights row, 
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-lawmakers-adopt-resolution-on-human-rights-in-qatar-and-call-for-compensation-of- 
workers-families-as-world-cup-2022-kicks-in/ 

https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-lawmakers-adopt-resolution-on-human-rights-in-qatar-and-call-for-compensation-of-workers-families-as-world-cup-2022-kicks-in/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-lawmakers-adopt-resolution-on-human-rights-in-qatar-and-call-for-compensation-of-workers-families-as-world-cup-2022-kicks-in/


3  

strategic partnerships with the Guls states, emphasis was placed on a partnership for people, specific 

stances on labor and human rights abuses were lacking6. 

Moreover, although a human rights dialogue is in place with Qatar7, no meaningful statement or 

action has been released regarding reported workers’ rights violations concerning the World Cup.  

Despite ongoing allegations of modern slavery practices, the EU chose to strengthen its partnership 

with Qatar through the signing of a Cooperation Arrangement in 20188. Although the EU encourages 

Gulf countries to comply with international human rights commitments, its response to Qatar’s 

violations lacks a significant stance. Indeed, notwithstanding the serious nature of the situation, the 

EU has avoided imposing sanctions or exerting effective pressure on Qatar. This EU approach 

underscores the incongruity of the Union’s human rights stance and raises questions about the 

effectiveness of its partnership with Qatar, and more generally with the Gulf countries. 

 
1.1 Research question 

 
 
As discussed above, the 2022 World Cup in Qatar has sparked numerous controversies surrounding 

human and labor rights violations both prior to and during the event, particularly concerning the 

treatment of migrant workers tasked with building the necessary infrastructure. Human rights have 

long been a defining element of the European Union’s identity becoming, with democratic values, 

foundational in the European political landscape since the late 1980s. the EU has, in fact, 

progressively integrated these principles into its external affairs, making them central objectives in 

its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), as evidenced by frequent references from the 

Commission, the European Council, and the European Parliament. Nevertheless, as previously 

mentioned, in the case of the mega-sporting event in Qatar, the EU avoided addressing with a strong 

stance the serious issue of the violation of human rights. The inconsistencies evidenced by the EU 

response on this matter, namely the incongruities between what is “preached” by the EU and how the 

latter performed, prompt the question why, in the case of the Qatar World Cup, did the EU 

demonstrate a discrepancy between ideas and interests? 
 
 
 
 
 

6 European Union: European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy, Joint communication to the European Parliament and the Council, 18 May 2022, 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parl 
iament%20and%20the%20Council%20-%20A%20Strategic%20Partnership%20with%20the%20Gulf.pdf 
7 EEAS Press Team, (2023). Qatar: 5th Human Rights Dialogue with EU held in Doha, 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/qatar-5th-human-rights-dialogue-eu-held-doha_en 
8 EEAS Press Team, (2018), EU and Qatar sign a Cooperation Arrangement, 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/40967_en 

http://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parl
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/qatar-5th-human-rights-dialogue-eu-held-doha_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/40967_en
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1.2 State of the art 
 
 
In this section, two contrasting cases will be discussed, namely those of Turkey and Venezuela, in 

order to illustrate the variables that have an impact on the European Union’s consistency in its 

external human rights policy. 

Firstly, the question of Turkey will be examined. In this case, it can be pointed out that the EU’s 

actions don’t align with its professed values, thus mirroring the inconsistency observed in the Qatar  

situation. Indeed, despite Turkey’s significant human rights issues, the EU’s response seems to be 

perceived as inadequate. This inconsistency could stem from various factors such as economic 

interests, geopolitical considerations, complexities of the EU-Turkey relations, which may have 

hindered the EU’s ability to assertively address these human rights infringements. 

Conversely, the case of Venezuela is an example where the EU’s external human rights policy appears 

more consistent. In contrast to Turkey, the EU’s stance on Venezuela seems to be characterized by a 

clearer and more sustained efforts to uphold human rights standards. This consistency could be 

attributed to factors such as the severity of human rights violations, or, as this thesis argues, the 

absence of significant conflicting interests. 

By analyzing these contrasting cases, this thesis aims to identify the factors and variables that 

influence the European Union’s external human rights policy. Through this comparative analysis, this 

thesis seeks to deepen understanding of the complex interplay of factors shaping the Union’s 

approach to promoting and protecting human rights on the global stage. 

 
a. Turkey 

 
 
As already noted, the controversies surrounding the mega sporting event held in Qatar, which 

unveiled numerous human rights infringements in the context of the World Cup, highlight the 

discrepancies within the European Union between its professed values and its actions, between its 

ideas and its interests. However, the Qatar case is not an isolated “incident”. The EU’s inconsistency 

in foreign policy regarding the protection of human rights is evident in other instances, such as its 

approach to Turkey. The latter serves as a compelling example of the gap between the EU’s  

proclaimed commitment to human rights and its practical prioritization of them. Analyzing the case 

of Turkey is therefore both relevant and useful in illustrating the Union’s inconsistency in its external 

human rights policy toward third countries. 

As previously mentioned, human rights are a remarkably distinctive aspect of the Union’s identity. 

As a matter of fact, since the late 1980s, democratic values and human rights have emerged as a 
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foundational pillar within the European political landscape9. In particular, the European Union has 

progressively integrated human rights provisions and democratic principles into its external affairs10. 

These principles serve as central objectives in the Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP), as witnessed by frequent references by the Commission, the European Council and the 

European Parliament. An example of that is the Luxembourg European Council of 1997 in which it 

was «declared that promoting and safeguarding human rights and fundamental principles of 

democracy throughout the world constitute an important and legitimate part of their external 

relations»11. Consequently, contractual agreements between the EU and third countries have emerged 

as key instruments for the promotion of human rights and fundamental freedoms in countries outside 

the Union. Of particular note, the EU’s association policy towards countries seeking Union 

membership has seen a particularly strict application of human rights conditionality. Indeed, the text 

of the Accession Partnership with Turkey includes human rights conditions that have to be fulfilled12, 

together with the Copenhagen criteria. Accordingly, Turkey’s aspiration to join the European Union 

has subjected it to intense scrutiny by EU authorities. The EU has, in fact, targeted specific areas that 

require policy reform in Turkey in order to conform its standards with those of the EU in this regard. 

Among these is the persistent issue of human rights violations, encompassing torture, other forms of 

cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment, as well as arbitrary arrest and detention13. 

However, while Turkey has taken steps toward reforming its legal framework, its human rights 

practices still fall short of EU standards, with ongoing challenges in upholding fundamental rights. 

Despite European opposition to Turkey’s bid for EU membership in 1989, respect for human rights 

continued to cover a central role in the relationship between the two entities, at least in principle. 

Both sides aimed not only to revitalize the EU-Turkey Association, but also to modernize it in line 

with EU advancements. This commitment prompted discussions regarding the completion of a 

customs union, contingent upon Turkey’s efforts to bring its political and human rights framework in 

line with EU standards. Therefore, the formation of a customs union hinged upon Turkey’s response 

to the Union’s political requirements. So far, this appears to hold potential for both Turkey’s 

advancements and the EU’s role as a promoter of human rights in its foreign policy. However, despite 

«all the difficulties and negative developments», concerning breaches of human rights, «on 6 March 
 
 
 

9 H. Arikan (2002) A Lost Opportunity? A Critique of the EU's Human Rights Policy Towards Turkey, Mediterranean 
Politics, 7:1, 19-50, DOI: 10.1080/713604550 
10 Ibid., p. 20. 
11 European Council (1997): Presidency Conclusions, Luxembourg, 11–12 Dec., Brussels: General 
Secretariat of the Council. 
12 European Commission (2000): Proposal for a Council Decision on Principles, Priorities and Conditions contained in 
the Accession Partnership with the Republic of Turkey, COM (2000), 714, Brussels, 8 Nov. Available at: https://eur- 
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2000:0714:FIN:EN:PDF 
13 H. Arikan (2002), op. cit. p. 23. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM%3A2000%3A0714%3AFIN%3AEN%3APDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM%3A2000%3A0714%3AFIN%3AEN%3APDF
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1995 the EU-Turkish Association Council agreed to the completion of a custom union»14, thus 

unequivocally showing the discrepancy between what is preached by the EU and what is then actually 

implemented. In this case, it is therefore evident that there is a similarity between, on the one hand, 

the decision made by the EU in the case of the completion of a custom union with Turkey and, on the 

other hand, the EU’s choice to enhance the partnership with Qatar through the signature of a 

Cooperation Arrangement in 2018, despite the fact that in both cases human rights disputes were 

present and far from being resolved. 

Despite portraying itself as a beacon of light for human rights, in the case of Turkey, the EU has 

missed a crucial opportunity to advance its human rights agenda, and it certainly failed to do the same 

in the case of the 2022 World Cup in Qatar, particularly with regard to the deplorable treatment of 

migrant workers. Therefore, what the Turkish question highlights is that in this case, just as in the 

one concerning the relationship between Qatar and the EU, the latter’s interests have prevailed over  

the ideals it proclaims and of which, in principle, it stands as a guarantor. 

Contributing to the inconsistency demonstrated by the EU in the case of Turkey, as in that of Qatar, 

was then the role played by various institutions, particularly the European Commission and the 

European Parliament (EP). Indeed, as already mentioned, the EP plays a key role in human rights 

matters. The latter, in fact, has often contributed to the improvement of European human rights 

policies, which is why it is considered an entrepreneur of norms in relation to the said issue. As 

previously noted, in the case of human and labor wights violations in Qatar, the EP was the European 

institution that consistently condemned said abuses, while other European institutions, such as the 

Commission, did non demonstrated a firm stance. This divergence between institutions appears to be 

an element that feeds, or at least fosters, the inconsistency of the EU in its relationship with Qatar, 

since, as will be argued in Chapter 4, institutional divisions make it more difficult to adopt a strong 

and coherent stance. Similarly happened in the case of Turkey. Indeed, «If the list of human rights 

problems noted by the EU suggest that human-rights related matters are a particular priority for the 

EU, there are nevertheless fundamental differences between positions taken by representatives of the 

European Commission and positions taken by MEPs, and this dichotomy is fundamental to 

understanding the incoherent nature of the EU’s human rights policy vis-à-vis Turkey»15. Without 

going into excessive detail, what appears relevant in the case of Turkey, as similar to the dynamics 

that characterize the EU’s relationship with Qatar, is that while the European Parliament has insisted 

on the fostering of human rights reforms by the Turkish government16, stressing several times the 
 

14 Ibid., p. 35. 
15 Gates, A. (2009). Mixed messages and mixed results: the EU's promotion of human rights in Turkey. European Law 
Journal, 15(3), 401-411. 
16 A. Giannakopoulos and K. Maras, Party Perspectives in the European Parliament in Turkey’s EU Accession. 
An Empirical Study of Session Protocols of the European Parliament 1996–2004, Occasional Paper 
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problems regarding said rights, the Commission has focused in targeting economic and social 

development, prioritizing it at the expense of respect for human rights17. Therefore, these 

inconsistencies «that mark positions taken by the EP and the Commission over Turkey encourage an 

incoherent EU approach to human rights reforms in Turkey»18, as the one adopted with regard to the 

World Cup controversies. 

 
b. Venezuela 

 
 
Regarding, on the other hand, the case of Venezuela, since 2014 the country has been marked by 

profound political polarization, institutional deterioration, escalating political repression, and a 

worsening economic and humanitarian crisis. The death of Hugo Chávez on March 5, 2013, followed 

by Nicolás Maduro's narrow victory in the presidential election on the 14 of April 2013, with a margin 

of only 1.6%, fueled a cycle of intensifying political turmoil and violent protests19. Since early 2014, 

then, the government’s harsh response to public demonstrations has further radicalized segments of 

the opposition, mobilizing their supporters around the demand for President Maduro’s removal from 

office, known as “la salida” (the exit). Venezuela’s situation has steadily worsened, characterized by 

a violent crackdown on protestors by security forces, imprisonment of opposition figures, a 

fragmented political opposition, growing authoritarianism, the erosion of representative institutions, 

acute economic and social hardships, a sever public security crisis, and alarming levels of crime- 

related violence. Additionally, there has been a significant surge in Venezuelans fleeing their 

homeland20. Following the escalation of protests in February 2014, security forces have employed 

severe repression tactics, resulting in widespread human rights violations21. Instances of unlawful 

force, such as shooting and severe beatings of unarmed individuals, have been reported22. Moreover, 

there have been several arbitrary arrests and violations of due process rights. reports also indicate 

torture and mistreatment during arrest, detention, and in response to social protests involving 

 
No 4/05 (St Anthony’s College Oxford, South East European Studies at Oxford, European Studies Centre, 
2005). 
17 European Commission, Commission decision on a Multi-annual Indicative Planning Document (MIPD) 2007–2009 
for Turkey, C(2007)1835. Available at: https://neighbourhood- 
enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/d3023e21-6afe-42ab-9758- 
efbe7ba21dc7_en?filename=mipd_turkey_2007_2009_en.pdf&prefLang=fr 
18 Gates, A. (2009), op. cit. p. 407. 
19 Corrales, J., Hidalgo, M. (2017), ‘The Quality of the Venezuelan Democracy under Hugo Chávez (1999–2013), 
Partecipazione e conflitto, vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 89-118. 
20 Engstrom, P. (2018). The situation of rule of law and human rights in Cuba and Venezuela and EU engagement. 
Directorate-General for external policies, European Parliament. 
21 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2017), Human rights violations and 
abuses in the context of protests in the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela from 1 April to 31 July 2017, Geneva. 
Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/VE/HCReportVenezuela_1April-31July2017_EN.pdf 
22 Engstrom, P. (2018), op. cit. p. 16. 

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/d3023e21-6afe-42ab-9758-efbe7ba21dc7_en?filename=mipd_turkey_2007_2009_en.pdf&prefLang=fr
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/d3023e21-6afe-42ab-9758-efbe7ba21dc7_en?filename=mipd_turkey_2007_2009_en.pdf&prefLang=fr
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/d3023e21-6afe-42ab-9758-efbe7ba21dc7_en?filename=mipd_turkey_2007_2009_en.pdf&prefLang=fr
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/VE/HCReportVenezuela_1April-31July2017_EN.pdf
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excessive use of force by law enforcement officials23. «In addition to violent repression of public 

protests, there has also been extensive persecution and criminalization of the political opposition as 

well as of human rights defenders»24. After extensive anti-government protests flared up again in 

April 2017, there was a notable increase in repression by security forces. This repression, 

characterized by its unprecedented scale and severity, has raised concerns about potential 

international human rights violations perpetrated by the Venezuelan governments and its security 

forces25. Although manifested in different actions, the failure to respect, and therefore protect, human 

rights are a common element in the cases of Venezuela and Qatar. However, what constitutes a 

distinguishing factor in the events of the two countries is the role played by the EU. In fact, as will 

now be outline, if in the case of Qatar, the EU opted for “passivity”, in the case of Venezuela it took 

a rather different path. 

Indeed, considering the EU’s commitment to the promotion and protection of human rights at the 

global level, and the critical situation of Venezuela in this regard, from 2014 onward, EU institutions 

have consistently tackled the country, notably in reaction to the deteriorating human rights and rule 

of law landscape in the region26. Thus, in response to the escalating political violence in Venezuela, 

EU institutions have undergone a gradual shift in their approach. Initially, diplomatic statements 

emphasized the importance of mediation, but over time, the European Union has transitioned to 

implementing targeted sanctions27. During the 2014 protests, statements from the European Council 

and former HR/VP Catherine Ashton stressed the necessity of upholding human rights and supporting 

freedom of expression, particularly for journalists covering the events28. In December of the same 

year, newly appointed HR/VP Federica Mogherini highlighted the deteriorating economic situation 

and increasing polarization in Venezuela during a statement to the European Parliament. Throughout 

this period, the HR/VP consistently emphasized negotiations and inclusive political dialogue as «the 

only way back to stability and progress in Venezuela»29, expressing the EU’s readiness to support 

such efforts. Following the disputed election to the Constituent Assembly in July 2017, the HR/VP 

announced the EU’s readiness to step up responses if democratic principles were further undermined 
 
 
 

23 Amnesty International (2014b), Venezuela: Briefing to the UN Committee Against Torture, 53rd session. Available 
at: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/AMR53/020/2014/en/ 
24 Engstrom, P. (2018)., op. cit. p. 17. 
25 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2018), Human rights violations in 
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela: a downward spiral with no end in sight, Geneva. Available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/VE/VenezuelaReport2018_EN.pdf 
26 European Commission (2013), Statement by EU High Representative Catherine Ashton on the elections in Venezuela 
on 14 April 2013, Press statement. Available at: 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136829.pdf 
27 Engstrom, P. (2018)., op. cit. p. 32. 
28 Ibid., p. 33. 
29 See, for example, declarations to the EP in December 2014 and February 2015 by the HR/VP. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/AMR53/020/2014/en/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/VE/VenezuelaReport2018_EN.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136829.pdf
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and the Venezuelan Constitution disregarded30. Subsequently, after the October 2017 regional 

elections and reports of voting irregularities, the EU consolidated its position on sanctions31. In 

November 2017, the Foreign Affairs Council unanimously adopted targeted sanctions, including an 

arms export ban and travel bans and asset freeze measures for certain officials32. These measures 

were then extended in January 2018 to include senior Venezuelan officials due to the violation of 

democratic principles, rule of law, or human rights33. Beyond sanctions, the EU maintains a diverse 

cooperation portfolio with Venezuela: it provides support for local civil society organizations 

working in democracy and human rights through the European Instrument for Democracy and Human 

Rights34. Activities include capacity-building for NGOs and human rights defenders, promoting 

gender equality and women’s empowerment, youth professional training, and supporting democratic 

institutions. Moreover, the EU holds an annual consultation with Venezuelan human rights defenders 

in Caracas35. 

The divide between the EU’s intervention in Venezuela and the apparent absence of engagement in 

the case of Qatar do provide a reasonably solid basis for the emerging doubts about the EU’s 

consistency between what it proclaims, its ideas, and what it enacts, its interests. 

A first conclusion can be drawn from this analysis, namely, that when the EU is confronted with 

human rights violations, an essential part of its nature, occurring in third states in which the EU does 

not identify an economic interest, it is far more likely to intervene with the means at its disposal in 

order to cease said infringements, thus playing its role as a beacon of light for human rights. On the 

contrary, in its dealings with third countries with which economic and strategic interests are present, 

as in the case of Qatar and the previously illustrated case of Turkey, the protection of human rights 

takes a back seat, that is, the values and ideals that the EU claims to defend are overshadowed by 

economic necessities, which in turn are one of the causes for greater heterogeneity that leads to further 

divisions, and thus complexities, in the implementation of the EU’s external human rights policy. 
 
 
 
 

30 European External Action Service (EEAS) (2017a), Remarks by High Representative/Vice-President Federica 
Mogherini at the joint press conference with Sven Mikser, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Estonia, following the informal 
meeting of EU Foreign Ministers (Gymnich). Available at: https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters- 
homepage/31830/remarks-high-representativevice-president-federica-mogherini-joint-press-conference-sven_en 
31 Engstrom, P. (2018)., op. cit. p. 35. 
32 Council Decision (CFSP) 2017/2074 of 13 November 2017 concerning restrictive measures in view of the situation in 
Venezuela, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal- 
content/en/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2017.295.01.0060.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2017:295:TOC 
33 Council Implementing Regulation (EU) 2018/88 of 22 January 2018 implementing Regulation (EU) 2017/2063 
concerning restrictive measures in view of the situation in Venezuela, available at: https://eur- 
lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2018/88/oj 
34 Engstrom, P. (2018)., op. cit. p. 36. 
35 European External Action Service (EEAS) (2018), EU annual report on human rights and democracy in the world 
2017 - Country Updates on Human Rights and Democracy, Brussels. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/31830/remarks-high-representativevice-president-federica-mogherini-joint-press-conference-sven_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/31830/remarks-high-representativevice-president-federica-mogherini-joint-press-conference-sven_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2017.295.01.0060.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2017%3A295%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2017.295.01.0060.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2017%3A295%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2018/88/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2018/88/oj
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1.2.1 Theoretical framework 
 
 
This thesis aims to explore the apparent inconsistency displayed by the European Union concerning 

its response to the 2022 Qatar World Cup and the human rights violations associated with it. The core 

focus lies in analyzing the reasons behind the EU’s discrepancy, where its articulated ideals regarding 

human rights seem to clash with its actual actions or interests in external policy, in particular in the 

context of Qatar. 

As previously explained, the EU has ascribed to itself the role of champion of human rights, a model 

role in which the EU’s normative power plays a crucial part. The EU effectiveness with regard to the 

latter, in fact, depends on its ability to translate its values into concrete actions and outcomes in the 

international arena. In this section, therefore, a review of the literature with regard to the EU’s 

normative power is proposed, as the analysis of the latter provides an initial understanding of the lack 

of alignment between the EU’s internal values and external actions, thereby offering a nuanced  

insight into the challenges and complexities inherent in its external human rights policy. 

To the end of understanding this divide, the work of Manners36 appears relevant as he underscores 

the EU’s role as a normative power in the global arena. According to his perspective, the EU’s 

strength lies in its capability to extend its fundamental values beyond its own borders37. Conversely, 

Nicolaïdis38 and Howse39 present a more critical viewpoint, suggesting that what the EU projects is 

not its true self but instead an idealistic vision, which they name “EUtopia”. They argue that this 

inconsistency between the EU projected image, and what the EU actually is, undermines its credibility 

in negotiations with other international actors, thus impacting its power. They attribute the risk of 
 
 
 

36 Ian Manners, PhD, Lecturer in European Studies, Department of Politics and International Relations at the University 
of Kent at Canterbury. 
37 Manners, I. (2002) ‘Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms? Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 
40, No. 2, pp. 235–58. 
38 Kalypso Nicolaidis holds the Chair in Global Affairs at the School of Transnational Governance (EUI), where she 
leads the EUI Democracy Forum among other responsibilities. Currently on leave from the University of Oxford, she 
previously held professorial positions at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government and Ecole Nationale 
d’Administration, Paris. Nicolaidis has extensive experience collaborating with various EU institutions, including her 
membership in the European Council’s reflection group on the future of Europe chaired by Felipe González (2008-10), 
and her role as a Council member of ECFR. In addition, she has provided advisory services on European affairs to 
George Papandreou in the 1990s and early 2000s, as well as to the governments of the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom, the European Parliament, the European Commission, OECD, and UNCTAD. Her research encompasses both 
internal and external dimensions of European integration, alongside global affairs. She delves into various areas such as 
theaters of recognition, democratic theory, transnational legal empathy, and social solidarity. Additionally, she explores 
topics including global governance, international trade, sustainable integration, post-colonialism, myth and politics, and 
the impact of new technologies on international relations. 
39 Robert Howse holds the Lloyd C. Nelson Professorship of International Law at NYU School of Law. His academic 
endeavors center on teaching and researching international economic law, with a specific emphasis on trade, 
investment, and finance, as well as legal and political philosophy. He is one of the co-founders and co-conveners of the 
New York City Area Working Group on International Economic Law and also contributes to the American Bar 
Association Working Group on Investment Treaties. 
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credibility loss to the utopian idealism that the EU demonstrates, which they argue reveals a 

fundamental lack of self-awareness40. 

These analyses raise several unresolved issues. Firstly, the concept of reflexivity, related to collective 

identity within the framework of normative power, requires further elucidation. Additionally, the 

extent to which the EU’s idealistic rhetoric affects its credibility on the international stage remains 

uncertain. To address these questions and understand the identity that the EU has built around the 

concept of normative power, which, as previously explained, has enabled it to set itself up as a 

champion of fundamental rights and values, an analysis of the literature on normative power is 

necessary, especially in relation to the development of an EU identity. The examination of the EU’s 

role in international relations and its unique characteristics can be traced back to François Duchêne's41 

portrayal of Europe as a “civilian power” in 1972. Duchêne's original concept highlighted Europe’s 

distinct approach to external relations, prioritizing economic and political strategies over military 

ones. Building upon this foundation, Manners later reevaluated Europe’s role as an international 

actor, shifting from the notion of “civilian power” to “normative power” in order to address perceived 

limitations. He, in fact, identifies a shift away from a “Westphalian” statehood concept and a rational 

interest-driven approach towards a focus on influencing opinions and shaping ideologies. In essence, 

Manners argued that Europe’s significance lies in its capacity to redefine what is considered “normal” 

in international relations. His work initiated an academic discourse on the concept of normative 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

40 Nicolaïdis, K. and Howse, R. (2002) ‘ “This is my EUtopia...”: Narrative as Power. Journal of Common Market 
Studies, Vol. 40, No. 4, pp. 767–92. 
41 As a prominent adviser to Jean Monnet, the architect of European unification, François Duchêne played a pivotal role 
in the establishment of the European Union, notably the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Duchêne, a 
bilingual British-Swiss national, initially served as a spokesperson for US and British interests within the High 
Authority of the ECSC from 1952 to 1953. Later, he became Monnet's Chief of Staff at the Action Committee for the 
United States of Europe from 1958 to 1963. 
Within the ECSC, Duchêne served as the English language information officer, operating under Monnet's leadership. 
He held Monnet in high regard, recognizing him as a visionary leader with a knack for achieving tangible results. 
Duchêne relocated to Paris with Monnet in 1955 to further the European project, where he simultaneously worked as a 
correspondent for the Economist and an adviser within Monnet's inner circle until 1958. 
Monnet's strategy involved building a network of politicians and labor leaders across Europe to garner support for his 
initiatives. Duchêne played a vital role in executing this strategy. Subsequently, he assumed the position of Director at 
the International Institute for Strategic Studies from 1969 to 1975 and Director of the Sussex European Research Centre 
from 1974 to 1982. In these capacities, he contributed significantly to discussions surrounding Europe's trajectory, east- 
west relations, and various aspects of global affairs. Duchêne maintained close ties with influential figures, including 
Zbigniew Brzezinski, and remained a key figure in international diplomatic circles. 
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power, prompting further explorations and clarifications by researchers such as Diez42, Youngs43, and 

the previously mentioned Nicolaïdis and Howse, and subsequent writings by Manners himself44. 

Central to this debate were questions regarding the processes of identity formation within the EU and 

the moral evaluations of its actions as a “force for good”. Manners’ analysis is significant here 

because he emphasized the intertwined nature of Europe’s ideological influence and the construction 

of its identity, suggesting that they are interconnected aspects of the normative power concept, which 

is relevant here in order to better understand the identity and image the EU has designed of itself. 

The study proposed by Diaz45, then, is also essential in that it provides another useful element to 

consider in examining the formation of the European identity. He, in fact, elaborated on Manners’ 

analysis by highlighting the role of “othering” in EU identity formation, in particular in relation to  

external perceptions, with the US often cast as the primary “other” as will be explained later on. Diez 

delineated four models of “othering”, ranging from viewing the “other” as an existential threat to 

recognizing differences without value judgments. According to him, the EU primarily engages in 

portraying the “other” as violating universal principles that the EU is committed to. However, the EU 

itself does not always demonstrate consistency and fidelity to the values and principles it proclaims, 

as this thesis seeks to demonstrate. For this purpose, it is pertinent what Nicolaïdis and Howse46 argue, 

namely that the image the EU presents on the global stage is not a true reflection of its actual identity, 

but rather an idealized version: an “EUtopia”, as mentioned before. They underline the EU’s lack of 

reflexivity, noting its tendency to project an aspirational image rather than its authentic self. 

According to them, reflexivity can be comprehended through two lenses: initially, it may indicate the 

«consistency between the internal and external planes, a consistency requiring a constant checking of 
 
 
 
 
 

42 Thomas Diez holds the position of Professor of Political Science and International Relations at the University of 
Tübingen. He obtained his PhD from the University of Mannheim and served as a staff member at the Copenhagen 
Peace Research Institute COPRI from 1997 to 2000. Beginning in 2000, he held the position of Lecturer at the 
University of Birmingham, where he progressed to Senior Lecturer in 2003 and then to Professor in 2005. Since April 
2009, Diez has been based at the University of Tübingen. He has also lectured at universities in Aarhus, Copenhagen, 
Munich, and Victoria (British Columbia). In September 2009, he was awarded the Anna Lindh Prize for his significant 
contributions to the study of EU foreign policy. From 2015 to 2017, he served as president of the European 
International Studies Association. 
43 Richard Youngs is currently a senior fellow in the Democracy, Conflict, and Governance Program at Carnegie 
Europe, focusing on EU foreign policy and international democracy issues. Alongside his role at Carnegie, Youngs 
serves as a professor of international relations at the University of Warwick. Prior to joining Carnegie in July 2013, he 
held the position of director at the European think tank FRIDE. Youngs has also held positions within the UK Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office and served as an EU Marie Curie fellow. From 2012 to 2013, he was a senior fellow at the 
Transatlantic Academy in Washington, DC. 
44 Manners, I. (2004) ‘Normative Power Europe Reconsidered’. Paper presented to the CIDEL Workshop, Oslo, 22–23 
October 2004. 
45 Diez, T. (2005) ‘Constructing the Self and Changing Others: Reconsidering “Normative Power Europe. Millennium: 
Journal of International Studies, Vol. 33, No. 3, pp. 615–36. 
46 Nicolaïdis, K. and Howse, R. (2002), op. cit. 
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the EU’s narratives of projection on to its own internal goals and, we must add, deficits»47. Secondly, 

reflexivity could also entail avoiding tendencies towards «utopian normativity»48 in EU endeavors. 

This failure to engage in self-reflection prevents the EU’s ability to represent itself internationally in 

an accurate, precise, way. This sentiment is also being invoked by Diez, who calls for greater 

reflexivity in both academic discourses and political representations of the EU as a normative 

power49. This call for reflexivity is then supported by Manners, which argues that it is only through 

self-awareness in its external policies that the EU can effectively maintain both normative influence 

and power. Therefore, he emphasizes the need for alignment between the EU’s internal values and 

its external actions. In other words, coordination between ideas and interests is required. 

For the purpose of understanding and examining this inconsistency as accurately as possible, this 

thesis adopts a theoretical framework known as the three “I”: ideas, institutions, and interests50. The 

latter will thus be applied to the foreign policy of the European Union in the case of the 

aforementioned mega-sport event to investigate the intricate interaction of elements influencing said 

policy. 

First, it is necessary to briefly present what is being referred to when discussing the three “I”. 

The discourse surrounding the three “I” s stands as a central concept within the social sciences,  

particularly in fields such as international political economy and political science. These three 

elements serve as explanatory tools for understanding the motivations driving political actor’s 

behaviors. 

 
1. Ideas 

In this discourse, ideas pertain to the values, principles, and norms that guide the EU’s external 

policies, especially concerning human rights. The EU has a strong rhetoric advocating for human 

rights globally, often promoting democracy, rule of law, and respect for fundamental freedoms. 

Therefore, ideas represent beliefs, perceptions, and mental frameworks that inform actors’ 

perspectives and define their interests. Ideas encompass deep-seated convictions about morality, 

worldview, pragmatic perceptions, and ideologies. They possess the capacity to shape individuals’ 

thoughts and behaviors, influencing political action by guiding the interpretation of facts, framing 

problem definitions, and proposing potential solutions. 

Ideas exert significant influence over policy developments and decisions. They encompass both 

factual understandings (such as research findings) and normative viewpoints (like values), or a 
 

47 Ibid., p. 771. 
48 Ibid, p. 789. 
49 Diez, T. (2005), op. cit. p. 613. 
50 Palier, B., & Surel, Y. (2005). Les «trois I» et l'analyse de l'État en action. Revue française de science politique, 
55(2005/1), 7-32. 
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combination of both51. These ideas shape not only how various societal actors conceptualize issues 

but also their assessments of the effectiveness, feasibility, and acceptability of different policy 

alternatives. Ideas, therefore, serve as lenses through which actors interpret realities and envision 

preferred outcomes, profoundly influencing the trajectory of policy debates and decisions52. 

More specifically, in this thesis the ideas relate to the image the European Union has painted of itself 

and the role it has consequently ascribed to itself, namely that of champion of human rights: a model 

role in which the EU’s normative power plays a crucial part. The EU effectiveness with regard to the 

latter, in fact, depends on its ability to translate its values into concrete actions and outcomes in the 

international arena. 

However, despite the ideals professed by the European Union, its response to human rights abuses in 

Qatar, notably in the context of the World Cup, might not align with its stated principles. This 

dissonance between rhetoric and action prompts an exploration into how and why such a gap exists. 

 
2. Institutions 

The second “I” denotes institutions, which encompass the established rules governing societal 

interactions. These rules act as human constraints, shaping the dynamics of human behavior. 

Institutions include both formal and informal frameworks, among them rules, norms, precedents, and 

organizational dynamics that shape political conduct53. They represent the structures of governance, 

policy networks, and historical policy trajectories within a society54. 

They exert influence over political actors by delineating permissible behavior and structuring the 

incentives faced by participants. In the case of the EU, the latter operates within a complex 

institutional framework which includes various bodies and mechanisms for policymaking and 

implementation. Understanding how these institutions function, interact, and influence decision- 

making processes is crucial in analyzing the EU’s response to the Qatar situation. Here, the “I” of 

institutions refers to the intricate institutional setup that characterizes the Union, which has an impact 

on the EU’s external human rights policy. 

 
3. Interests 

 
 
 
 
 

51 Pomey, M.-P., Morgan, S., Church, J., Forest, P. G., Lavis, J. N., McIntoch, T., ... Dobson, S. (2010). Do provincial 
drug benefit initiatives create an effective policy lab? The evidence from Canada. Journal of Public Health Politics, 
Policy, and Law, 35(5), 705-742. 
52 Gauvin, F. P. (2014). Understanding policy developments and choices through the “3-i” framework: interests, ideas 
and institutions. 
53 Ibid., p. 3. 
54 Ibidem. 
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In this discourse, the third “I” refers to interests, which are frequently regarded as the primary impetus 

behind political actions. Whether at the individual, group, or national level, political actors are 

assumed to pursue actions that serve to maximize their own interests. The latter manifest in various 

forms, such as the pursuit of power, wealth, or security. Identifying and analyzing these interests form 

a fundamental aspect of policy analysis. In the case of the European Union, interests refer to the 

strategic, economic, and political pursuits that drive the EU’s behavior on the global stage. While the 

EU espouses human rights as a fundamental value and as its distinguishing feature, its actions are 

also influenced by considerations such as trade relations, geopolitical alliances, security concerns, 

and economic necessities. In the case of Qatar, the Union’s economic ties, in particular in areas like 

energy and trade, seem to intersect with its human rights concerns, leading to a balancing act or 

compromise between competing interests. In other words, the interests referred to in this thesis are 

those of the EU vis-à-vis Qatar, and more generally, the Gulf states, mainly from the energy point of 

view. These have therefore a strong incidence on the decisions that the Union makes, as they create 

a complex dynamic in which, precisely, ideas and interests are competing. 

 
By employing the three “I” framework, this thesis aims to unpack the complexities underlying the  

EU’s response to the Qatar World Cup and elucidate the factors contributing to the perceived 

discrepancy between its professed ideals and its actual behavior in the realm of human rights 

diplomacy. Through this analysis, this thesis seeks to provide insights into the nuanced interplay of 

ideas, institutions, and interests shaping the EU’s external human rights policies. 

 
1.2.2 Hypotheses 

 
 
This thesis identifies two likely explanations for the inconsistency showed by the EU in the case of 

the 2022 Qatar World Cup human rights violations: the first one concerns the complexity of the EU’s 

foreign policy, while the second one regards the economic necessities of the European Union. 

The first hypothesis assumes that although the European Union has often been described, and has 

also portrayed itself, as a normative power, meaning that it seeks to promote its values and norms in 

its external relations, frequently the complexity of its foreign policy has raised challenges to the 

consistent upholding of these norms and principles in practice, particularly in the area of external 

human rights policy. This suggests that while the EU may assert its commitment to promoting human 

rights on the global stage, the practical implementation of this commitment is hindered by various 

factors within its foreign policy dynamics. 
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As will be discussed in more detail later, one of the key reasons for inconsistency in the EU’s external 

human rights policy as a normative power is the intricate institutional setup of the Union itself.  

Indeed, the EU operates through a complex system of institutions, among them the European 

Commission, the Council of the European Union, the European Parliament, the European Council,  

and the European External Action Service (EEAS). Moreover, the EU is constituted of Member States 

with different priorities and national interests in foreign affairs. Although all Member States officially 

endorse the EU’s commitment to human rights, in practice they may prioritize other concerns such 

as security considerations or economic interests. Furthermore, the EU foreign policy is influenced by 

its relationships with other international actors, including major powers such as China, Russia, and 

the United States. To summarize, although the EU presents itself as a normative power that promotes 

human rights in its external relations, the complexity of its foreign policy raises considerable barriers 

to achieving consistency in this regard. 

The second hypothesis rests on the assumption that the economic relationship between the European 

Union and Qatar represents a relevant factor influencing the EU’s consistency in its external human 

rights policy. Indeed, the state of Qatar is a major player in the global energy market and holds 

substantial investments in various sectors across Europe. As a result, the economic ties between the 

EU and Qatar create a complex dynamic where economic interests often interfere with human rights 

considerations. The economic interests of the EU, and thus its Member States too, may create pressure 

to maintain a stable and cooperative relation with Qatar, sometimes at the expense of guaranteeing 

the protection of human rights. In other words, the EU may face pressure to prioritize economic 

interests and maintain stable relations with Qatar, even in cases where there are evident concerns 

regarding human rights violations or abuses. Therefore, this hypothesis implies that the economic 

leverage exerted by Qatar, particularly in sectors like energy, finance, and infrastructure development, 

may afford it a degree of influence over the EU’s decision-making process. In such circumstances, 

the EU may find itself constrained in its ability to take robust action against Qatar for human rights 

infringements, fearing potential repercussions on economic cooperation and stability, in particular,  

as it will later be explained, in the context of the energy crisis caused by the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. In conclusion, this second hypothesis underlines the intricate balance that the EU must 

navigate between its economic interests and its commitment to upholding human rights values, 

underscoring the challenges inherent in maintaining consistency in foreign policy decisions when 

faced with competing priorities. 
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1.3 Methodology 
 
 
This section outlines the methodology employed in examining the inconsistency of the European 

Union in its external human rights policy, with a specific focus on the case of the 2022 World Cup in 

Qatar. The primary objective is to investigate the EU’s stance on human rights issues associated with 

this global sporting event, with the aim of identifying instances where the EU’s actions or statements 

regarding human rights in Qatar appear inconsistent. To achieve this, the methodology adopted for 

this examination is process tracing, a qualitative research technique that analyzes the intermediary 

factors between cause and outcome55. 

This method «can contribute decisively both to describing political and social phenomena and to 

evaluating causal claims»56, thus allowing for a detailed analysis of the sequence of events and 

decisions that have led to the observed outcomes, making it particularly suitable for the objectives of 

this research. 

 
Process tracing is a method frequently employed in social science research to understand causal 

mechanisms by following the sequential stages of a process57. It involves the formulation of 

hypotheses that predict the outcomes of specific actions and subsequently examines evidence to test 

these hypotheses. 

In essence, process tracing «is defined as the systematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected 

and analyzed in light of research questions and hypotheses posed by the investigator»58. In the context 

of this research, process tracing will be used to analyze the European Union’s approach to its external 

human rights policy concerning Qatar, particularly in relation to the 2022 World Cup. By tracing the 

EU’s decisions, statements, and actions regarding human rights in Qatar, this research aims to  

uncover the underlying factors that have led to apparent inconsistencies in the EU’s stance. 

 
The first step in this research involves identifying instances where the European Union’s approach to 

human rights in Qatar exhibits signs of inconsistency. This step requires the collection and analysis 

of a diverse a range of documents, including official EU statements, reports from EU institutions, 

resolutions from the European Parliament59, and media coverage of EU activities related to the Qatar 
 
 

55 Beach, D. (2017). Process-tracing methods in social science. Oxford research encyclopedia of politics, 1, 1-29. 
56 Collier, D. (2011). Understanding process tracing. PS: political science & politics, 44(4), 823-830. 
57 Waldner, D. (2012). Process tracing and causal mechanisms. The Oxford handbook of philosophy of social science, 
65-84. 
58 Collier, D. (2011). op. cit. p. 1. 
59 European Parliament, (2022), Resolution on the situation of human rights in the context of the FIFA World Cup in 
Qatar, European Parliament, https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/printficheglobal.pdf?id=741870&l=en 

https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/printficheglobal.pdf?id=741870&l=en
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World Cup, such as those of The Guardian or Human Rights Watch. Through a comprehensive 

examination of these documents, this thesis will identify situations where part of EU bodies has 

criticized Qatar’s human rights record, while other have simultaneously engaged in activities that  

may undermine the EU commitment to human rights principles. Such instances could include EU’s 

failure to take decisive action against human rights abuses in Qatar despite publicly condemning these 

violations, thereby revealing a potential discrepancy between rhetoric and action. 

 
Once the inconsistencies in the EU’s actions have been identified, the next step is to analyze the  

intermediary factors that may have contributed to these discrepancies. This analysis involves 

formulating hypotheses that predict the outcomes of certain actions and systematically examining 

evidence to test these hypotheses. 

The first hypothesis concerns the impact of the EU’s fragmented foreign policy structure on its ability 

to formulate a cohesive approach towards Qatar. This will be tested by examining the roles of key 

EU institutions and actors, such as the European Commission, the European Parliament, and 

individual member states, in shaping the EU’s approach to human rights concerns related to the Qatar 

World Cup. 

The second hypothesis considers factors such as economic interests, geopolitical considerations, and 

Qatar’s influence on the EU. Given Qatar’s status as a major energy supplier to Europe and its 

strategic importance in regional geopolitics, these factors may have influenced the EU’s reluctance 

to take strong action on human rights issues. This hypothesis will be tested by analyzing the economic 

ties between the EU and Qatar and the dynamics at play between the two. 

 
In conclusion, this thesis seeks to uncover the reasons behind the European Union’s inconsistency in 

its external human rights policy concerning the 2022 World Cup through the analysis of relevant 

documents using the process tracing method. By identifying instances where the EU’s actions or 

statements regarding human rights in Qatar appear inconsistent and analyzing the intermediary factors 

that may have contributed to these discrepancies, this research aims to provide valuable insights into 

the challenges facing the EU in balancing human rights principles with other interests in its external 

relations. The findings of this research could contribute to a better understanding of the complexities 

and compromises inherent in the EU’s foreign policy particularly in contexts where human rights 

considerations intersect with economic and geopolitical concerns. 



19  

1.4 First conclusions 
 
 
The allocation of the 2022 World Cup to Qatar had undeniably elevated the nation’s global profile,  

providing a platform for showcasing its culture and capabilities on an unprecedented scale. However, 

the spotlight in Qatar has shifted from celebratory anticipation to intense scrutiny over human rights 

violations, particularly concerning the treatment of migrant workers involved in the construction of 

World Cup infrastructures. 

Despite its professed commitment to championing human rights and promoting democratic values, 

the European Union’s response to the Qatar World Cup controversy had been marked by 

discrepancies and a lack of decisive action. This raises questions about the EU’s alignment between 

its stated ideals and its actual conduct in external policy. While the European Parliament has issued 

resolutions condemning human rights abuses, other EU institutions, notably the European 

Commission (EC), have failed to translate these condemnations into concrete measures. The EC’s 

response has been characterized by vagueness and a preference for political dialogue over substantive 

action, raising doubts about the EU’s commitment to upholding human rights in practice. 

Furthermore, the EU’s reluctance to impose sanctions or exert significant pressure on Qatar 

underscores the complexities inherent in its foreign policy, in particular concerning economic 

interests. Qatar’s status as a major player in the global energy market and its substantial investments 

across Europe, create a dynamic where economic considerations often overshadow human rights 

concerns. 

In exploring the EU’s response to the Qatar World Cup, this thesis aims to analyze the underlying  

reasons for the apparent inconsistency between the EU’s ideals and its actions or interests in external 

policy. Adopting the theoretical framework of ideas, institutions, and interests, this research will 

investigate the intricate interactions shaping the EU’s foreign policy decisions in this context. 

This thesis will start with a chapter focusing on the inconsistent conduct of the EU in its external 

human rights policy in the case of the World Cup in Qatar. In the following one, instead, the image 

the EU has constructed of itself, thus its role as a normative power, will be explored. The next chapter 

will then look at the complexity of the EU’s foreign policy. While the final chapter will address the 

economic interests that bind the European Union and Qatar. In the final section, the conclusions that 

emerge from this research will be outlined. 
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2. The EU’s inconsistent conduct in its external human rights policy: the case of Qatar 
 
 
The debate surrounding the role of human rights objectives in EU external relations often centers on 

the issue of inconsistency. Nevertheless, in order to analyze and understand the inconsistency that 

has characterized the European Union’s conduct in the Qatar case, specifically with regard to the 

controversies generated by the 2022 World Cup, it is first necessary to clarify what is meant for 

inconsistent. In the case of the EU approach to the human rights infringements that occurred in the 

context of the abovementioned sport event, «inconsistency can be presented as a result of a struggle 

between values and interests; a gap between rhetoric and action»60. Inconsistency in the Union’s 

foreign policy therefore has a very significant impact on the image of the European Union, as this 

weakens the credibility and effectiveness of the EU’s involvement in third countries and its efforts to 

promote human rights61, as the following section will show. 

 
2.1 Between the EU intensions and practical action: inconsistencies 

 
 
On paper, the European Union appears as a champion of human rights, and consequently of their 

protection and guarantee, as well as an exemplary model in matters of values and, accordingly stands 

up to the role of advocate of said rights and values at the global level. However, between the positive 

image that the EU has outlined and attributed to itself and the reality of the facts, its actions, there are 

some inconsistencies. Indeed, several criticisms have been made of the EU by non-EU states, NGOs, 

and academics62. With regard to the external human rights dimension of the EU’s foreign policy, the 

positive portrayal of the Union as the guarantor and protector of human rights is criticized63 on the 

grounds that, in a variety of occasions, the EU has refrained from intervening, sometimes ignoring 

serious human rights violations in some third countries64. Even merely withdrawing from action in 

 
60 Körtvélyesi, Z. (2016). Inconsistency and Criticism: Mapping Inconsistency Arguments Regarding Human Rights 
Promotion in EU External Relations. European Yearbook on Human Rights, 2016, 223-242. 
61 This principle holds not only within academic literature but also within EU institutions. A resolution by the European 
Parliament emphasized that the EU’s action regarding third countries has to be consistent for it to be credible and hence 
effective, and that discrepancies and inconsistencies make its action less effective and sometimes cause its views on 
human rights not to be heard; recalls that, in spite of the many problems encountered, consistency is still a priority for 
external policy and that it has to be at the heart of the mandate of all those involved in such policy”. European Parliament, 
Resolution on the Annual Report on Human Rights and Democracy in the World 2013 and the European Union’s policy 
on the matter, 2014/2216 (INI) (12 March 2015), para. 27. 
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the event of non-compliance with these rights appears to diverge with the reputation the Union has 

built for itself, thus already underscoring an inconsistency. With regard to the aforementioned 

incongruencies, then, Professor Stijn Smismans65 makes an even stronger criticism of the EU’s 

delineated human rights profile, stating that the latter is constituted by «institutional myth-makers»66. 

As a proof of this he stresses how, in the outset of the institutional project, there was no provision for 

and, indeed, no mention of human rights. He argues, in fact, that the fundamental rights narrative that 

the EU has developed contains factual mistakes like all myths, but that, nevertheless, it is «believed 

and acted upon by both institutional myth-makers and civil society actors»67. Although the tension 

between the internal and external dimensions of the human rights framework present in EU foreign 

policy is not the subject of discussion in this thesis, it turns out to be a useful concrete example of 

what Smisman is referring to. The distinction between these two dimensions is qualified as “double  

standards”. The latter term stands for the divergent treatment that the Union operates with regard to  

human rights protection and respect between member and non-member states. In this case, it is helpful 

in emphasizing the lack of respect for human rights that occurs within the territory of the Union and 

which the EU neglects being, thus, more indulgent toward its own member states than it is toward 

non-EU countries. The ignoring of these violations, then, harks back to what Smisman argues when 

he states that, despite evident errors, the fundamental rights narrative is carried on, closing, or at least 

squinting, its eyes to these errors (in the World Cup case, human rights infringements). This 

indulgence of the EU, however, is not limited to the internal dimension of human rights but can rather 

be found in the external policy of the aforementioned rights as well. Indeed, critiques have been 

levelled at the EU with regard to the selectivity it employs when the urge to intervene in crises in the 

name of human rights arises. In particular, Borja Guiarro-Usobiaga, outlines the objections raised by 

a group of scholars to the behavior of the Union in dealing with such cases, by stating that: «when 

confronted with human rights abuses in third countries, the EU exercises Realpolitik by punishing 

only those states to which it can exert leverage, while it remains indulgent towards those where the 

EU’s strategic interests are at stake»68. Therefore, a general tendency can be found on the part of the 

EU not to be objective and congruent in its foreign human rights policy when its own economic 

interests are at jeopardy. Indeed, the human rights clauses that the EU includes in Trade Agreements 

with third countries appear to be of minor significance when weighed against the possibility to of 

concluding an economic partnership. On the contrary, economic pursuits often translate into obstacles 
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for external human rights policy. Strategic assessments and considerations, thus, trump the work of 

protecting, guaranteeing, and promoting said fundamental rights that the EU espouses. However, as 

will be explained in the following chapters, economic and, in general, strategic questions are only 

one of several reasons that undermine the commitment that the Union aims to bring to the protection 

and fostering of human rights in third countries. Indistinctly from the reasons that lead the Union to 

act differently in third states, the EU’s conduct undermines the legitimacy of its own external human 

rights policy. To ensure that this does not occur, therefore, «Any policy aimed at promoting and 

protecting certain values and principles in all third countries, to be credible and principled, must be 

coherent and consistent, with little regard to the strategic or economic importance of a third state or 

the historical considerations that continue to exist in relations with some third states»69. Nevertheless, 

the EU’s commitment to its external human rights policy appears to continue to be in competition 

with other EU interests and incongruent with the ideals of which the EU aims not only to be the 

protector and promoter, but also an example, as the recent case of the Qatar World Cup proves. 

 
2.2 The case of Qatar: the controversies of the 2022 World Cup 

 
 
In December 2010, following a secret ballot, it is announced that Qatar is the state that will host the 

World Cup in 2022. This event was «the first global sporting event ever to be hosted in Middle 

East»70, thus giving Qatar the opportunity to present itself as a legitimate player on the international 

stage and to show itself distinct from other Arab states. Indeed, quite often, «sports events showcase 

the values, culture and imagery of a host nation, and through that, ideally, attract investors, tourists 

and attention»71. Nevertheless, the 2022 World Cup has drawn attention to Qatar for the wrong 

reasons, or at least for motives far different from those desired. Ever since Qatar was selected to host 

the sporting event, in fact, it has been the issue of labor migrant rights that has put the country under 

the international lens of scrutiny. Long before the World Cup, precisely, «the tragic circumstances 

under which migrant workers in Qatar were building the infrastructure needed to host the event and 

other related infrastructure came to light, as did other salient human rights problems such as the 

country’s hostility towards LGBTQI+ people and corruption around the bidding process»72. 

Therefore, the mega-sporting event that could have allowed Qatar to realize its aspirations, has instead 

put the country in the situation of handling human rights scrutiny in order to safeguard its image 

globally. The consequences of the takeover of the World Cup have thus been negative for Qatar. 
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72 Heerdt, D., & Roorda, L. (2023)., op. cit. p. 20. 
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Although such a sporting event could potentially allow the state to create a new positive self-image 

defeating stereotypes about the Middle East region in general, this has not been the case. It is, after 

all, essential to underline that «simply having the ambition to be seen as attractive through the use of 

global sport does not automatically lead to one becoming so in the minds of others. In fact, for states 

that endeavour to improve their image through global sport and its subsequent mass-media exposure, 

there is always the need to consider the potential for “soft disempowerment”, referring to “those 

occasions in which you may upset, offend or alienate others, leading to a loss of attractiveness or 

influence” »73, as was indeed the case with Qatar. 

In order to analyze the inconsistent conduct of the EU in the case of the World Cup held in Qatar, it 

is first necessary to investigate the circumstances of said state with regard to the human and labor 

rights violations that occurred before and during the sporting event in question. By scrutinizing these 

circumstances, the gravity of the situation and the urgency for action will be underlined. Analyzing 

the conditions prevailing in Qatar before and during the World Cup demonstrates the severity of the 

human rights violations and the clear disregard for labor standards. This corroborates the argument 

that the EU had a compelling basis to adopt a resolute stance against such violations. The investigation 

seeks to provide evidence of the conditions that warranted decisive action from the EU. By illustrating 

the extent of the human and labor rights violations in Qatar, the analysis aims to underscore the 

imperative for the EU to uphold its values and principles, ensuring that its engagement aligns with its 

commitment to promoting and protecting human rights globally. 

In the next section, therefore, the conditions of workers in the state of Qatar and the related respect 

for human rights will be analyzed. An explanation of the country’s labor system and its subsequent  

changes will also be provided, in order to better understand the conditions of workers on which the 

European Union has shown a lack of coherence and consistency. 

 
2.3 Human and workers’ rights violations 

 
 
In order to get a more complete informative picture of the violation of workers’ rights in the context  

of the World Cup, it is necessary to make a premise, namely: the majority of Qatar’s working  

population is composed of expatriates. In general, the «countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) have one of the highest shares of foreign-born labor force in the world and in terms of 

destination choice are ranked third globally for international migrants after the European Union and 
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North America»74. It is sufficient to reflect on the fact that, in 2012, 94% of Qatar’s working 

population was composed by emigrants75. The premise about the high number of migrants among the 

workers who participated in the construction of the projects for the stadiums and, in general, for the 

infrastructure needed for the World Cup sporting event, is relevant when taking into account that it  

is usually easier for labor rights violations and abuses of their human rights to occur in cases where 

the people in question are migrants. These violations, in fact, already begin with the migration life 

cycle, in which «labor migrants are exposed to abuses that make possible the conditions of forced 

labor, human trafficking, and indefinite detention»76. Fueling the abuse suffered by migrants has been 

the Kafala system. The latter «regulates the lives of tens of millions of migrant laborers in the Middle 

East»77 through a sponsorship system that results in the employer exercising great control over his 

employees. By reason of this control system, «sponsors are granted legal power to control migrant 

workers; for example, a worker cannot change his job, quite his job, or leave the country without the 

employer’s permission. Further, an employer has the authority to cancel the residence visa of a worker 

who quit his or her job without permission»78. 

However, the law that made all labor migrants subject to this restrictive system79 was superseded in 

2015 by Law No. 2180, which not only eliminates the Kafala system but provides increased protection 

of migrants’ rights as workers. Among the reforms operated we can identify «a minimum wage for  

all workers, electronic wage transfer systems and the creation of a government authority to issue 

residency permits and work visas, as well as oversee work contracts»81. Nonetheless, the legal change 

was not enough for a shift in workers’ conditions and respect for their human rights to occur. As 

showed by an analysis by The Guardian in February 2021, in fact, «more than 6,500 migrant workers 

from India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka had died in Qatar since the award of the 

tournament»82. 
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3. EU ideas 
 
 

3.1 The image the European Union paints of itself 
 
 
The European Union presents itself as the guarantor, protector, and promoter of human rights. It has 

in fact built a positive self-image by portraying itself as a champion of the promotion of human rights, 

peace, democracy and of all the values defined as European that have characterized countless 

speeches by the Union’s spokesmen such as, for example, that of former Commission President  

Barroso, whose words were: «by showing the successful functioning of a peaceful Union, based on 

democracy and respect for human rights, Europe is leading by example»83. Nevertheless, as a 

promoter of external human rights, in the case of the violations and abuses committed by the state of 

Qatar in the context of the World Cup, the EU appears to have opted more for inaction than action. 

In accordance with the image and role that the Union presents for itself, namely that of «beacon of 

hope for the world when it comes to human rights and democracy»84, the aforementioned issue 

concerning the respect for human rights, and in particular those of workers, presented itself as a 

unique opportunity for the EU to «push its labour rights agenda in the Gulf state, with the tournament 

throwing the country’s dismal record on migrant workers firmly into the spotlight»85. Indeed, as stated 

by the Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 

in a joint communication to the European Parliament and the Council, «the EU has a lot to offer to 

the Gulf partners» as, among many other roles, «an important mediator and promoter of 

multilateralism, democracy and social transformation including human rights and gender equality»86. 

However, what has been articulated does not seem to coincide with the line of action taken by the EU 

with regard to this particular matter, revealing therefore a discrepancy between the EU’s professed 

values and its response to the human rights challenges posed by events like the Qatar World Cup. 

Contributing to the rise of critical questions about the Union’s commitment to its own image as a  

global champion of human rights and democracy is the fact that, the EU’s role as a guarantor of said 

rights is not limited to statements made by EU spokespersons but has a proper legal basis. Indeed, 

this exemplary and human rights-promoting role that the Union ascribes to itself finds its legal 

foundation in the Treaty of the European Union (TEU), particularly in Article 3(1) which states that 
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«The Union’s aim is to promote peace, its values and the well-being of its people» and in Article 3(5) 

which declares that «In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its 

values and interests and contribute to the protection of its citizens. It shall contribute to peace, 

security, the sustainable development of the Earth, solidarity and mutual respect among peoples, free 

and fair trade, eradication of poverty and the protection of human rights, particularly the rights of the 

child, as well as to the strict observance and the development of international law, including respect 

for the principles of the United Nations Charter»87. Article 3 of the TEU, therefore, does not only 

attribute a legal binding character to the Union’s commitment to protecting these rights, but also to  

its role as a human rights promoter in relation to the wider world. The human rights framework thus 

finds two dimensions: one internal to the Union and one external. A tension between these two is 

present and has been the subject of study by several scholars. However, the aim of this thesis is not 

to discuss the double standards that have emerged from this division, but rather is to focus on the 

tension highlighting the discrepancies between ideas and interests that results from the differential 

treatment of third states with regard to respect for human rights when an economic partnership is at  

stake. In order to analyze said tension, it is necessary to explain what is being referred to when talking 

about the external human rights dimension of the European Union. First of all, it is important to 

specify that the issue concerning the protection and guarantee of human rights in territories outside 

the Union originates even before the internal regime of such rights. Indeed, it is already with the 

European Political Cooperation (EPC) of the European Community that the external human rights 

arrangement begins, albeit remaining limited to dialogue and diplomacy. However, the historical 

context of the end of the Cold War enabled the EU to broaden its horizons by cultivating relations 

with parts of the states that previously belonged to the former Soviet bloc. This allowed an integration 

of human rights and of the use of the instrument of conditionality in relations between the Union and 

the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. The element of conditionality and human rights related 

matters, then, are intrinsically linked, that is: with the inclusion of human rights as integral to the 

Union’s agreements with third states, the use of the tool of conditionality that applies to EU 

agreements also touches on the question of respect for human rights. In other words: «These human 

rights clauses allows either party to take ‘appropriate measures’ (including the suspension of the 

agreement), in case of a human rights violation»88. 

To fulfill a key role in this area is the European Parliament. Although the latter has limited powers in 

the sphere of EU foreign policy, it has often contributed to the advancement of EU human rights 

policy. Indeed, it is considered as an entrepreneur of norms in relation to the protection and 
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enforcement of human rights89. An example of the European Parliament’s commitment to ensuring 

progress on human rights is the initiative, proposed by the latter, that led to the creation of the 

European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) in 2006 90. The purpose of this 

instrument is to distribute funds to civil society organizations in third countries, so that improvements 

in democracy, human rights and the rule of law are achieved. In particular, then, this instrument 

stipulates that the consent of the third state in question is not required to receive financial aid, which 

thus allows human rights matters to be addressed from the bottom-up91. 

An externalization of human rights is thus evidently enacted. In fact, Javier Solana, the former High 

Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy himself, has repeatedly reiterated the 

importance of the Union’s role in the progression of human rights, stressing that the EU has to assume 

its responsibility to contributing to the common overall good, since the EU is meant to serve a global 

role92. It is therefore clear that, from the previously mentioned legal basis and the subsequential 

actions and declarations made by various EU actors, the image the EU paints of itself is undoubtedly 

that of a defender of human rights, to which is added an important role as a promulgator of said rights. 

Also reinforcing the Union’s role in this matter is the fact that the Union has woven human rights as 

values into its identity, making them one and the same and, consequently, elevating the Union’s role 

to that of an exemplary actor to be followed. 

Having elevated its image as a guarantor of human rights to a high level of relevance, a strong and 

definite action, or rather positioning, on the part of the EU would have been consistent with the role 

it has assigned to itself, in the context of the human rights issues surrounding the Qatar World Cup. 

However, as already mentioned, the European Union has not demonstrated to uphold its own 

principles with regard to the scrutiny and criticisms that Qatar has faced concerning its human rights 

records, generating debates about the consistency of its principles, and thus undermining its 

credibility as a defender and guarantor of said rights on the global stage. The external dimension of 

the EU’s human rights, and all the progress the EU has made throughout history, seems to have been 

ignored by the EU itself in the case of the World Cup controversies. The image the EU has shown on 

the occasion of the infringements that occurred in the aforementioned sporting event, therefore, 
 
 
 
 

89 Smith, K. E. (2013). European Union foreign policy in a changing world. John Wiley & Sons. 
90 Dobreva, A., (2015). European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, European Parliamentary Research 
Service, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/568332/EPRS_BRI(2015)568332_EN.pdf 
91 Churruca Muguruza, C., Gómez Isa, F., García San José, D., Fernández Sánchez, P. A., Márquez Carrasco, C., Muñoz 
Nogal, E., Nagore Casas, M. & Timmer, A. (2014). Mapping legal and policy instruments of the EU for human rights 
and democracy support. FRAME. Deliverable No. D12.1. 
92 Javier Solana – ‘Shaping an effective EU Foreign Policy’ Foundation Konrad Adenauer. (2006). In EU security and 
defence: Core documents 2005 (pp. 17–22). European Union Institute for Security Studies (EUISS). 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep06972.5 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/568332/EPRS_BRI(2015)568332_EN.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep06972.5


28  

appears to be rather far from the one it is used to present worldwide. In conclusion, in the case of 

Qatar, the EU has displayed another “side” of itself, distancing it from its own role. 

 
3.2 The EU instruments for an ethical foreign policy 

 
 
In its self-proclaimed role as a global advocate for human rights and democracy, the European Union 

often portrays itself as a beacon of hope and a promoter of international standards93. However, when 

faced with the harsh reality of human rights violations, such as those that occurred in Qatar during 

preparations for the World Cup, the EU’s response has often been characterized more by passivity 

than proactive engagement. While the European Union hasn’t explicitly stated that its foreign policy 

is driven by ethics, it consistently emphasized the significance of prioritizing human rights in its 

interactions with third countries. Indeed, the EU has «established a set of instruments of its own in 

order to protect human rights. Furthermore, the Union refers to the other European legal arrangements 

such as the “European Convention of Human Rights” (ECHR) when developing and implementing  

its human rights regime»94. However, as has already been mentioned, the EU does not always live up 

to the approach it claims to have when it comes to promoting and safeguarding human rights,  

precisely as occurred in the case of the violations that took place in Qatar. In the current context, in 

which the role of the EU on the international stage is still growing, there is an even more urgent 

necessity for a consistent approach to the treatment of human rights issues in the EU’s external 

policy95. This section thus proposes to provide an overview of the possibilities, in terms of legal basis 

and tools, that the EU has in order to pursue a human rights policy in third countries that is consistent 

with its proclaimed values. 

The instruments the Union has at its disposal for ensuring respect for human rights outside its borders 

are diverse. In fact, as already stated, the EU claims a legal basis for the promotion of said rights (i.e., 

Article 2 and 3 of the TEU, which give human rights not only the status of values of the Union, but  

also of objectives). The EU’s legal system then goes further, with Article 21 96 of the same Treaty, 

which established the general principles guiding the application of human rights in the EU’s external 

relations. Additionally, Article 6 of the TEU97 references the Charter of Fundamental Rights and the 

European Convention on Human Rights as guiding frameworks for the EU’s practices, including its 
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external affairs98. Going beyond the legal system that the Treaties provide, it can be observed that the 

EU fosters the recognition of human rights through a multifaceted approach. This includes 

incentivizing compliance through both positive and negative conditionality, and the engaging in 

diplomatic discourses. 

The first form used by the EU to promote respect for human rights, namely positive conditionality,  

refers to a situation where a state or international organization connects potential benefits, such as 

aid, to another state, contingent upon that state meeting specified criteria concerning the safeguarding 

of human rights and the promotion of democratic values99. In particular, positive conditionality offers 

benefits to a state upon meeting specific conditions, while negative conditionality entails the 

reduction, suspension, or cessation of those benefits if the state fails to adhere to the conditions. One 

of the EU’s most relevant moves towards the implementation of conditionality can be identified in 

the integration of the Human Rights Clause100 into its cooperation and association agreements. 

Initially introduced by the Council in May 1992, this clause became a standard feature in agreements 

with other European states, allowing for the potential suspension of said agreements in cases of 

human rights and democratic principles infringement. Despite initial hesitance, it wasn’t until May 

1995 that the Council extended this clause to agreements with third countries101. This provision 

empowers the EU to amend or suspend agreements with non-European states found in violation of 

human rights and democratic principles. However, there is a notable inclination towards constructive 

engagement, as emphasized by the clause’s focus on maintaining operational agreements whenever  

feasible. Furthermore, a consultation process precedes any decisive action, underlining the EU’s 

commitment to diplomatic resolution. The EU’s tendency to favor a constructive engagement over 

more restrictive measures may, however, prove to be a convenient way for the EU not to intervene 

directly and concretely with regard to human rights infringements. Often, in fact, «economic 

competition and conflicting national interests continue to restrict Europe’s common foreign policy in 

human rights issues to declarations of concern rather than action»102. In the case of the Cooperation 

Agreement103 in whose framework the EU-Qatar collaboration takes place, a human rights clause is 

not present at all. Certainly, it is important to bear in mind that, since the agreement between the EU 
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and the Gulf Cooperation Council (to which, it is worth recalling, the state of Qatar is a member) was 

concluded in 1988, thus prior to the introduction of such provision, the Agreement is not accompanied 

by such essential clause. Nevertheless, the fact that to this day the clause is not present in the 

agreement means that the latter has not, in the decades since its signature, been amended in favor of 

the inclusion of such a clause. This omission undoubtedly fuels criticisms of the EU for lack of will 

in addressing human rights related controversies. 

The tools at the EU’s disposal in order to protect and safeguard respect for these fundamental rights, 

however, are not limited to conditionality and, more specifically, to the inclusion of such a clause. As 

already mentioned, in fact, the Union also avails itself of diplomatic instruments. Certainly, the EU 

firmly positioned human rights as a cornerstone of its Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). 

This commitment was further reinforced through subsequent documents such as the “European 

Security Strategy of 2003, which underlined the prominence of human rights within the EU’s external 

relations104. Indeed, annually, the EU, via the CFSP, issues a multitude of statements regarding the 

human rights landscape in third countries and it forwards diplomatic notes expressing concerns 

regarding specific cases. Even «diplomatic sanction (suspending high-level contacts and withdrawing 

ambassadors) and arms embargoes have been imposed on third countries over their human rights 

records»105. Nevertheless, in the case of human rights violations occurred in Qatar, the EU did not 

opt for a suspension of contact with the country, but rather, in 2022, opened an EU Delegation in 

Doha, considered the result of the intensified bilateral engagement between the two parties106, despite 

the fact, it is essential to remember, that controversies related to the World Cup that the state hosted 

had emerged from the moment of the awarding of the sporting event to Qatar in 2010. 

Taking the case of Qatar as an example, then it is not surprising that the EU is charged with failing 

to implement the rhetoric it proclaims and on which it has based its image. 

Indeed, despite the rather broad legal basis the EU prides itself on and the mechanisms at its disposal, 

it is often criticized on several issues: «some claim that the EU’s interest in human rights protection 

is often about promoting its own influence and strategic advantage internationally or that it is 

motivated by other political considerations», while «others accuse the EU of failing to show the real 

leadership in efforts to address human rights violations internationally»107 and of being perceived as 

lacking the political will to tackle numerous urgent human rights challenges108. 

 
104 Council of the European Union (2009), “EU Guidelines, Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law”, 
Retrieved from: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/30855/qc8308123enc.pdf 
105 Smith, K. E. (2001)., op. cit., p. 191. 
106 European External Action Service, 2021, op. cit. 
107 De Búrca, G. (2011). The road not taken: the European Union as a global human rights actor. American Journal of 
international law, 105(4), 649-693. 
108 Amnesty International, The EU and Human Rights: Making the impact on people count (2009), 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/info/IOR61/004/2009/en 
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Nonetheless, these are not the only objections made to the role EU attributes to the promotion of 

human rights in its external policies. Rather, that has been criticized is the lack of a human rights 

policy that is consistent and comprehensive both internally and externally. Specifically focusing on 

the latter dimension, this thesis argues that the deficiencies of the Union’s performance on external 

human rights policy became quite evident in the case of the violations of said rights before and during 

the World Cup in Qatar. Indeed, the latter event has brought into sharp focus the condition of migrant 

workers, highlighting systemic issues of exploitation and human rights violations. This situation 

presented a unique opportunity for the EU to assert its labor rights agenda and uphold its image as a 

defender of human dignity. Despite rhetoric emphasizing its role as a mediator and advocate for 

democracy, the EU’s actions in addressing these abuses have fallen short of its stated ideals. There  

is, therefore, «an urgent need for a human rights policy which is coherent, balanced, substantive and 

professional»109, and not just a “façade”. 

 
3.3 European normative power at the global level: the European Union and the 

“Responsibility to protect” 

 
Based on a principle determined and agreed upon in 2005 by the members of the United Nations 

(UN), the European Parliament, in 2013, introduced an initiative with the purpose of consolidating 

and implementing the Union’s support for the international “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P)110, 

which is derived from the aforementioned principle, aimed at preventing and responding to atrocities. 

By proposing an EU involvement in this project, the goal is, inevitably and necessarily, also to 

develop a consensus at the European level. 

As will be explained later, the European Union’s foreign policy is complex and marked by various 

facets, and as a result tensions often arise in the Union’s internal decision-making processes. 

Indeed, despite the fact that, in 2018, the EU High Representative clearly asserted that the above 

principle is already embedded into the Union’s policies, «the slow pace with which the EU has 

engaged with R2P, in spite of the support of key individual members, is indicative of political 

tensions, uncertainties and bureaucratic path dependency in the organization».111 

The challenges that the EU has faced, such as Brexit and the migration crisis, have undoubtedly 

contributed to fuel the questioning and re-evaluation of the role of the Union at the global level, 
 
 

109 Smith, K. E. (2001)., op. cit., p. 193. 
110 Responsibility to Protect, United Nations, Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility to Protect, 
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/about-responsibility-to-protect.shtml 
111 Newman, E., & Stefan, C. G. (2020). Normative power Europe? The EU's embrace of the responsibility to protect in 
a transitional international order. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, 58(2), 472-490. 
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particularly with reference to its normative role, resulting from the use of its soft power to conduct 

its foreign policy. 

Because the promotion of the principle advocated by R2P requires normative actors who can attract 

others to a concept and a model indicative of certain values and standards, the legitimacy and 

credibility of the European Union are paramount and therefore cannot be compromised. 

The Union must therefore demonstrate not only that it has embraced the principle proposed by the 

United Nations, but it must also be an example, that is, reflect in its actions said norm. 

Consequently, «if the EU is to make R2P a key policy platform for its global role, this will need to 

be underpinned by Europe’s normative reach and credibility in a broader sense» and, for this purpose, 

«a certain level of consistency in terms of practice in the human rights field, as well as technical 

competency as a foreign policy actor»112 are needed. 

It is not, therefore, sufficient that the protection and respect for human rights are considered, along 

with so many other values, to be foundational pillars of the EU and its identity. Concrete evidence is 

needed of the portrait of normative power that the Union has drawn of itself over the years. However, 

it is often the very concept of normative power, «and the subsequent endorsement of the theory by 

EU officials» that appears to be «nothing more than a facade to hide the EU’s real, not so normative  

intensions»113. A clear example of this inconsistency is reflected in the European Union’s approach 

to the human rights violations associated with Qatar’s preparations for the 2022 World Cup. Despite 

the EU’s Parliament’s commitment to the Responsibility to Protect initiative, the Union’s response 

to the abuses in Qatar has been notably lacking. The R2P framework emphasizes the international 

community’s duty to intervene when a state fails to protect its populations from serious harm114. Yet, 

in the face of widespread reports of migrant workers exploitation in Qatar, the EU’s actions have 

been minimal and largely symbolic. Indeed, in the case of the controversies concerning the human 

rights violations by the state of Qatar in the preparation of the mega sporting event that was the World 

Cup, the European Union appears to have proven that its normative power, and the actions that should 

follow, are a façade. In particular, as will be explored later in this thesis, in this case it seems that the 

EU has prioritized its own interests, neglecting the implementation of a policy aimed at respecting 

the fundamental rights and the values it proclaims. Unquestionably, there is a close connection 

between the values upheld by the EU, its role in the international arena, and the principle from which 

R2P was born, but the political commitment resulting from this norm requires far more. 
 
 
 

112 Ibid., p. 3. 
113 Tullemans, F. op. cit. p. 12. 
114 Gierycz, D. (2010). From humanitarian intervention (HI) to responsibility to protect (R2P). Criminal Justice Ethics, 
29(2), 110-128. 
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What is demanded, in fact, is for «states to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic 

cleansing and crimes against humanity, and to prevent such crimes, including their incitement. It also 

obliges the international community to assist states to meet their responsibility to protect and 

establishes that the international community, through the UN, has the responsibility to help to protect 

populations from these atrocities where national authorities are manifestly failing to do so».115 

Despite the fact that during the R2P approval process at the United Nations level, the European states 

played an important role, simplifying the path to consensus, it seems that R2P was not then effectively 

embodied into the EU’s foreign policy framework, or at least that of its member states. 

In fact, «most of the endorsements of R2P between 2005 and 2013 were quite cursory or 

insubstantial»,116 seeing the reactions of the Union often slow and therefore delayed. Added to this is 

the difficult coordination that often occurs at the European level, which certainly does not help. These 

elements together make it difficult to say that on the EU side an R2P realization has actually occurred. 

However, this does not mean that the Union has completely lost its normative power, or that it has 

not advanced in this regard at all: «if one scrutinized the EU as a normative power at the UN, the EU 

Delegation has been a key supporter of the R2P in UN circles, “fighting for it politically and  

financially” ». Moreover, «the EU Delegation has regularly listed R2P as a priority and uses the 

explicit “Responsibility to Protect” terminology in press releases and statements».117 

These actions of the Union certainly have a degree of relevance from a normative point of view, 

which is necessary to enjoy a certain legitimacy and credibility. The latter characteristics, which a 

normative actor needs, are certainly not encouraged by the internal tensions within the Union. 

In particular, the lack of consensus among member states on how to implement R2P points back to 

one of the areas of tension that will be analyzed in the next chapter, namely that between civilian and 

military power. In other words, the divisions that continue to characterize the relationship between 

states within the EU, mainly concerns «the role of military force in preventing or stopping egregious 

human rights violations, and European states have arguably never reached a consensus on this».118 

This, added to the fact that the process of internalizing the R2P into the Union’s foreign policy system 

has proven to be slow going, only brings to light, once again, the internal divergences for which the 

heterogeneity of the Union’s organization often provides fertile ground. 

Further complicating the question is the fact that «the EU’s response to the» previously mentioned 

«refugee crisis has arguably provided a negative test of its normative credibility, by raising serious 
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questions about the EU’s capacity to overcome internal differences on humanitarian challenges 

relevant to R2P, and its capacity to “live by example” ».119 

Even at the global level, then, the complexity of the Union’s structure and its foreign policy, and the 

tensions that arise among its states, seem to compromise, or at least risk compromising, its role as a 

normative actor in the eyes of the rest of the world, thus undermining its legitimacy and credibility. 

With the Responsibility to Protect initiative, therefore, the EU has taken a further step forward, at 

least on paper, in terms of the protection and safeguard of human rights. In fact, as previously 

explained, R2P calls for greater political commitment. However, the fact that in the case of the 2022 

World Cup the EU was either unable, due to the complexity of the dynamics affecting its foreign 

policy, or unwilling, on account of economic interests that were given precedence over human rights, 

to act on normative grounds in favor of the protection of workers’ human rights, raises concerns an 

threats for the «legitimacy of the EU’s human rights policy»120. This discrepancy between the EU’s 

proclaimed values and its actual behavior reveals a troubling gap. The EU prides itself on its role as 

a global normative power, advocating for democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. Nevertheless, 

the lack of substantial action regarding the human rights violations in Qatar undermines this self- 

image. The Union’s failure to leverage its influence to push for meaningful reforms in Qatar suggests 

that its commitment to R2P and similar principles may be more about rhetoric than reality. 
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4. EU institutions 
 
 

4.1 The EU institutional setup 
 
 
As already briefly explained, the European Union’s institutional setup is intricate, involving multiple 

bodies with different roles and competences in foreign policy decision-making. «Single in name, dual 

in policymaking method, multiple in nature – this is the Union’s institutional framework in a 

nutshell»121. This complexity can lead to divisions or disagreements among EU institutions, 

impacting the consistency and effectiveness of the EU’s foreign policy. Such an intricate institutional 

setup contributes to divisions at the European level, among different bodies, sometimes resulting in 

inconsistent attitudes and lack of firm and explicit stances, as seen in the case of the human rights 

violations during the World Cup in Qatar. When examining the European Union’s role and 

interventions regarding this issue, it is primarily the European Parliament’s statements that stand  

out122. Indeed, as previously mentioned, the EP, despite its limited powers in the framework of EU 

foreign policy, has often occupied an outstanding role in the progression of human rights, showing 

commitment and dedication to ensuring that human rights are respected and for the purpose of their 

advancement. Since 2008, thus prior to the awarding of the World Cup to Qatar, the EP «has adopted 

four resolutions addressing the situation of migrant workers in Qatar; it has called on Qatar to end the 

‘deplorable situation’ of migrant workers and prevent preparations for the 2022 World Cup from 

being ‘overshadowed by allegations of forced labour’»123. Additionally, as reported by CBS News, 

the European Parliament has formally expressed its position on possible human rights violations by 

condemning Qatar following the World Cup, thus reiterating its stance on the matter124. The European 

Parliament, then, further adopted a supplementary resolution with regard to the human rights situation 

in Qatar, stating that even the process of assigning the World Cup to the state back in 2010 was not 

preceded by a proper and responsible risk assessment, in addition to not being transparent125. 

However, the credibility of the European Parliament was severely tested in December 2022 due to 

the scandal regarding the bribery of some member of its members, commonly referred to as Qatargate. 

The case concerns the controversy generated by allegations that the Qatar government channeled cash 
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to influence the decision of the European Parliament itself. Qatargate thus refers to the political 

scandal of corruption and money laundering. Although the European Union immediately condemned 

the actions of the parliamentarians involved in the case, it is evident that this scandal did not benefit  

the image of the European Union. While this thesis does not aim to analyze the reactions of civil 

society and European institutions to this scandal, it is relevant to mention it as an additional argument 

demonstrating the inconsistency of the EU in its relations with Qatar and, in particular, the necessity 

to reassess EU-Gulf relations. 

In conclusion, several elements create and fuel divergences and sometimes schisms at the institutional 

level within the EU, contributing to its inconsistent foreign policy actions. 

First of all, the EU’s foreign policymaking involves numerous actors, including the European 

Commission, the European Council, the European Parliament, the European External Action Service 

(EEAS), and the individual member states. Each of these actors may have different perspectives,  

priorities, and interests. These distinct points of view usually lead to potential clashes or divergences 

in foreign policy objectives and, thus, actions. 

Secondly, the competing mandates of the institutions in the European sphere contribute to the already 

present divide that results from the complicated plurality of players. Indeed, although each institution 

has its own mandate and area of responsibility, these are overlapping or competing, thus creating 

tensions and disagreements over the allocation of resources, priorities, decision-making authority 

and, more in general, over the direction of the Union’s foreign policy. 

Thirdly, and as will be elaborated later, the EU foreign policy operates within a hybrid system that  

combines elements of intergovernmentalism and supranationalism. While intergovernmental bodies 

such as the European Council and the Council of the EU represent member states governments, 

supranational institutions like the European Commission and the European Parliament represent EU- 

wide interests. Balancing these dynamics is, of course, challenging and may results in controversies 

and disunity over the distribution of competencies. Since member states retain significant influence 

over EU foreign policy decisions, they often prioritize their national interests over EU-wide 

objectives, thus risking the already delicate balance between the two levels. 

Another factor that has to be taken into account is the role of the High Representative of the Union 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. The latter has a central position in coordinating EU foreign 

policy. However, his effectiveness may be limited by conflicting interests among EU institutions, as 

well as by the necessity to navigate between member states’ preferences and, again, priorities at the 

European level. This has, of course, an impact that cannot be considered positive for the purpose of 

reaching consensus and consistency in foreign policy decisions. 
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Considering these difficulties, the question of the decision-making procedures can only be interpreted 

as a further factor against the simplification of the EU’s institutional setup. The latter is indeed 

complex not just because it involves both the member states and the institutions of the Union, but  

also because of the different procedures, due to the hybrid nature of the Union, that characterize the 

decision making of the EU as a whole. Achieving a shared decision, or even just reaching a 

compromise, is therefore complex and can often lead to delays, deadlock or even to an arrangement  

that doesn’t satisfy all the parties involved, thus creating even more tensions. 

The latest element to consider is the general lack of clarity in the institutional roles. The division of 

responsibilities and competences among the institutions is not always clear-cut, but it is rather blurred, 

leading to ambiguity and, as previously mentioned overlaps in their roles. Obviously, this vagueness 

fuels the misunderstandings and the institutional rivalries, and thus hinders the effectiveness of the 

coordination and cooperation in EU foreign policy, making, once again, more likely an inconsistent 

attitude of the Union with regard to what it proclaims and what it then enacts. 

Indeed, the «EU’s complex system of competences, institutions, decision-making procedures, 

policymaking processes and funding mechanisms cannot but lead to significant problems with regard 

to consistency»126. It is therefore rather difficult for the EU to deliver a coherent statement. 

Undoubtedly, a «lack of consistency in EU external policies is detrimental to the EU’s capacity to  

present a coherent message in international politics and mostly undermines its credibility as an 

international actor as well as its ability to achieve specific foreign policy goals»127. In the case of the 

human rights violations during the Qatar World Cup, the EU demonstrated the challenges it faces in 

conveying an unambiguous message as a foreign policy actor on the global stage. Indeed, while the 

European Parliament formally condemned Qatar over allegations of human rights violations, which 

are believed to have caused the deaths of migrant workers during preparations for the infrastructure 

needed for the World Cup128, the European Commissioner for Health and Food Safety Stella 

Kyriakides129, referring to the same human rights violations highlighted and denounced by the EP, 

stated that «each single one of those deaths is, of course, a tragedy. But Qatar has also made 

significant progress on labour rights over the past years»130, underlining, already, a distancing from 

the position repeatedly stressed by the EP. The European Commissioner then proceeded to assert that 

Qatar «was the first country in the Gulf to dismantle the discriminatory kafala system, which kept 
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Qatar’s large migrant worker population at the mercy of their employers», pointing out that «Qatar 

has adopted a new law establishing a non-discriminatory minimum wage»131, ignoring that this 

reform stems from the international pressure exerted on the State with regard to the violations of said 

rights. The aforementioned example thus proves the EU’s difficulty in sending a coherent message 

as a foreign policy actor in the international context, a fact that, as mentioned above, resulted in the 

EU displaying an inconsistent attitude in the case of the Qatar disputes. 

Despite being caught up in the political scandal, the European Parliament remains the only European 

institution to have spoken out on the human and labor rights violations that occurred in Qatar. Indeed, 

the Parliament condemned the abuses by the Qatari government and backed a remedy fund for the 

victims. In contrast, other institutions, including the European Commission, have not taken a firm 

stance on the matter. For instance, when asked about the Commission’s position on the World Cup  

being assigned to Qatar132 through the European Parliament’s website, the answer given on behalf of 

the European Commission was vague, merely stating that «EU relations with Qatar are based on the 

March 2018 Cooperation Arrangement, which fosters enhanced political dialogue, including on 

human and labour rights»133. This disparity between the European Parliament and the European 

Commission illustrates how the EU’s intricate institutional setup can affect the consistency of its 

statements on the global stage. The distance between these institutions in this case further complicates 

the EU’s ability to present a unified stance. Therefore, the EU’s institutional complexities hinder its 

ability to consistently address human rights issues, as evidenced by the differing responses of its 

various bodies. 

Having outlined the EU’s institutional set-up, the following section will look in more detail at its 

foreign policy complexities in the attempt to identify its origins. 

 
4.2 The complexity of the foreign policy of the European Union 

 
 
In order to comprehend the role that the European Union plays in protecting human rights in territories 

outside the Union, it is first necessary to define and understand the functioning of its foreign policy. 

The foreign policy of the European Union can be defined as «the area of EU policies directed at the 

external environment with the objective of influencing that environment and the behavior of other 

actors within it, in order to pursue interests, values and goals».134 
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However, for the purpose of explaining the rationale behind European actions and interventions in 

third countries, it is essential to be aware of the internal mechanisms of the Union itself. Thus, simply 

defining foreign policy is not sufficient. The European Union is characterized by values that are 

considered common among the various member states. Nonetheless, the political, social and 

economic interests of the latter mean that at the same time it is possible to identify a strong 

heterogeneity within the Union. 

Several constituent elements of the EU foreign policy that influence the decisions made at the 

European level and the resulting outcomes. For instance, the EU’s approach to external human rights 

policy, including its response to human rights violations in the context of the Qatar World Cup, 

illustrates the complexity and inherent inconsistencies of its foreign policy. 

To demonstrate the complexity of EU foreign policy, it is useful to describe three key traits that 

characterize it, namely that it is multifaceted, multi-method, and multilevel. 

With regard to the first feature, namely multifaceted, the reference is to the fact that EU’s foreign 

policy is composed of four different but related facets, that is to say: CFSP, CSDP, external action 

and external dimension of internal policies. 

This thesis has neither the pretension nor the aim of explaining in detail each of these dimensions of 

EU foreign policy, but rather of analyzing said dimensions in order to allow for a greater 

understanding of the complexity that characterizes the aforementioned policy of the Union, for which 

it is therefore important to keep in mind its composition. In fact, although these four facets deal with 

different aspects, they are intertwined with each other in the process of policymaking, being the 

division between them not clearly defined, but rather blurred. It is therefore clear that this multifaceted 

trait of EU foreign policy does not simplify the decision-making process of the Union itself. 

Added to this is the «importance of the national foreign policies of the member states» which «reveals 

that coordination of and cooperation between national foreign policies is an equally important 

component of EU foreign policy».135 

From the multifaceted nature of the Union’s foreign policy, it follows, almost automatically, a  

multiple, indeed in this case double, method: the four aforementioned dimensions are structured 

according to two policymaking approaches: the Community one, which concerns the external action 

and the external dimension of internal policies, and the intergovernmental one, which relates to the 

CFSP and the CDSP. 

The fact that the latter facets of EU foreign policy are organized by the above method denotes and 

highlights the control and the consequent importance of the role of member states who are represented 

in the two institutions of the European Council and the Council of the EU. 
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On the contrary, the Community method stand for the balance operated at the European level between 

other institutions, namely between the Commission, the European Parliament, the Court of Justice 

and the Council of the EU. 

Another prime factor to be taken into account is the multilevel characteristic of the EU foreign policy. 

Indeed, the various national foreign policies are not replaced by European one; rather there is an 

interaction between these two: «On the one hand, EU policies are often mirrored in national policies. 

On the other hand, national actors participate in EU foreign policymaking».136 

These two dimensions, the European and the national, are then joined by the international dimension. 

Indeed, the European Union and its member states participate in various international organizations, 

acting, jointly or individually, even at the global level. This third dimension, and in particular the fact 

that member states can also act singularly in the international sphere, is evidence of the complexity 

and nuances that characterize EU foreign policy. 

Furthermore, the fact that the latter is not a substitute for national ones leads us toward an analysis of 

the elements that shape the behavior of member states with regard to foreign policy decisions, namely: 

power and resources, interests and identity. 

With regard to the first feature, it is crucial to consider that the heterogeneity of the European space 

is also, if not primarily, presented in terms of capacity and power of member states. Indeeed, the 

varying degree of the latter profoundly conditions the attitude of states in the policymaking process 

that takes place at the European level, where the disparity that arises between smaller and larger states 

often complicates, and sometimes even prevents, the choice of a common line to follow in European 

involvement in third states. 

Secondly, national foreign policy interests define the position of States in the context of the European 

Union and, consequently, the relationships between them. Therefore, interests, depending on whether 

they are common, absent, converging but with a limited number of possibilities (thus making states 

competing), or incompatible as well as different, profoundly condition the attitudes of member states 

in policymaking and stances at the European level. 

As the objective of this thesis is to analyze the EU’s engagement in human rights advocacy in third  

countries when an economic partnership with them is at risk or necessary, a useful element to the 

above study is that of divergent and mutually incompatible interests. In the case of Qatar, for example, 

while the EU as a supranational entity has not taken a clear and unambiguous position on the issue of 

human rights violations that occurred in the country in question (with the exception of the 

condemnations coming only from the EP), some of its member states, including Belgium, have 
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demonstrated a stronger stance. Indeed, the Flemish and Walloon Regional Governments announced 

their intension to boycott the World Cup137, unlike other member states and EU institutions. 

The third element, namely the national identity of a member state, proves in turn to profoundly affect 

the role played by states in EU foreign policy. 

Since identity is linked to the worldview and the role states play in it, conflicting visions about the 

course of action the EU should or should not take often arise within the European sphere, creating 

obstacles to forming a common position. Therefore, again, «the relative importance of values such as 

human rights and democracy compared to the pursuit of economic profit and geostrategic gain»138 

accurately demonstrates the tension and complexity characterizing European decision-making 

processes. This is particularly evident in determining the type of influence and interventions to be 

exercised in countries outside the Union. 

The case of human rights violations in the Qatar World Cup underscores the complexity and often 

inconsistent nature of the EU’s foreign policy. The multifaced objectives, multi-method approach, 

and multilevel governance all contribute to a foreign policy that must navigate competing priorities 

and external pressures. Consequently, while the EU advocates for human rights, practical 

considerations often lead to a more pragmatic and less consistent implementation of this principles in 

its external relations. 

The determination and definition of the foreign policy of the EU, however, cannot be entirely 

attributed to the differences that may arise among member states. The diversity that characterizes the 

European Union is certainly complicates achieving a common policy, but it is not solely responsible 

for the lack of cohesion and consistency sometimes present at the European level. Also affecting the 

policymaking and decision-making that take place in Brussels are tension that do not stem directly 

from the States, but in which have marked, and still do, the history of the European Union since its 

inception. The reference here is to a particular area of tension: that between European integration and 

Atlantic solidarity, to which is connected another area of tension, namely that involving civilian 

power and military power. 

As for the former, this impacted profoundly the Union even before the latter developed its own foreign 

policy. 

In the post-World War II context, in fact, the United States (US) quickly assumed the role of guarantor 

of European security, thus creating a relationship of military dependence on them. 
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The military security offered by the United States did indeed provide stability in Europe after the 

second world conflict, but it also contributed to the formation of a European foreign policy, and more 

generally to a European integration, that was in the shadow of the Atlantic solidarity. 

This military dependence on the US thus conditioned firstly the national foreign policies and later the 

European one. As a result, European foreign policies actions are taken with consideration not only of 

their implications for the EU but also, if not especially, the potential effect they may have on relations 

with the US. The European Union's relatively subdued stance on human rights violations during the 

Qatar World Cup can be understood in this context, particularly in regions of critical strategic 

importance to the United States. The Persian Gulf, a key source of oil and a region with vital strategic 

waterways like the Strait of Hormuz, is crucial for global energy supplies and US military strategy139. 

Given the strategic importance of the Persian Gulf to the US, the EU often aligns its foreign policy 

with US interests in this region due to its limited military capabilities, economic interests, and the 

need to maintain a strong transatlantic alliance. Consequently, the EU's response to human rights 

abuses in Qatar reflects broader strategic considerations, including economic and energy interests, 

diplomatic and strategic relations, and the influence of US policy. This alignment ensures the EU 

maintains its security and economic interests, even if it results in a more subdued response to human 

rights abuses. 

The guarantee of military support and defense offered by the United States has therefore profoundly 

shaped the European defense project. The early failure of the European Defense Community in the 

1950s led to the establishment of the European Community (EC) as a civilian actor. 

This designation of the EC has fueled ongoing debates about whether the EU should evolve into a 

military power, potentially reducing its reliance on the United States and focusing more on European 

military integration. In other words, to take up the first area of tension previously mentioned: should 

the EU focus more on European integration from a military point of view, taking some distance from 

the Atlantic solidarity in this regard? By civilian power, in this case, we refer to the chance of the 

European Union to be and thus represent a power despite the absence of military equipment. 

Indeed, the EU «is usually described as a civilian – or soft – power: an economic giant but a military 

dwarf»140. This lack of a military dimension to the EU, stemming from the dominance exercised by 

the United States, NATO in particular, in this area, allowed the then EC and its member states to 

shape the European status and role in such a way that it was perceived positively in the international 

context. Indeed, this civilian focus allowed the EU to present itself positively on the global stage, 

emphasizing peaceful conflict resolution and the promotion of human rights and democracy. 
 

139 Asisian, N. (2018). The Qatar Crisis, its Regional Implications, and the US National Interest. Journal Article, 1-20. 
140 Goldthau, A., Sitter, N., (2015) Soft power with a hard edge: EU policy tools and energy security, Review of 
International Political Economy, 22:5, 941-965, DOI: 10.1080/09692290.2015.1008547 
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This characteristic, and ability, of the EU to co-opt rather than coerce is defined as “soft power”. The 

latter is in contrast to “hard power”, with respect to which the EU has no policy tools. The Union,  

indeed, «does not have sizeable armed forces under joint command, a substantial federal budget or 

direct control of firms. Its ability to use “hard power”, by means of coercion and payment, is 

limited»141. 

The Union’s shortcomings in this area have caused a lack of trust on the part of member states towards 

the EU for security reasons, which in part explains their preference to act in the context of 

international organizations for issues like these. However, as previously mentioned, it has allowed 

the Union to define itself in the global context under a positive light. The EU, in fact, «seeks to be 

viewed as supporting economic, social, and political development of member states and defending 

universal values».142 By abandoning the idea of becoming a power from a military standpoint, then, 

the European Union had the opportunity to adopt a new narrative for itself through the use of civilian 

power, or soft power, or even normative power. Over the years, the EU «prided itself as a global 

norm-setter, a champion of human rights, and promoter of democracy as well as the largest provider 

of official development assistance (ODA). More than this, the EU was seen as the model of regional 

integration and the most successful international organization. For its contribution to peace and 

stability in Europe, it was rightly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize»143. Nevertheless, as previously 

examined, the attention the EU claims to have for human rights was not reflected in the case of said 

rights during the World Cup in Qatar. As explained, the EU has had the opportunity to evolve as a 

soft power Union, which has consequently allowed it to build a certain picture of itself. However, 

between the image the EU has painted of itself over the years, and what it then actually implements,  

there is a gap. The complexity of EU foreign policy, influenced by a need to align with US strategic 

interests, economic considerations, and its self-defined role as a “soft power”, contributes to this 

inconsistency. While the EU prides itself on its normative power and commitment to universal values, 

the practicalities of maintaining regional stability and strategic alliances often leads to a more subdued 

stance on issues like human rights. Indeed, «promoting human rights, democracy and the rule of law 

is for many member states not a high priority as an external foreign policy objective, but it is primarily 

an (internal) identity objective, where the goal is to shape a distinct international identity for the EU 

as a value-driven normative power»144. This divergence between the EU’s projected image and its 
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actual policies underscores the multifaceted nature of its foreign policy, shaped by both internal and 

external pressures, and reflects the ongoing tension between its ideals and pragmatic necessities. 

In conclusion, there are several factors that influence and shape the EU foreign policy, making it 

complex to understand and implement. 

 
4.3 The soft powers of the European Union: why they are at times limited and 

challenging 

 
As previously explained, in the difficult historical moment after World War II, the then European 

Community gradually began to take shape and establish itself in the international context by 

qualifying as a civilian actor or, more precisely, as a normative power. This conception of the Union 

stems from its chosen focus on fundamental rights, which has since expanded to encompass a wide 

range of norms and values. Its normative power has thus resulted in the export of these norms to other 

parts of the world, that is: it has made them the center of its relations with countries outside the Union. 

Nonetheless, despite the Union’s apparently exemplary work in exporting these norms, which are 

fundamental to it and its member states, its normative power has been criticized. 

Indeed, «the annual reports on EU action in the field of human rights and democracy», to mention a 

couple, as well as attesting to a large number of initiatives in which the EU is involved, «they also 

reveal the growing challenges the EU faces and the considerable variation in the EU’s approach,  

actions and successes across countries, across different dimensions of human rights and rule of law 

policy, and across democracy promotion policies».145 

The soft powers of the Union, the use made of them, and the outcomes obtained as a consequence,  

are therefore not as flawless as one might wish. 

Analyzing the EU’s performance from the perspective of the capability-expectation gap, it is indeed 

possible to find that the Union is not that strong an actor as expected in the foreign policy arena, but  

rather it can be observed «a discrepancy between the expectations the EU engenders, and its limited 

ability to pursue the actual policies needed for fulfilling its envisaged roles in world politics».146 The 

case of the workers’ rights violations in Qatar provides a clear example of this. Despite the 

controversies and calls for actions by human rights organizations, such as Human Rights Watch147, 

the European Union missed the exceptional chance to advance its advocacy for labor rights within 
 
 
 

145 Ibid., p 147. 
146 Nielsen, K.L. (2013). ‘EU Soft Power and the Capability-Expectations Gap’, Journal of Contemporary European 
Research. 9 (5), pp. 723-739. 
147 World Report 2023: Qatar, Human Rights Watch, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2023/country-chapters/qatar 

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2023/country-chapters/qatar


45  

the nation. However, as already explained, this did not occur, and this failure reinforced the 

capability-expectation gap argument. 

As previously introduced, one of the factors that contributes to the weakening of the EU as an actor 

in the international context is the lack of a foreign policy that is effectively common and coherent. 

The scarce and fragile presence of a European identity undermines the Union while highlighting the 

importance of national characters and their interests. Moreover, the constitutional powers enjoyed by 

the member states and their limited autonomy of action in Brussels contribute to the difficulties the 

Union has in establishing itself as a “strong power” in the global context. In other words, «the weak  

capacity for consistent action and the difficulties incorporating all its different policies across 

institutions has been a major barrier for the EU».148 

An early example of how the Union failed to meet expectations can be identified in the 1990s during 

the conflicts in the Western Balkans, where the EU and «its member states’ limited capacity for actual 

intervention in conflicts, underscoring the need for a more active and capable foreign policy»149. This 

lack of capacity led to a loss of credibility for the EEU, which then relied on its soft powers, such as 

peacekeeping, support operations and stabilization vis-à-vis the countries concerned and, in 

particular, availed itself of the promise of an eventual EU membership to compensate for its 

shortcomings. 

Undoubtedly, the norms and values upheld by the EU make it attractive in the eyes of third countries, 

as it has been from the very beginning. Indeed, «the reordering of relations between nations based on 

the rule of law, and the elaborate balancing of interests between larger and smaller members, makes 

the EU attractive in the eyes of outsiders» as does «the prosperity that has sprung from that recasting 

of relations and some of the concrete achievements of the European integration, such as the Single 

Market and the Schengen zone».150 However, the attraction, legitimacy and credibility that the Union 

has been able to create for itself has been impacted by several phenomena. 

In particular, the 2016 refugee crisis significantly undermined the strengths that characterized the 

Union. The European response to this crisis jeopardized the Union’s image and contributed to internal 

divisions among member states. The reception of a large number of migrants created tensions over 

how to best manage the crisis, with Greece and Italy bearing a disproportionate burden due to a largely 
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theoretical relocation project. 151 Indeed, «the contribution of funding for special trust funds, border 

guards, and experts to support Greece and Italy leave room for improvement»152. 

The opposition of the Visegrad countries153 further highlighted the lack of a common political line 

on the issue, leading to a loss of solidarity within the Union and the renationalization of migration 

policies. 

Obviously, the complications that arose within the Union also had consequences from an external 

point of view. Externally, the EU’s struggle to remain true to its principles during the migration crisis 

compromised its international image. The focus on containing migration flows to its borders, rather 

than placing an emphasis on safeguarding the human rights of migrants themselves, demonstrated the 

EU’s prioritization of internal security over its founding principles of freedom and justice154. The fact 

that «a comprehensive approach towards the “human dimension” in relations with neighbouring 

countries, aimed at promoting fundamental structural changes, has been abandoned in favour of a 

much narrower focus on internal security and migration issues»155, means that, although «this 

approach is veiled in the humanitarian language of “saving lives of migrants”, its goals clearly are 

self-serving for the EU stemming irregular migration»156. 

Internal pressures within the Union, those of the member states, have thus led the EU to conduct a 

foreign policy focused on securing its borders and its citizens. In this way, the Union’s priorities have 

become evident to the rest of the world. In other words, «as the walls of “fortress Europe’ rise higher, 

the EU leaves its founding principles of human dignity, solidarity, freedom, democracy, equality and 

human rights at the door»157. 

The externalization of migration policy operated by the EU, through the use of its soft powers, to 

convert host countries into migration buffers with the aim of limiting migration flows towards its 

borders, has resulted in a loss of its credibility as a normative power. 

Summarizing, it is possible to state that «the reaction to the refugee crisis proves even the EU is 

selective in applying its high normative standards when its core interests are in play» and this only 

fuels the questioning of its role «in the protection of human rights and democratic principles 

worldwide»158. 
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The case of the Qatar World Cup further illustrates the EU’s inconsistency in its external human 

rights policy. Indeed, despite calls to hold Qatar accountable for its treatment of migrant workers, the 

EU failed to take a strong stance, mirroring its response to the migration crisis, in which «it seems 

the EU is falling victim to its own soft power»159. This appears to demonstrate that the priority of the 

EU stems from the tensions within it, clearly putting its founding principles in the background, as 

seen in the case of the Qatar World Cup. Just as the EU prioritized border security over the human 

rights of migrants during the refugee crisis, it similarly neglected its normative commitments in the 

case of Qatar, opting not to advance labor rights in the face of significant abuses. This inconsistency 

underscores the discrepancy between the EU’s professed values and its actions, revealing a tendency 

to prioritize internal interests over its normative commitments. As reported by the EUobserver in an 

opinion published on the website, «it is now time for the EU to step in where footballing authorities 

have failed and hold Qatar to account for its shameful treatment of migrant labourers»160. This 

ongoing failure to act consistently with its norms weakens the EEU’s legitimacy and complicates its 

role as a promoter of human rights and democratic principles worldwide. 
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5. EU economic interests 
 
 

5.1 Economic necessity 
 
 
As previously explained, the EU has long been a proponent of human rights on the global stage, 

championing values such as democracy, rule of law, and fundamental rights. Nevertheless, the 

consistency of its external human rights policy is often challenged by geopolitical realities and 

economic interests. This inconsistency has become particularly evident in the wake of the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine, which has accentuated the EU’s complex balancing act between upho lding 

human rights and addressing pressing economic and security concerns. 

 
a. The Russian aggression to Ukraine and its energetic consequences for the EU 

 
 
Indeed, the energy crisis resulting from the aforementioned invasion has triggered a transition at the 

European level: «the EU has undertaken a number of steps to develop energy infrastructure. These 

included diversifying import routes, developing energy networks and improving cross-border 

interconnections»161. It is therefore possible to state that the Russian aggression marked a significant 

turning point in international relations and brought about a fundamental reassessment of European 

energy security. Indeed, it underscored the dangers associated with the EU’s heavy reliance on 

Russian gas and oil, highlighting the potential risks of supporting an aggressive regime and the 

geopolitical manipulation of energy supplies as a tool of coercion. Prior to the invasion, the European 

Union’s dependence on energy had been steadily increasing, with the bloc importing 57.5% of its 

energy in 2020. Moreover, the share of Russian gas in EU gas imports had risen to 41% by the third 

quarter of 2021, further exposing the vulnerabilities of Europe’s energy landscape162. Already prior 

to the invasion, therefore, when the risk of conflict between Europe and Russia was mounting, the 

gas supply that Europe imported from Russian pipeline was about 52% 163. Even then, because of the 

aforementioned threat, European states began «preparing by diversifying their energy supply to 

replace Russian imports and implementing energy efficiency programs». In fact, due to gas shortages 
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in European countries because of the conflict, an increase in «energy poverty levels»164 happened, 

leading to an economic crisis. However, aspirations to uphold or expedite the energy transition 

following the Ukraine conflict were met with skepticism, given their focus on long-term goals and 

thus deemed insufficient to enhance national energy security. Additionally, energy-exporting nations 

encountered challenges in meeting the demand to replace Russian energy supplies for EU countries 

due to insufficient capacity. Concurrently, the economic fallout from the Ukraine crisis was extensive, 

spanning from economic downturns and spikes in food prices to transportation bottlenecks and fiscal 

strains. While Europe aimed to embrace adaptable policies, diminishing dependence on and 

enhancing energy security within the continent represented a venture spanning medium to long-term 

horizons. The EU’s reliance on Russian gas supplies, however, is hardly a recent issue. In fact, in 

2013, the European Union procured 162.7 billion cubic meters (bcm) of natural gas from Russia, with 

85 bcm passing through Ukraine. This transit volume accounted for 15% of the EU’s overall gas 

demand165. Thus, the conflict in Ukraine has just once more emphasized the Union’s significant  

reliance on Russian gas and its susceptibility to disruptions in supply. This is a clear and relevant 

example of the use that Russia makes of «market power to interfere in European foreign policy». 

Indeed, «previous disputes with the Ukraine and Belarus, mainly because of large unpaid gas bills to 

Russia, led to supply interruptions for several EU countries in 2006 & 2009»166. As a result, the 

measures put in place by the Union have not been all that effective and, in fact, the EU’s aim of 

energy diversification did not materialize, since Russia became locked in the European energy 

markets, and energy developments in other regions were not adequately considered. Ultimately, the 

gas supply dependence of Europe worsened in the last decades167. The conflict sparked by Russia’s 

military action has thus placed the European Union in a difficult position with regard to the energy 

question and «has increased the relevance of energy diplomacy within Europe’s energy foreign 

policy»168. 

 
b. The role of Qatar: a new energy supplier? 

 
 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine, and the EU energy crisis resulting from it, has led to the search for 

a reinforced diplomatic, and therefore partnership relationship with the Gulf countries, which include 
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Qatar, as evidenced by the fact that in May 2022 the EU issued a joint statement called «A strategic 

partnership with the Gulf»169 encompassing collaborative endeavors concerning security and the 

transition towards sustainability. An open stance towards energy collaboration with the Middle East 

involves engaging in energy trade with active participation from the private sector. This perspective 

is clearly visible in Europe’s ambitious and substantial REPowerEU170 plan, also announced in May 

2022, aimed at reducing dependence on Russia through diversification of energy supplies, with an 

estimated investment of approximately 210 billion euros171. In the long run, Qatar stands out as 

potentially the most advantageous nation to meet a portion of Europe’s liquefied natural gas (LNG)  

requirements. The significance of a partnership between Qatar and Europe concerning LNG can be 

underscored through some key point: first, the economic advantages associated with Qatari LNG; 

second, the positive track record of LNG production in Qatar in recent decades; lastly, the promising 

market conditions and contractual agreements anticipated in the future. The analysis of these focal 

points, considered in the context of need and the energy crisis caused by the conflict initiated by 

Russia, allows emphasizing the importance that a partnership relationship with the state of Qatar and, 

more generally, with the Gulf countries, has for the European Union. Starting therefore from the first 

point, Qatar possesses substantial gas reserves, primarily located within the world’s largest field, the 

South Pars/North Dome field, which spans 51 trillion cubic meters and is shared between Qatar and 

Iran. The advantage of being able to extract from a single site and the unique characteristic of this gas 

field as a natural gas condensate field, capable of yielding both raw natural gas and natural gas liquids, 

contribute to a cost-effective production process for Qatar. Moreover, Qatar enjoys geopolitical 

stability and has established positive trade relations with the EU. Given its central position in the 

LNG markets, significant soft power, and role as a mediator, Qatar holds the potential to become a 

valuable partner for Europe from an economic point of view172. In the medium to long term, Qatar’s 

production capacity and stability could provide it with a competitive advantage over other locations 

currently under consideration for untapped potential in LNG, such as countries in the West African 

region173. Regarding the second point, embracing liberal energy trade entails collaborating with 

energy companies to secure advantageous contracts and investments for Europe. Since the late 1990s, 

Qatar has cultivated robust LNG export capabilities and forged partnerships with International Oil 

Companies (IOCs). By the early 2000s, Qatar’s LNG capacity had significantly expanded, 
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positioning it as a key player in the LNG markets and a viable potential supplier for Europe174. In 

fact, «since it launched its gas strategy in the 1990s Qatar has considered Europe to be an important 

energy market»175. In 2011, Qatar achieved a liquefaction capacity of approximately 77 million 

metric tons per annum (MTPA), making it the world’s second-largest producer after Australia176. 

Subsequently, Qatar paused further LNG capacity expansion until 2017, when it unveiled plans for a 

substantial increase to up 126 MTPA by 2027177. Lastly, with the forthcoming LNG expansion and 

the expiration of certain long-term contracts in the near future, Europe has the opportunity to secure 

additional LNG contracts from Qatar. Despite persistent challenges associated with destination 

clauses in its long-term LNG contract, Qatar Petroleum (now Qatar Energy) has remained the EU’s 

primary supplier of seaborne LNG, thus highlighting once again the necessity that bind the European 

Union to Qatar. 

The Russian-Ukrainian conflict has thus had a considerable burden, from an economic point of view, 

on the European Union. Indeed, the latter found itself in a complicated situation with regard to energy 

supply. The Russian aggression has, therefore, contributed to a rapprochement of the EU with Qatar 

as a matter of economic necessity. Its needs then seem to have translated into a failure to give due 

weight to the violations that occurred before and during the World Cup in the country. In other words, 

the Russian invasion of Ukraine has heightened the inconsistencies in the EU’s external human rights 

policy and has underlined the challenging reality of aligning moral values with practical necessities 

in a complex international landscape in which economic dependencies, energy needs, and strategic 

interests frequently lead to compromises and selective application of human rights principles. 

To sum up, we can state that the economic relationship between the European Union and Qatar 

represents a relevant factor influencing the EU, as the economic ties between the two create a complex 

dynamic in which the EU’s interests often interfere with human rights considerations. 

 
5.2 Qatar multi-dimensional engagement with the EU 

 
 
Since the signing of a Cooperation Agreement between the EU and the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) in 1988, Qatar has deepened its relations and collaboration with the European Union across a 

wide range of areas. However, even though Qatar has, as explained in chapter two, disestablished the 
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Kafala system, after it was strongly criticized by various human rights organizations, serious 

difficulties remain within the country. And although the EU proposes to cooperate with the Gulf states 

on social reforms that also touch on the issue of human rights, as stated in the previously mentioned 

communication regarding a strategic partnership with the Gulf 178, it has not exposed itself against 

Qatar when several violations and abuses of workers’ rights have been brought to light. There is no  

sign of EU sanctioning Qatar, rather: while controversies have plagued Qatar since the sport event 

was awarded, the EU has reaffirmed its partnership with Qatar by signing the already mentioned 

Cooperation Arrangement in 2018 179. Even, a story reported by The Guardian180 «suggests that 

Qatari construction firms, in furtherance of the need to erect stadia, hotels, and even entire cities for 

the World Cup, are utilizing labor consistent with the International Labour Organization’s (“ILO”)  

definition of modern slavery»181. Nevertheless, the EU’s choice was to strengthen the political 

dialogue and cooperation with the State of Qatar through the signing of the above-mentioned 

Cooperation Arrangement. 

Indeed, Qatar’s multi-dimensional engagement with the European Union encompasses various 

aspects, including economic, political, energy and cultural dimensions. In order to demonstrate the 

relationship of interdependence, which is certainly unbalanced on the part of the Union because of 

the Russian-Ukrainian conflict and the energy crisis it has caused, a brief analysis of the 

aforementioned aspects of engagement is relevant, starting in particular with the economic and energy 

aspects, which are undoubtedly the most significant. 

Economically, it is possible to state that Qatar and the EU maintain robust economic ties, with 

bilateral trade and investment playing a crucial role. Qatar is a significant investor in Europe, 

particularly in sectors such as real estate, finance, and infrastructure182. Conversely, European 

companies also invest in Qatar, thus contributing to economic development and cooperation between 

the two entities. Indeed, the leadership of Qatar recognizes the interconnection between regime 

security, domestic stability, and economic development, leading to the identification of certain 

European countries as crucial partners for Qatar183. Already during the financial crisis of 2008-2009 

in Europe, Qatar emerged as a significant investor in the EU, offering financial assistance and aiding 

prominent banks in Europe to navigate the adverse effects of the crisis, thereby ensuring their 
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survival184. Meanwhile, several European nations have become notable importers of Qatari goods, 

with imports totaling 5.62 billion euros. Among them, countries such as France, Germany, the United 

Kingdom, Spain and Italy have also evolved into security partners for Qatar185. It’s therefore possible 

to affirm that Qatar has strengthened its strategic ties with numerous European countries. For 

instance, Italy has emerged as one of Qatar’s most important trading partners. The bilateral trade 

between Qatar and Italy exceeds one billion euros, with a focus on promoting joint investment 

projects, particularly in construction and infrastructure, aligned with the preparations for the FIFA 

World Cup that Qatar held in 2022186. This relationship holds particular significance due to the 

economic challenges Qatar faced at the outset of the 2017 blockade. The latter resulted in Qatar’s 

reliance on trade relations, including the construction sector, with neighboring countries, particularly 

for sourcing raw materials187. Most of these materials for Qatar’s large-scale construction were 

traditionally sourced from the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia188. Despite attempts by the 

blockade countries to impede Qatar’s progress, this situation has created an opportunity for deeper 

economic ties with European countries. Additionally, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani189 has 

embarked on visits to numerous European states and signed bilateral agreements across various fields, 

aimed at enhancing cooperation between Qatar and the EU. This cooperation has experienced 

significant strengthening over the past decades, as evidenced by the fact that in October 2023 «Qatar 

has agreed to supply Shell in the Netherland with gas for 27 years, the second such deal with a 

European buyer in a week, as the Gulf state competes with the United States to help Europe replace 

lost Russian supplies»190. As it is evident, therefore, the economic and energy partnerships are 

intrinsically linked. The other arrangement with a European buyer referred to in the above article is 

in fact the one with France: «Shell’s agreement is identical to a TotalEnergies deal […] with 

QatarEnergy to supply France»191. Qatar is, in fact, a major supplier of LNG to the EU, contributing 

to its energy security and diversification efforts. The EU relies on Qatar’s stable and abundant LNG 

exports to meet its energy needs, fostering a strategic energy partnership between the two parties.  

Moreover, as already mentioned, Qatar invests in energy infrastructure projects in Europe, further 

enhancing bilateral cooperation in the energy sector. 
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Politically, the engagement between Qatar and the EU helps foster understanding, cooperation, and 

diplomacy on regional and global issues of mutual interest. In particular, «the EU-Qatar Policy 

Dialogue was established to enable intellectual exchange and foster deeper discussion on pertinent  

issues such as the rivalry between the United States (US) and China and its implications for the 

European Union (EU) and the GCC, the crisis in Ukraine and Afghanistan»192. Indeed, the world has 

encountered numerous crises in recent years, ranging from the aforementioned conflicts and rivalry 

to uprisings in Iran, energy shortages, irregular migration, and climate change. Given Europe’s central 

role in global strategics discussions and Qatar’s extensive relations with key European players,  

coupled with its track record as a mediator in international crises, there is a pressing need for a more 

proactive dialogue between Europe and Qatar193. Indeed, as reported by the European External Action 

Service (EEAS), the latter «and the Qatari Ministry of Foreign Affairs signed a Cooperation 

Arrangement in March 2018. This Cooperation Arrangement serves as the basis for enhanced political 

dialogue and strengthened cooperation on sectoral areas of mutual interest, notably private sector 

development and research innovation»194. The signing of the EU-Qatar Cooperation Arrangement a 

few years ago gave new impetus to the bilateral relationship between the two parties «in order to 

strengthen their relationship especially in terms of mutual political and economic interests»195. 

Moreover, in recent times, this engagement has experienced a notable escalation, culminating in the 

establishment of an EU Delegation in Doha in 2022. The significance that the EU places on the Gulf 

Region as a whole, and on Qatar specifically, is evident in the EU’s Joint Communication regarding  

a Strategic Partnership with the Gulf, which was endorsed in May 2022. Thus, it is possible to argue 

that the political dialogue between Qatar and the European Union is present and deep-rooted. 

Culturally, Qatar and the EU promote cultural and educational exchanges to enhance mutual 

understanding and cooperation. Educational partnerships and exchange programs facilitate academic 

collaboration and knowledge sharing between institution in Qatar and Europe, contributing thus to 

cultural diversity. An example of this cooperation is the European Union National Institute for 

Culture (EUNIC) that is Europe’s network of national cultural institutes. «The EUNIC cluster in 

Qatar is the first of its kind to be established in the GCC region. It gathers EU Member States 

represented in Qatar and Switzerland with the aim to promote cultural and linguistic diversity, to 

develop exchanges between European and Qatari artistic exchanges. The EUNIC cluster in Qatar 

contributes to enhancing the cultural relationships between EU Member States and Qatar and to 

promoting the cultural diversity of Europe»196. 
 

192 Bülent, A., (2022) EU-Qatar Policy Dialogue, Center for International Policy Research, CIPR, Policy Brief No. 3. 
193 Ibidem. 
194 European External Action Service, The European Union and the State of Qatar, Bruxelles, 2021. 
195 Balog, R., op. cit., p. iv. 
196 Ambasciata d’Italia Doha, EUNIC Qatar offers crash courses in Doha in 11 European Languages, 2019. 



55  

Overall, it’s possible to state that Qatar’s multi-dimensional engagement with the EU underscores the 

importance of bilateral cooperation and partnership across various sectors. By fostering economic, 

political, energy, and cultural ties, Qatar and the EU contribute to mutual prosperity, stability, and 

cooperation in the region. Nevertheless, this engagement also highlights a significant inconsistency 

in the EU’s stance on human rights. despite its strong rhetoric on upholding human rights standards 

globally, the EU’s response to the documented violation in Qatar during the World Cup was 

remarkably restrained. This discrepancy suggests that, in practice, economic and strategic 

considerations often take precedence over human rights advocacy, revealing a pragmatic approach 

that compromises the EU’s commitment to its core proclaimed values. 

 
5.3 The European Union and the Gulf Cooperation Council 

 
 
As previously mentioned, in the 1980s, the European Community (EC) established a partnership with 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). This collaboration culminated in the inaugural minister-led 

joint meeting in 1985, aimed at advancing mutual economic and political objectives, with a particular 

emphasis on energy and security initiative197. In 1988, the European Union consolidated its ties with 

the GCC through the signing of the Cooperation Agreement. This landmark agreement was elaborated 

in order to enhance strategic trade partnership and bolster economic and political collaboration across 

various sectors198. In the meantime, negotiations surged to foster interregional trade connections, 

facilitating investment prospects in the Gulf region, while safeguarding market accessibility for 

European goods199. In the 1990s, discussions started between the EU and the GCC to establish a Free 

Trade Agreement (FTA), aimed at enhancing economic ties and trade collaborations. However,  

progress was delayed in 2008 due to various challenges and impediments200. Concurrently, economic 

collaboration between the EU and the Gulf region began to take shape in 1994 through the Euro- 

Mediterranean partnership. This initiative sought to support bilateral trade relations and forward 

mutual interests in economic, security, and politics201. The overarching goal was to facilitate political 

discourse, promote cultural understanding, and facilitate knowledge exchange202. In the decade since, 

the Gulf region experienced substantial economic and political transformations, significantly 

impacting its societies. As mentioned in the last part of the previous section, cooperation between 
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Qatar, which is, of course, a member of the GCC, and the European Union, is also about the cultural 

and educational dimension. Indeed, the EU actively organized various international forums and 

diplomatic initiatives to address practical matters while fostering improved relations, with the 

overarching goal of promoting enduring cooperation. A crucial moment occurred in 1995 during the 

EU-GCC Granada meeting in Spain, marking a notable shift in the political dynamics203. The 

cooperation efforts centered on enhancing collaboration in education, business, and media realms. 

One of the primary initiatives was the expansion of European Studies courses in the Middle East and 

Gulf Studies programs in Europe, with the aim of promoting deeper cultural understanding beyond 

mere political discourse204. 

However, despite these advancements in cooperation, the Cooperation Arrangement between the 

European Union and the Gulf states notably lacks explicit references to human rights, including 

workers’ rights. This omission appeared somehow addressed by the launch of a Human Rights 

Dialogue205 in the same year the Arrangement was signed. Although this dialogue aimed to tackle 

sensitive human rights issues, which started a full 4 years before the beginning of the sporting event 

in Qatar, it did not result in firm statements or significant actions by European institutions (excluding 

those of the Parliament) regarding abuses of workers’ rights or broader human rights concerns. 

Furthermore, in the already mentioned joint communication from the Commission and the High 

Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy to the European Parliament and 

the Council, regarding a strategic partnership with the Gulf, a section is devoted entirely to a 

partnership for people206. In this section of the aforementioned communication, it is stated that “while 

human rights, democratization and rule of law related challenges remain, the EU can cooperate with 

the GCC in accompanying such reform efforts, building on bilateral human rights dialogues with 

GCC countries” and, moreover, it is declared that «the EU strongly encourages GCC countries to live 

up to their international commitments on human rights»207. However, the EU’s encouragement of the 

Gulf countries and its good intensions are not enough, or at least were not sufficient in the case of the 

World Cup, whose initial controversies have not very slowly translated into accusation of reported 

abuses and violations of workers’ rights, which are obviously intrinsically linked to human rights. 

It can therefore be stated that while the leadership of the Gulf region has consistently emphasized the 

importance of maintaining robust cooperation and partnership with European countries, this 
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sentiment was then mirrored by the European Union. However, the latter, by focusing on enhancing 

political and economic relations, seems to overshadow its commitment to human rights. 

The EU formalized its cooperation with the GGC in 1998 208 and its leaders have since underscored 

their commitment to strengthening relations with the GCC across various sectors209. An example of 

this undertaking is the fact the «on 18 May 2022, the Commission and the High Representative 

adopted a Joint Communication on a strategic partnership with the Gulf, proposing a comprehensive 

and stronger partnership between the EU and the GCC and its Member States»210. Moreover, as 

reported by the European External Action Service, «In June 2022, the High Representative/Vice 

President of the European Commission has appointed for the first time ever an EU Special 

Representative for the Gulf (Luigi Di Maio) to further develop a stronger, comprehensive and more 

strategic EY partnership with the countries in the Gulf region»211. 

Additionally, in 2017, the European Union launched the EU-GCC Dialogue project, which focuses 

on economic diversification. The primary objective of this initiative is to encourage investment 

cooperation beyond traditional hydrocarbon sectors212. By aligning with the national visions of all 

GCC members, including ongoing efforts toward economic diversification, this platform serves as 

the foundation for strengthening EU-GCC relations. Annual meetings, held alternately in Brussels or 

Riyadh, facilitate discussion on central topics within the framework of the EU-GCC Joint 

Cooperation Committee213. Through these engagements, both parties aim to foster a deeper and more 

mutually beneficial partnership. As evidence of the multi-dimensional cooperation between the two 

entities, it suffices to consider the fact that in 2020, the European Union emerges as the Gulf 

Cooperation Council member countries’ second-largest trading partner, accounting for 12.3% of trade 

volume, following China at 15.8%. notably, the EU holds the position of the primary import partner 

for the GCC. The total trade volume between the EU and the GCC in 2020 reached 97.1 billion euros, 

with a notable emphasis on imported fuel and mining products, alongside exports including 

machinery, agricultural products, transport equipment, and raw materials214. Nevertheless, the 

prospect of establishing a comprehensive economic cooperation framework between the EU and the 

Gulf on a multilateral scale has yet to be fully realized. Normative disparities across vital sectors, 
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from trade regulations to human rights, coupled with bureaucratic complexities within the EU 

administration and deficits in expertise, have frequently hindered efforts to forge closer economic ties 

with Gulf countries215. Despite the formalization of relations between the EU and the GCC in 1988, 

the realization of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA), proposed in the same year, remains improbable216. 

However, despite this, as already mentioned, the European Union is actively involved in enhancing 

political and economic relations with the Gulf through various initiatives. Examples include the 

launch of the Enhanced EU-GCC political dialogue, cooperation, and outreach project in 2021217, as 

well as the initiation of the EU-GCC Dialogue on Economic diversification in 2018218. «Both projects 

aim to establish closer institutional ties in different sectors with specific Gulf states by promoting EU 

instruments and tools, organizing network events, creating business contacts and improving people- 

to-people contacts»219. Indeed, the Gulf regions stands out as a significant hub for technological 

advancement and digital industries, powered by a flourishing technology-savvy young professional 

cadre. This emerging generation, characterized by their education and enthusiasm, has the ambitions 

to catalyze the evolution of their societies into dynamic, post-oil economies220. Such aspirations have 

become emblematic of a broader trend across Gulf societies, prompted by evolving realities and 

challenges. This transformative wave is introducing fundamental changes to the socio-economic 

landscape of the Gulf states, requiring a reevaluation of existing social contracts. Central to this shift 

is the imperative economic diversification, which remains a cornerstone strategy across the region. 

Therefore, collaboration between the EU and the GGC holds the potential not only to generate returns 

on investment and unlock expanded business prospects, but also to cultivate a mutually beneficial 

environment. By facilitating knowledge exchange, nurturing collaborative endeavors in research and 

development, and fostering the formation of a new partnership, such cooperation can engender a win- 

win scenario221. Additionally, it offers an avenue for the establishment of personal and institutional 

networks, fostering mutual trust and underpinning sustained collaboration. The fact that economic 

interests are intricately intertwined with concerns surrounding ecological sustainability, youth 

empowerment, and socio-economic development, means that greater cooperation between the two 

entities in these areas «could contribute to a comprehensive nexus between business interests and 

social transformation which could result in more social cohesion, regional integration and 
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stability»222. It is clear, therefore, that the relationship that binds the Gulf countries, including 

precisely Qatar, and the European Union, provides the latter with an obvious benefit in favor, exactly, 

of the latter’s interests. 

However, in the EU’s close engagement with the Gulf countries, the issue of promoting, protecting 

and ensuring respect for human rights seems not to be such a prominent one. While the Union has 

built its image as that of a champion of the safeguard of such rights, in fact, in the case of its relations 

with the said countries it appears to have “forgotten” the values on which it is based and which it  

often stresses in its public discourses. The infringements that occurred in Qatar are proof that the 

protection of fundamental rights is not, or at least doesn’t seem to be, the priority for the EU, certainly 

not in the case of the dialogue and cooperation with the GCC. The case of the sporting event in 

question, therefore, can be interpreted as an erosion of the already vacillating credibility of the 

Union’s normative power and evidence of the lack of consistency between its ideas and interests. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
This thesis has aimed to understand why, in the case of the World Cup in Qatar, the European Union 

did not demonstrate a strong and critical stance towards the human rights violations that occurred. 

Through the application of the theoretical framework of the three I’s, ideas, institutions and interests, 

the research conducted highlighted the inconsistencies in the EU’s external human rights policy. In 

particular, starting with the analysis of the numerous controversies that have characterized the World 

Cup since its awarding to the state of Qatar in 2010, it has been possible to underscore the tragic 

working environment of the people involved in the construction of the infrastructures necessary for 

the holding of said sporting event. Therefore, this illustrated the context referred to when discussing 

the political action of condemnation of such working conditions expected from the European Union, 

allowing to emphasize the requirement of intervention by the latter, which, however, did not occur. 

The following review of the role the EU has, over the years, ascribed to itself as an actor at the 

international level, namely, the first of the three I’s identified in the theoretical framework, ideas, 

allowed for an initial reflection on the discrepancies between what the EU proclaims, and what it 

enacts. Indeed, in considering the EU’s (in)action, or at any rate the absence of a pronouncement 

condemning the infringements that occurred in Qatar, the examination of the image the EU has 

painted of itself should already raise initial concerns about the consistency of its external policy. 

By employing the method of process-tracing, an attempt was made to identify the reasons of this 

inconsistency, which, in the case of Qatar, the EU proved. Specifically, this thesis targeted two 

hypotheses in order to motivate the outcome of the role that the EU played in the case of the mega 

sporting event discussed here. Concretely, by investigating said issue through the lens of the three 

I’s, the two hypotheses refer first to the I of institutions, and second to the I of interests. By availing 

itself of this approach, this thesis sought to expose that the role that the complexity that characterizes 

the EU as an actor on the global stage, and the sometimes divergent economic interests of its bodies, 

have a severe impact on the way the EU conducts its foreign policy. 

Regarding the first of the hypotheses outlined, this thesis argues that the intricate framework of the 

EU’s foreign policy landscape has led to a notable disparity between the principles it advocates and  

the actions it takes, particularly evident in the context of the Qatar World Cup. The multifaceted 

nature of the EU’s competences, institutions, and decision-making processes inevitably engenders 

significant challenges in maintaining consistency. Consequently, developing a unified and consistent 

stance becomes an arduous task for the European Union. As has been illustrated, in fact, the 

complexity inherent in the EU’s foreign policy apparatus contributes to inconsistencies and 

occasional inefficacies precisely in its external human rights agenda. 
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An example of the divergence of ideas and interests that has affected the position of the European 

Union in the case of the World Cup in Qatar is, as previously analyzed, the lack of alignment between 

the statements made by the European Parliament and the European Commission. 

The division at the institutional level is then compounded by the one between EU institutions and 

member states. Indeed, while the Union endeavor to champion human rights, democracy, and the rule 

of law on the global stage, without always succeeding, for many member states, these objectives are 

primarily internal identity makers. Therefore, the intricate institutional setup and the complexities of 

EU foreign policy dynamics can be seen as factors undermining the EU’s credibility as a cohesive 

international actor and as obstacles to its ability to effectively pursue a consistent external human 

rights policy. 

The second hypothesis, which regards the last of the three I’s, namely interests, stipulates that the 

economic interconnection between the European Union and Qatar significantly impact the EU’s 

consistency in its external human rights policy. As analyzed above, in fact, the role Qatar plays on 

the global stage turns out to be an important one, particularly in the global energy market. 

Indeed, as already explained, Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has had a major impact on the 

energy situation in the EU. The latter has found itself in a rather complicated condition to deal with. 

In this context, the state of Qatar emerges as a valuable economic partner, not only in terms of energy 

supply it can provide to the EU, but also by reason of the state’s substantial investments in various 

sectors across Europe. Through the study of the EU’s economic necessities, conditioned precisely by 

the impact that the Russian-Ukrainian conflict has had on the energy market, and of the multi-level 

engagement that the Union has with the state of Qatar and, more generally, with the Gulf Cooperation 

Council, this thesis has sought to present the varied economic issues that concern the relationship 

between the two parties, in order to prove what is at stake for the EU when it comes to economic 

needs. Indeed, the strategic and economic interests of the EU, and its member states, may create 

pressure to sustain a stable and collaborative relationship with Qatar, and this could potentially come 

at the cost of ensuring protection for human rights. In other words, the EU might feel compelled to 

prioritize economic concerns and uphold stable ties with Qatar, even when faced with evident  

concerns regarding human rights violations or abuses. 

As examined in the state of the art section, the precedence exercised by the economic needs and 

strategic interest of the EU over the protection of human rights is not an issue limited to the case of 

the World Cup held in Qatar. Rather, it can be seen that the EU tends to be more predisposed to take 

a strong and decisive stance against infringements of said rights when that occurs in countries with 

which a bound of economic needs is not present. 
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The two hypotheses highlighted in order to motivate the inconsistency of the European Union in the 

case of the mega sporting event held in Qatar are then linked. Indeed, as previously explained, the 

complexity of the EU’s foreign policy dynamics and its intricate institutional setup, result in 

divergences in interests emerging in the decision-making and policy implementation processes. 

Therefore, given the heterogeneity of the Union, including therefore the different member states, it is 

not surprising that a firm and unambiguous stance is difficult for the EU to adopt. In other words, 

divisions within the EU result in a lack of cohesion and agreement on the position to be taken, that is 

on the role to be played in the international context, complicating the already delicate balance that 

the EU has to manage between strategic interests, which are indeed different and sometimes 

conflicting among the actors of the Union, and the commitment to upholding human rights. 

In conclusion, the EU faces competing priorities both from an internal perspective, among its 

constituent bodies, and from an external perspective, namely in its external human rights policy, 

which often conflicts with policies dictated by economic necessity, resulting in an inconsistency 

between what the European Union proclaims and what it actually enacts, that is an inconsistency 

between its ideas and its interests. This study underscores the need for the EU to address these internal 

inconsistencies and balance its economic interests with a consistent and principled approach to human 

rights in order to enhance its credibility and effectiveness as an international actor. 
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