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Abstract 

Aspiring to become a “global security actor,” the EU has, throughout the last decade, increasing-

ly made use of its versatile toolbox in crisis management missions far beyond its own soil. Crisis 

management missions are particularly challenging when security is threatened on various levels 

at once, as is the case in Mali. There, addressing the conflict means combining military assis-

tance with development aid, state-building efforts, and security sector reforms. Ambitious to 

apply a truly comprehensive approach, meaning an approach that bridges military and civilian 

efforts, the EU has launched two missions in Mali; yet it has refrained from providing a full-

scale military operation. This case study aims to foster an understanding of European security 

actorness by accounting for the challenges of EU crisis management in general and in Mali in 

particular from a theoretical perspective that integrates realist, institutionalist, and constructivist 

understandings. Finally, this thesis contributes to the academic debate on the concept of strategic 

culture by analyzing to what extent the concept proves helpful for understanding the challenges 

inherent in European crisis management. 
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1 Introduction 

In today’s world, peace is no longer simply the absence of war. Security, the protection against 

harm, can be threatened on many different levels – be it in form of regional conflicts, natural 

disasters, cyber attacks, scarcity of resources, climate change, energy security, or terrorism. Over 

the past century, these threats have continued to rise in number while replacing the traditional 

notion of war as inter-state conflicts with a more complex, multidimensional nature of insecurity. 

Consequently, the challenge of defending security has equally become more intricate as sustain-

able efforts should ideally address the root causes of conflicts instead of merely treating their 

symptoms.  

 In response to this transforming security landscape, the European Union (EU) has 

strategized how to address today’s threats. The European Security Strategy of 2003 states that 

“[i]n contrast to the massive visible threat in the Cold War, none of the new threats is purely mil-

itary; nor can any be tackled by purely military means. Each requires a mixture of instruments” 

(Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 7). Thirteen years have passed and while this statement 

still holds true, not only the complexity of threats has further increased but also the EU itself has 

evolved. It has undergone great institutional changes, especially with the Lisbon Treaty’s entry 

into force in 2009, its membership and geographical scope have significantly increased, and it 

has increasingly become involved in contributing to security efforts beyond its own soil. In the 

words of Federica Mogherini, High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy (EU HR): "More than a decade after the 2003 European Security Strategy, the world has 

changed dramatically. And we have changed as well. For this reason I have launched a period of 

strategic reflection on the EU’s way ahead in the world. It will lead to an EU Global Strategy on 

Foreign and Security Policy” (Mogherini, 2016). This forthcoming strategy, expected in June 

2016, seems to be needed now more than ever, in a time when terrorist attacks, such as the most 

recent ones in Paris and Brussels, have shattered the sense of security of many Europeans. The 

term “global strategy” grasps the core of the problem – conflicts far away from the EU in geo-

graphical terms cannot necessarily be ignored since the internationalization of conflicts, exempli-
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fied by global jihadist terrorism, directly affects the security of European citizens. The study of 

an evolving EU security actorness is thus a highly relevant and current matter.    

 In light of this strategic ambition of becoming a “global player” in the security arena, 

the EU has increasingly become involved in conflict prevention and crisis management efforts. 

Guiding the EU’s security policy is the comprehensive approach (CA), meaning the joint effort 

of various instruments ranging from humanitarian aid to development assistance, the combina-

tion of civilian and military units, the shared responsibility of EU actors and member states 

(MSs), and the coherence in external relations (European Commission, EU HR, 2013, pp. 2-3). 

Within the EU’s external security sector, Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) opera-

tions form an integral part. As of February 2016, the EU has launched 36 CSDP missions, which 

have made use of resources of military, policing, judiciary, disaster relief and economic devel-

opment (EEAS, 2015b; Smith, 2013, p. 37). For successful and comprehensive crisis manage-

ment missions, a high degree of communication and coordination of military and civilian capa-

bilities is required, not only at the strategic planning level but also in the field. To this end, the 

concept of civil-military coordination (CMCO) is aimed to ensure the EU’s internal coherence 

and coordination (Council of the European Union, 2003a, p. 5). In practice, this means that these 

missions must be carefully planned across different EU institutions, authorities must be clearly 

allocated, and both civilian and military forces must be trained to cooperate.  

 This is especially important for missions in fragile developing countries such as Mali, 

where military assistance is needed to provide a safe environment for achieving civilian mission 

objectives. There, the CA means joining short-term military relief resolutions with long-term 

security sector reform, state-building efforts, and the EU’s development agenda (Smith, 2013, p. 

38). Despite its geographical distance to the EU, the conflict in Mali affects European security on 

several levels with the jihadist-dimension being the most palpable. 

1.1 Research Interest and Relevance 

With the development of CSDP, the EU aspires to build capacities to provide security and defend 

European integrity. The challenge of developing European security competencies has become 



 

       
 

3 

even more urgent with threats internationalizing and the United States (US) shifting its security 

focal point from Europe towards Asia (EU HR, 2013, p. 1; Valasek, 2011, p. 2). Ambitious to 

“share in the responsibility for global security and in building a better world,” the EU is building 

structures and capacities to be able to address security threats independently of the US or the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) (Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 1). This 

endeavor of advancing its security impact is reflected in the EU’s willingness to engage in crisis 

management missions far beyond its own territory. The study of these CSDP missions does not 

only expose the EU’s ambition of establishing itself as a comprehensive, global security actor 

but also reveals the actual achievements and shortcomings of meeting this aspiration. 

 Crisis management missions are highly intricate undertakings, especially in fragile 

states, where conflicts are exacerbated by weak state structures. The current crisis in Mali exem-

plifies the complexity of the development-security nexus with its interdependent challenges of 

poverty, climate change, ethnicity, bad governance, secessionism, military coups, organized 

crime, and terrorism (Ping, 2014, p. 22). When the security situation deteriorated in Mali with 

the threat of extremist insurgents approaching the capital in 2012, the Malian government called 

upon the international community for military assistance (UNSC Resolution 2071, 2012). De-

spite its asserted interest in the stability of the Sahel region and its strategic ambition of drawing 

from all of its civilian and military instruments in addressing Mali’s instability, the EU did not 

deliver this urgent military assistance (EEAS, 2011, p. 2). The case of Mali is particularly inter-

esting since instead of a multilateral military CSDP operation, France intervened unilaterally and 

repelled the insurgents so that following peace operations could be launched (Okemuo, 2013, p. 

219). Despite its ambition of applying a truly CA, the EU refrained from using hard power 

through military assistance in Mali. Consequently, the Mali case is highly relevant not only be-

cause of its timeliness but also because of its potential impact on the development of European 

crisis management. Based on this observation, this thesis aims to contribute to the understanding 

of European crisis management, which will be elaborated on in the following section. 
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1.2 Research Aim and Questions 

Against the background of investigating European security actorness in general and crisis man-

agement in Mali in particular, this thesis focuses on the following research questions: Why did 

the EU refrain from launching an active military CSDP operation despite its endorsement of 

France’s swift military response? How do France’s unilateral intervention and the EU’s initial 

inertia in Mali impact the EU’s credibility as a global security actor? What is impeding the effec-

tiveness of CSDP mission launching processes in general?  

 These research questions will be addressed by tracing the processes that led to the EU’s 

initial collective action dilemma in Mali, and by analyzing how it then achieved to overcome this 

dilemma by launching the European Union Training Mission in Mali (EUTM Mali) and the Eu-

ropean Union Capacity Building Mission in Mali (EUCAP Sahel Mali). The operational experi-

ences of these CSDP missions essentially reflect a self-discovery process, through which the EU 

develops its character as a potential global security actor. In other words, through CSDP mis-

sions, the EU is learning by doing. This case study of CSDP missions thus contributes to the 

learning process by analyzing the operational experiences with regard to CMCO in Mali from an 

integrated theoretical viewpoint. 

 More generally, this study seeks to account for challenges inherent in EU crisis man-

agement by integrating realist, institutionalist, and constructivist understandings. It aims to con-

tribute to the academic debate on the constructivist concept of strategic culture by analyzing to 

what extent the concept proves helpful for understanding the challenges of coherent EU crisis 

management. Finally, conclusions will be drawn on the EU’s security “actorness,” that is to say 

the extent to which the EU evolves to a significant security actor and the type of actor it wants to 

be perceived as, by correlating theoretical cognition with operational experience (Rayroux, 2013, 

p. 732). By analyzing the EU’s engagement in Mali from different theoretical perspectives, this 

thesis will ultimately reflect upon this actorness, which could arguably be either one of norma-

tive power focusing on civilian instruments, or an increasingly hard power focused actor 

equipped with military capabilities (Rayroux, 2013, p. 741).  
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1.3 Design and Methodology 

This qualitative research is designed as a single-case study, which draws on the method of pro-

cess-tracing to test theories as described by Bennett and George (2005, p. 206): “The process-

tracing method attempts to identify the intervening causal process – the causal chain and causal 

mechanism – between an independent variable (or variables) and the outcome of the dependent 

variable”. This study attempts to identify the processes explaining the outcome of a unilateral 

French intervention in lieu of a multilateral CSDP operation in Mali during the height of the cri-

sis.  

 Process-tracing is a valuable method for testing the explanatory strengths and weak-

nesses of theories as well as for identifying the conditions under which a theory is most likely 

applicable (Bennett, George, 2005, pp. 75, 207). By applying a variant of process-tracing called 

analytical explanation, this case study seeks to analyze processes identified in the narrative of the 

Malian crisis abductively within a theoretical framework of realist, institutionalist, and construc-

tivist thoughts. This framework does not refute the ontological divide between rationalism and 

constructivism but rather determines possibilities for integrating both theories in a complemen-

tary manner to provide an alternative explanatory model. This is to say that the rationalist argu-

ments of realism and rational-choice institutionalism may adequately explain the research prob-

lem, yet by adding sociological institutionalism and constructivism, an alternative viewpoint for 

understanding the problem is provided. While a constructivist approach might not necessarily 

comply with the method of identifying causalities through process-tracing, it nevertheless allows 

for a complementary perspective. For example, constructivists’ understanding of actors shaped 

by normative concerns will be treated as complementary to realists’ depiction of actors as egois-

tic and power-focused. Regarding constructivist and realist understandings as exclusively con-

tradictory would preclude a more comprehensive understanding beyond purely normative or ra-

tionalist approaches. This means that actors, while seeking to maximize their gains, can arguably 

be nonetheless influenced by strategic cultures, as will be analyzed in this study. 

 The method of process-tracing in single-case studies proves valuable for allowing an 

analysis of a large number of variables involved while identifying which variables are unneces-
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sary or insufficient for explaining the outcome (Bennett, George, 2005, p. 23). Thereby, more 

than one potential causal mechanism can be determined, which may converge or interact with 

each other in producing the outcome (Bennett, George, 2005, p. 212). In other words, process-

tracing is an adequate methodology for grasping today’s crises, which are characterized not by 

one or two but by a high number of interacting independent variables. The aim is to identify the 

scope to which realism and institutionalism can account for the issue at hand while determining 

the extent to which constructivism and the concept of strategic culture might be a more suitable 

approach. Consequently, this study follows the epistemological considerations of interpretivism 

with its focus on understanding the subjective meaning of human action (Bryman, 2012, p. 28), 

with a predominant ontological position of constructivism, which sees social phenomena as a 

product of social interaction (Bryman, 2012, p. 33).  

1.4 Choice of Material 

Despite CSDP’s young age, the scope of research on the topic is relatively large. It follows that 

decisions had to be made in the research process in an attempt to bring the most relevant material 

into focus. With regard to primary sources, essential EU documents were chosen, which exem-

plarily reflect the EU’s self-perception of its approach to crisis management. Documents such as 

the European Security Strategy (2003), statements made by the EU HR, the European External 

Action Service (EEAS), and the European Defence Agency (EDA), as well as publications from 

the EU Institute for Security Studies will help illuminate the EU’s discourse on crisis manage-

ment. The terms CMCO and CA are understood as defined in relevant EU documents: the Coun-

cil’s paper on EU CMCO (14457/03), and the Joint Communication to the European Parliament 

and the Council on the EU’s comprehensive approach to external conflicts and crises (European 

Commission, EU HR, 2013). It is important to note that these terms are defined differently in 

other contexts, such as US foreign policy or NATO doctrines.  

 The case study draws on the missions’ mandates and publications made by the missions, 

the “2011 Strategy for Security and Development in the Sahel” (Sahel Strategy), and the 2012 

study requested by the European Parliament, “A Coherent EU Strategy for the Sahel” (Hadfield 
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et al., 2012). Here, secondary sources provide valuable insight into the workings of the missions, 

as they often include interviews with relevant EU officials and mission members or draw from 

the researcher’s own experience in the field. The lack of self-conducted interviews could argua-

bly be perceived as a weakness of this thesis, yet by critically evaluating already existing studies 

this deficiency has been limited to the greatest extent possible. The material must be scrutinized 

with regard to the influence of the researcher’s bias to his or her research objectives, yet it pro-

vides the hands-on experience needed for a better understanding of the case. In addition, this 

research also includes media coverage of the Mali case to a very limited degree. News articles 

provide a valuable source in terms of their reflection of national strategic cultures, yet they have 

to be seen critically with regard to potential research flaws, personal and political bias, hyperbo-

les, and the author’s interpretation of the matter. Finally, this thesis is situated within the body of 

secondary literature on European crisis management and the workings of CMCO in CSDP, 

which will briefly be outlined in the following section. 

1.5 Literature Review 

The current literature on CSDP is rather extensive. Terms like CA or CMCO are not new and 

have widely been discussed by several scholars. On the more critical side, Smith (2013, p. 40) 

has criticized that in fact, there has not been a truly joint EU civil-military operation yet. This is 

certainly debatable and will be analyzed with regard to the EU’s engagement in the Sahel. 

 Mattelaer (2010) has analyzed the innovations and shortcomings of the planning process 

of CSDP as well as the conduct of CSDP operations (Mattelaer, Simón, 2011), and has voiced 

his criticism on the much-debated concept of CA (Mattelaer, 2013). Regarding civil-military 

integration in the planning process of crisis management, Mattelaer (2010, p. 7) points to one of 

the main challenges concerning coordination:  

The concept paper on Civil-Military Co-ordination emphasizes a ‘culture of coordination’ 
(Council of the European Union 2003c), yet mission planners joke that while everybody 
likes the idea of coordination in theory, nobody wants to be coordinated in practice.  
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While he praises the development of CSDP planning procedures on the political level, he sees 

great deficiencies on the operational level (Mattelaer, 2010, p. 14). To overcome this discrepan-

cy, Mattelaer (2010, p. 15) suggests that either political expectation must be lowered or more 

political will must be invested to resolve operational challenges.  

 Gross (2008, p. 18) identifies several shortcomings concerning CMCO between “strate-

gic objectives and methods of implementation”. She explains these shortcomings with the weak 

military and civilian capabilities stemming from financial limitations, as well as with the inter-

institutional divide and the competition over resources and agenda setting (Gross, 2008, p. 19). 

Another challenge, according to Gross (2008, p. 36), lies in the different ways of strategic think-

ing across MSs, which lead to different levels of progress and implementation of CMCO. She 

argues that CSDP represents a “bottom-up” process, which feeds from different emphases of 

national approaches rather than a coherent union-wide CA (Gross, 2008, p. 42).  

 Pirozzi (2013, p. 19) determines similar challenges that CSDP is faced with. To achieve 

a better integration of military and civilians, she suggests the following steps: first, an integrated 

civil-military headquarters should plan and conduct the missions; secondly, crisis management 

procedures (CMP) should be revised to harmonize civil-military decision-making and planning 

procedures; and lastly, the EU Special Representative (EUSR) should represent the unified 

command of civilians and military personnel deployed in the same operation theater. 

 Essentially, most scholars agree that CSDP still has a long way to go to live up to its 

potential. Differences can be found in the argumentation of why CSDP operations remain less 

effective than they could be. On the one hand, some argue that it is the flawed institutional de-

sign of CSDP that forces operations to run on the lowest common denominator and thus remain 

rather small in ambition. According to them, the consensus-seeking decision-making process, the 

inter-pillar competition, the lack of communication between EU institutions, the separate civil 

and military planning procedures, and the non-binding funding mechanisms need to be revised to 

enhance CSDP’s effectiveness (Mattelaer, 2010, p. 11; Smith, 2013, p. 42). Other scholars put 

more emphasis on the lack of political will across MSs, which impedes the effectiveness of 

CMCO and the CA in CSDP (Biscop, Coelmont, 2011, p. 34). It is at this point of the academic 

debate, meaning between institutional and political concerns, where this thesis aims to make a 
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valuable contribution by analyzing the extent to which a constructivist approach in general and 

the concept of strategic culture in particular prove helpful for understanding the various grid-

locks in the CSDP launching process. 

 The literature on EU missions in Mali is less extensive, which is simply due to the fact 

that the missions are still relatively new. This case study on Mali continues the train of thought 

by Okemuo (2013, p. 228), who has pinpointed the limits of consistency of the EU’s engagement 

in the Sahel. In her conclusion, she strongly criticizes the EU’s inability to deploy a demanded 

military bridging operation in a coherent and timely manner. This thesis investigates the possible 

understandings of this inertia from an integrated theoretical perspective. 

1.6 Research Limitations 

This research design reveals certain limitations, which need to be noted. Single-case studies have 

been criticized for showing a “great risk of indeterminacy in the face of more than one possible 

explanation” (Bennett, George, 2005, p. 32). As is the case with any other kind of research de-

sign, one must be aware that “correlation does not imply causation” (ibid.). While these are legit-

imate vulnerabilities, they have been accounted for by emphasizing the possibility of equifinali-

ty, that is to say that there is not one ultimate explanation but that several paths may lead to the 

same outcome. Essentially, this study does not claim to determine the ultimate explanation to the 

problem at hand but instead aims at tracing possible theoretical understandings of it. Due to the 

topicality of the crisis and the fact that the CSDP missions in Mali are still ongoing, it is impos-

sible to make claims of finality on the effectiveness of European crisis management in Mali. It 

will be a matter of time and more extensive research until these types of assertions can be made. 

Consequently, this research rather focuses on the process of launching CSDP missions in Mali 

instead of evaluating their outcomes. 

 Finally, it is important to note that “the explanation may be deliberately selective, focus-

ing on what are thought to be particularly important parts of an adequate or parsimonious expla-

nation” (Bennett, George, 2005, p. 211). In other words, the analytical focus of this study reflects 

choices made during the research process, which are essentially based on the researcher’s evalua-
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tion of the research material but are inevitably also influenced by a personal bias. While this bias 

cannot be entirely overcome, as research is arguably never value free, it is important to reflect 

upon it (Bryman, 2012, p. 39). The list of works cited, for instance, reveals predominantly occi-

dental authors who are concerned with analyzing EU matters. While the inclusion of other re-

searchers, for instance from African countries, would have been intriguing, it would have shifted 

the focus of this study away from the EU’s self-perception as a security actor towards the percep-

tion others have of the EU. Ultimately, this means that the choices made during the research pro-

cess have shaped the study in an effort to focus on the material deemed most relevant for this 

thesis. 

1.7 Thesis Disposition 

Having introduced the research design, its aims, and methodology, the following chapter will 

provide a brief overview of how CSDP missions are launched. By focusing on three key aspects, 

namely decision-making, CMCO, and financial mechanisms, predominant challenges of the 

launching process will be identified. These aspects were chosen as they are not only relevant 

factors affecting European crisis management in Mali but are also influencing CSDP processes 

in general.  

 Against this background, a theoretical framework will be established in chapter 3. With-

in this framework, realist, institutionalist, and constructivist contributions are carefully integrated 

by highlighting their complementary potential while reflecting on their divergent epistemological 

stances. Furthermore, the concept of strategic culture will be introduced, whose explanatory 

scope will be tested in the case study.  

 The case study in chapter 4 begins with identifying the root causes of the current con-

flict in Mali and continues with tracing the measures taken by the international community in 

response to the peak of the crisis in 2012. This is followed by a brief break in the narrative, in 

which the EU’s position towards the crisis, its interests in the region, and its strategy of protect-

ing these interests will be analyzed. This detour is crucial for understanding the actions taken by 

the EU in Mali in form of its two CSDP missions. Returning to the narrative, both missions will 
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then be analyzed with particular focus on the extent to which they show a coordination of civil-

ian and military means. By applying the analytical framework that was established in chapter 3, 

European crisis management in Mali will be analyzed from a realist, institutionalist, and con-

structivist perspective with a particular focus on the potential of the concept of strategic culture. 

In a final section, the results of this analysis will be discussed with regard to the research ques-

tions. 

 This thesis concludes by tracing how the findings of this case study feed into a broader 

understanding of the EU’s crisis management actorness. Finally, possible links of this thesis to 

future research ventures will be explored. 
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2 The European Way of Crisis Management 

Before establishing the theoretical framework for this case study, it is necessary to understand 

how CSDP missions are launched and how civil and military means are coordinated. However, 

since elaborating on the development of CSDP, its institutional design, and the entire planning 

process of CSDP missions would exceed the scope of this thesis, only a few key aspects concern-

ing the intergovernmental decision-making process, the coordination of civil and military in-

struments, and the relevant financial mechanisms were chosen in this chapter. 1 The challenges 

that derive from these aspects will then be conceptualized from three different theoretical posi-

tions in chapter 3.  

2.1 Decision-Making in CSDP 

By declaring the need for military capabilities that would allow autonomous crisis management 

activities, the 1998 St-Malo declaration, signed by the United Kingdom (UK) and France, consti-

tuted a significant breakthrough in the development of a union-wide security and defense policy 

(Howorth, 2014, p. 7; Joint Declaration, 1998). What was then called European Security and 

Defence Policy (ESDP) progressed through the European Council meetings in Cologne (June 

1999) and Helsinki (December 1999) and the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 to the 

now called Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) (Howorth, 2014, p. 10). As part of the 

EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), CSDP encompasses a range of instruments 

for conflict prevention and crisis management operations (Legrand, 2016). Its legal basis is 

framed by the Treaty on European Union (TEU), in which Article 42(1) defines that 

[t]he common security and defence policy shall be an integral part of the common foreign 
and security policy. It shall provide the Union with an operational capacity drawing on 
civilian and military assets. The Union may use them on missions outside the Union for 
peace-keeping, conflict prevention and strengthening international security in accordance 
with the principles of the United Nations Charter. The performance of these tasks shall be 
undertaken using capabilities provided by the Member States. 

                                                
1 For a more in-depth overview of the institutional development of CSDP, see Howorth, 2014; and for a guide 
through the jungle of acronyms involved in CSDP planning procedures, see Mattelaer, 2010. 
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CSDP is essentially of intergovernmental nature as all ultimate policy decisions are taken 

through unanimous voting in the European Council (Howorth, 2014, p. 36). The supranational 

body of the EU, the European Commission, has a right of initiative in the domain of CSDP but 

has in fact never formally exercised this right (Grevi, 2009, p. 46). With the establishment of a 

Conflict Prevention and Crisis Management Unit, which monitors data relating to potential cri-

ses, the European Commission aims to increase inter-institutional coherence (Howorth, 2014, p. 

38). Nevertheless, the main competences within the realm of security and defense remain with 

the MSs (Howorth, 2014, p. 68). This is reinforced by declaration 13 of the TEU, which states 

that “the provisions governing the Common Security and Defence Policy do not prejudice the 

specific character of the security and defence policy of the Member States”. It follows that MSs 

are entitled to opt-out of the CSDP for their own national security and defense purposes, as ex-

emplified by Denmark’s opt-out (Howorth, 2014, p. 50).  

 Regarding CSDP missions, a Council decision represents “the legal act by which the 

Council establishes the operation, appoints the Operation Commander(s) and decides on the fi-

nancial arrangements for the costs resulting from an operation” (Mattelaer, 2010, p. 5). The EU 

does not have any supranational competence to act in security and defense matters, as that de-

pends on the unanimity of the MSs. Nevertheless, CSDP represents the EU’s ambition to acquire 

the capacity to act (Howorth, 2014, p. 50). The Council is advised by the Political and Security 

Committee (PSC), which monitors the international security environment, exercises political 

control and strategic direction of crisis management operations, and significantly shapes deci-

sion-making in CSDP (Howorth, 2014, p. 45). It is concerned with the planning, preparation and 

oversight of crisis management operations and is situated under the responsibility of the Council 

and the EU HR (Council of the European Union, 2001). Based on interviews with its members, 

Howorth (2014, p. 46) found that there is a strong incentive to reach consensus in the PSC: 

First, although member states retain their long-standing autonomy in national foreign pol-
icy-making, they all know that they have a strong vested interest in making CFSP and 
CSDP work. In these policy areas above all, there is recognition that, most often, the 
whole will prove to be greater than the sum of the parts. Secondly, there is a strong col-
lective desire to achieve results. 
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Despite this will to “make CSDP work,” MSs have been reluctant to foster European security 

integration by jealously guarding their national security and defense mechanisms (Howorth, 

2014, pp. 67-68). Essentially, CSDP is marked by the struggle of increasing the EU’s capabilities 

as an international security actor through greater cooperation with regard to establishing strate-

gies, leadership, and military capacities, while at the same time refraining from centralized su-

pranational decision-making (ibid.).  

2.2 The Comprehensive Approach and Civil-Military Coordination 

The CA is about conceptualizing how the EU presents itself as a security actor (Smith, 2013, p. 

40). Smith (2013, p. 26) emphasizes the innovative character of European crisis management: 

A final achievement involves the EU’s growing ability to serve as not just a provider of 
security services, but as an innovator as well, particularly in terms of its role in security 
sector reform and civilian crisis management, approaches that are lacking in most other 
international institutions. 

The CA could possibly become the EU’s trademark for crisis management with its emphasis on 

coordinating soft and hard power responses. Aiming at improving this coordination, the Lisbon 

Treaty introduced the position of the EU HR, who “serves as the key coordinator of civilian and 

military instruments in the area of EU crisis management” (Hynek, 2011, p. 83). In the field, the 

EU HR is supported by the EUSR, who promotes the EU’s interests and policies in the respec-

tive region (EEAS website). With regard to Mali, Mr Losada is the current EUSR who is respon-

sible for the entire Sahel region (ibid.). He is tasked to coordinate the EU’s CA in the region, yet 

there are no assessments available on how this is actually done and how efficient the position of 

the EUSR truly is (ibid.). 

 Concerning military instruments, the EU Military Committee (EUMC) forms the high-

est EU military body (Howorth, 2014, p. 47). It is formally composed of the Chiefs of the De-

fense Staff of the MSs but it is usually their military representatives who meet at least biannually 

(Howorth, 2014, p. 47). Their advice on military action is based on unanimity of all members, 

“which is essential to the commitment of EU forces to any military operation” (ibid.). The EU 
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Military Staff (EUMS) consists of around 150 senior officers from all MSs and provides military 

expertise and capacity, also during military CSDP operations, while acting under the political 

direction of the PSC and the military direction of the EUMC (Howorth, 2014, p. 48). 

 In 2004, the Civil-Military Cell was established as a key agency within the EUMS 

(Hynek, 2011, p. 93). Even though the Civil-Military Cell is mandated to assist the coordination 

of civilian and military instruments as well as the strategic planning and running of EU military 

operations, Hynek (ibid.) claims its record shows that it has not yet managed to fulfill these 

tasks. However, Hynek does not further define what this empirical record actually is, and due to 

lack of access to the inner circles of the EUMS, this claim remains difficult to confirm. In any 

case, it can be said that the Civil-Military Cell is faced with an enormous task, which requires a 

high degree of coordination and communication. Interestingly enough, the Civil-Military Cell is 

part of the EUMS, which suggests that CMCO is essentially a military and not a civilian task. 

 To improve military capabilities and increase defense cooperation among MSs, the 

EDA was established in 2004 (EEAS website). The planning and conduct of military operations 

is restricted by declining national defense expenditure and budgetary pressures, which will be 

discussed in the following section, as well as a lack of deployable soldiers and adequate military 

equipment (Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 70). The concept of battlegroups provides a case in point 

for illustrating the challenges of military planning. These multinational armed battalion groups 

should be ready to deploy within only 10 days after the decision of launching an operation has 

been made (Council of the European Union, 2004, p. 2). Yet in practice, EU battlegroups have 

never been deployed for the same reasons why military operations in general are difficult to 

launch: MSs have to cover the costs of the forces they deploy, and the decision to deploy battle-

groups has to be reached unanimously among all participating MSs (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2014, 

p. 101). As participating MSs bear the high deployment costs, they will only vote in favor if they 

have clear interests at stake in the operation (ibid.). Since the logistics around deploying battle-

groups are partly covered by the Athena mechanism, which will be explained below, non-

participating states will ultimately have to contribute financially as well. If they do not have in-

terests at stake, they are likely to block any military operation, which has so far proven to be an 

insuperable hurdle (ibid).  
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An alternative to deploying its battlegroups is given when the EU decides not to launch 

an autonomous but a collaborative operation with NATO. With the “Berlin Plus” agreement, the 

EU has the option to draw from “access to NATO planning, NATO European command options 

and use of NATO assets and capabilities” as has been done, for instance, in operations Concordia 

and EUFOR Althea (Council of the European Union, n.d., “EU-NATO”; Engberg, 2014, p. 47). 

The civilian equivalent to the EUMC is the Committee for Civilian Crisis Management 

(CIVCOM), in which expertise is provided to the PSC by a great range of civilian and diplomatic 

backgrounds (Howorth, 2014, p. 48). Finally, the permanent structure responsible for the auton-

omous conduct of civilian CSDP missions is the Civilian Planning and Conduct Capability 

(CPCC) under the direction of the PSC (EEAS website). The planning and conduct of civilian 

missions has been intricate due to limited financial resources, which will be discussed in the fol-

lowing section, and the lack of highly skilled and trained personnel available for deployment on 

short notice (Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 70). The European Security Strategy of 2003 assessed the 

need for greater civilian capacity: “In almost every major intervention, military efficiency has 

been followed by civilian chaos. We need greater capacity to bring all necessary civilian re-

sources to bear in crisis and post crisis situations” (Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 12). 

To increase civilian capacities through training courses on civilian crisis management, the EU 

launched a capacity building program called Europe’s New Training Initiative (ENTRi) in 2011, 

funded by the European Commission and co-funded by its 14 implementing partners (ENTRi 

website). 

To realize a CA in European crisis management, the development of both civilian and 

military capabilities is crucial, and these capabilities must be coordinated “along a number of 

lines: security, a common operating picture, intelligence-sharing, political media messaging, 

communication and information systems and logistics” (Smith, 2013, p. 40). Acknowledging the 

urgency to build capacities, MSs have agreed on the Civilian Headline Goal 2010 and the Mili-

tary Headline Goal 2010, which emphasize the need to increase civil-military cooperation and 

improve short-term deployability (Council of the European Union, 2004, 2007). During the last 

decade, the EU has repeatedly deployed around 60,000 expeditionary forces, which is the aver-

age number of troops the EU is able to sustain (EDA, 2015, p. 4). The majority of these forces 
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served under US or NATO frameworks while only around 20,000 forces were deployed on the 

EU’s military CSDP operations (Engberg, 2013, p. 2). Yet, this number of deployable forces 

constitutes only 4% of the EU’s entire military strength, which is essentially due to the fact that 

the deployment and sustainment of troops is very expensive (EDA, 2015, p. 4). This demon-

strates not only that the EU contributes more to NATO operations than to its own CSDP opera-

tions but also that the EU is not necessarily lacking the manpower but rather the will and capabil-

ity to cooperate to efficiently make use of that manpower. 

Even though the need for CMCO is widely recognized and efforts are being made to this 

end, CSDP missions remain mostly one-sided, either military or civilian. Smith (2013, p. 40) 

concludes: 

[T]he single most important fact to note about the comprehensive approach is that there 
have been no truly joint EU civilian/military foreign security operations. There has been 
increasing cooperation between the civilian and military sides of the system, […] yet a 
truly integrated civ-mil operation continues to elude the EU.  

This lack of true CMCO is largely due to two factors. First, civilian and military strategic plan-

ning structures are separate with their chains of command diverging (Hynek, 2011, p. 82). Bridg-

ing bodies such as the Civil-Military Cell have not yet proven to work efficiently, and permanent 

comprehensive planning capabilities are missing. Secondly, this separation of structures is rein-

forced by a fear that either part, military or civilian, would dominate the strategic planning and 

conduct of CSDP missions, which has led to general disputes over authority (ibid.; Smith, 2013, 

p. 42).  

 Finally, an important constraining factor is that civilian missions and military operations 

are funded through different mechanisms, which will briefly be outlined in the following section. 

2.3 Financial Mechanisms 

There is a significant difference between the financing mechanisms of CSDP civilian missions 

compared to military operations. According to TEU Article 41(2):  
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Operating expenditure to which the implementation of this Chapter gives rise shall also 
be charged to the Union budget, except for such expenditure arising from operations hav-
ing military or defence implications and cases where the Council acting unanimously de-
cides otherwise. 

While civilian crisis management missions are covered by the EU’s community budget, military 

CSDP operations show a significant difference. During the Cold War, the principle of costs “lie 

where they fall” was generally accepted “as long as core national interests were supposed to be 

involved” (Engberg, 2014, p. 44). Yet, with collective EU operations this does not apply any-

more as MSs contribute to “the common good” (ibid.). To this end, a collective mechanism for 

financing military CSDP operations was established in 2004. However, only around 10% of the 

costs of military operations are equally shared by all MSs2 through this so-called Athena mecha-

nism (Council of the European Union, 2015; Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 76). The Council Deci-

sion establishing Athena defines a list of common costs funded by this mechanism, which in-

cludes inter alia the transport of forces, the funding of the Operation HQ in Europe and the mis-

sion HQ in the field (Council of the European Union, 2015; Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 76). The 

contributions of each MS to Athena are based on their respective general national income (Coun-

cil of the European Union, 2015). The costs that are not funded by Athena must be covered by 

the participating MSs, yet there is no enforcement mechanism obliging MSs to make contribu-

tions (Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 14). This means that operations are often led by a “coalition of the 

willing” (Grevi, 2009, p. 63), which are making the highest contributions while other states are 

free-riding with rather insignificant contributions. It can be observed that it is often one of “the 

big three,” meaning France, the UK, and Germany, making the highest contributions (Howorth, 

2014, p. 195; Menon, 2011, p. 90).  

 Any troops must be funded by the committing MS, which is becoming increasingly 

challenging as defense budgets are generally decreasing across the EU (Giegerich, 2010, p. 87). 

While the EU is a global economic power with its gross domestic product (GDP) even exceeding 

the US’ in 2014, its defense expenditure is continuously declining (Worldbank, 2014). For 2013, 

the EDA reports a decline in EU-wide defense expenditure for the seventh year in a row, reach-
                                                
2 Excluding Denmark, which has an opt-out clause on defense matters as defined in Article 6 of the Treaty of Am-
sterdam. 
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ing its lowest value since 2006 at only 1.45% of the EU’s GDP (EDA, 2015, p. 2). Budgetary 

pressures have especially been reinforced by the financial crisis of 2008, which has advanced the 

idea of pooling and sharing capabilities among MSs (Giegerich, 2010, p. 88). Giegerich (2010, p. 

97) argues that this situation could actually prove beneficial for fostering European cooperation 

on defense matters: 

Budget pressures are forcing governments to re-think approaches to pooling and sharing 
resources and collaboration on defence procurement. There seems to be a paradigm shift 
in the making, where economic and military logic calls for more collaboration, driven 
further by the multinational nature of deployments. Concern about the loss of national au-
tonomy and industrial capacity, however, stands in the way. 

With regard to civilian missions, administrative and operating expenditures are covered by the 

community budget as defined in Article 41 of the TEU. Mission personnel, however, must be 

financed by the individual seconding MS (Gourlay, 2006, p. 109). The rather small budget has 

on several occasions been overstretched, which induced MSs having to make additional contri-

butions to cover administrative or operational costs (ibid.). According to Gourlay (ibid.), the 

budget remains small “mainly because the European Parliament has sought to limit its size, given 

its concerns about extending the Council’s use of the EU budget in an area where the Parliament 

has no co-decision powers and little financial oversight”.  

 Yet, the EU disposes of a versatile toolbox that allows CSDP missions to be comple-

mented by other financial means. In 2007, the European Commission launched the Instrument 

for Stability (IfS), which has, for instance, funded the Counter-Terrorism Sahel program to fi-

nancially complement the CSDP mission EUCAP Sahel (Marijnen, Mattelaer, 2014, p. 61). The 

IfS provides funding for projects within crisis management if these cannot be provided by other 

EU means (European Parliament and European Council, 2006). With regard to crisis manage-

ment efforts in Africa, the African Peace Facility (APF) was established by the EU in 2003 as an 

instrument of the European Development Fund (EDF) to support the African peace and security 

agenda (European Commission, 2015, p. 5). The APF provides financial assistance to African-

led peace operations, thus allowing the EU to contribute to crisis management in Africa without 

contributing militarily (European Commission, 2015, p. 5; Marijnen, Mattelaer, 2014, p. 61). 
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With the European Commission’s access to large funds, an inter-pillar competition for funding 

can be observed (Gross, 2008, p. 18). 

2.4 Reviewing Key Challenges of Launching CSDP Missions 

Before embarking on the theoretical foundations of this thesis, the key challenges of launching a 

CSDP mission should be briefly summarized. This chapter has focused on three aspects of Euro-

pean crisis management, namely intergovernmental decision-making, the institutional design of 

CMCO as an integral part of the EU’s CA, and the financial mechanisms involved in launching a 

CSDP mission.  

 While CSDP’s intergovernmental decision-making process reflects a high degree of 

legitimacy, it impedes the policy area from being able to respond in a rapid and flexible manner 

by having all MSs agree unanimously before a mission can be launched. Moreover, the separa-

tion and perceived weakness of civilian and military planning and operational structures as well 

as the lack of capabilities hinder the effectiveness of CMCO and thus restrain the full potential of 

a truly CA. Additionally, launching a CSDP mission is constrained by inter-pillar competition 

for funds as well as national budgetary pressures. Declining defense expenditures resulting from 

the financial crisis have on the one hand led to declining capabilities but have on the other hand 

advanced the idea of pooling and sharing. However, the financing mechanisms show significant 

differences between funding civilian missions and military operations, which demonstrates that 

MSs have to commit to higher individual contributions for the latter to be launched. Since MSs 

are not obligated to contribute, missions are often led by a coalition of only a few willing states 

with other MSs simply free-riding. 

 In conclusion, there is one fundamental observation that can be extracted from this 

overview of CSDP: To launch a CSDP mission is a long process of intergovernmental bargaining 

with significant differences between civilian missions and military operations. Decisions on fi-

nancial and human commitments as well as on the use of force build a higher threshold for the 

latter to be launched. In the following chapter, these challenges will be reflected upon from three 

different theoretical perspectives.  
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3 Theoretical Framework 

CSDP has been the subject of many theoretical approaches. Scholars have made critical evalua-

tions of the effectiveness of CSDP, reviewed lessons learned from civilian and military opera-

tions, and attempted to account for the policy’s shortcomings by adapting different theoretical 

lenses (Haesebrouck, 2015; Kratochwill, Kurowska, 2012). However, as Howorth (2014, p. 205) 

demonstrates, none of the dominant schools of international relations theory can on its own grasp 

the complexity of CSDP. The theoretical framework that will be established in this chapter is 

therefore a combination of a substantive theory, namely realism, and two more methodological 

approaches, institutionalism and constructivism, which offer valuable contributions for under-

standing CSDP’s deficiencies. The integration of all of these theories appears to give the most 

comprehensive framework for an analysis of CSDP, and it is thus argued that they are not neces-

sarily mutually exclusive but can rather complement each other.  

3.1 Realism 

Realism centers on the assumption that states jealously guard their sovereignty and protect their 

interests in an international system of anarchy (Hoffmann, 1966; Hyde-Price, 2012, pp. 19-20). 

In general, realists struggle to explain the phenomenon of CSDP, in which states willingly refer 

parts of their sovereignty to a system of interstate cooperation (Howorth, 2014, p. 193). They see 

the EU as incapable of becoming a serious security actor because only state actors can success-

fully carry out security and defense activities (ibid.). Thus, realism  

has no convincing explanation for the phenomenon whereby sovereign state actors, of 
their own volition, pool elements of their sovereignty in security and defence, constitute 
themselves as an intergovernmental entity and, apparently ignoring the rules of the West-
phalian system, elect to intervene in the internal affairs of neighbouring – or even in some 
cases quite distant – sovereign states. (ibid.) 

The most prominent realist understanding of CSDP is one of power balancing (Art et al., 2005/6, 

p. 182; Mearsheimer, 2001). Structural realists, following Waltz’ explanation of systemic pres-

sures constraining international cooperation, understand CSDP to be the product of structural 
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pressures, whereby the EU aims to become a counterpart balancing US dominance while acting 

in a state-like manner (Howorth, 2014, p. 193; Waltz, 1979). Rynning (2011, p. 27) identifies 

three structural positions towards CSDP: “the CSDP as a balance of American power; the CSDP 

as a tool to engage the United States in Europe’s regional security order; and the CSDP as a bal-

ance of German power in which the United States will play a limited role“. Howorth (2014, p. 

21) refutes the argument of balancing by highlighting the most common US complaint on CSDP, 

namely that the EU is in fact not doing enough to become a serious security actor on the interna-

tional stage. Nevertheless, the realist perspective proves advantageous when attempting to identi-

fy the impediments to European integration on security and defense matters – a realm of “high 

politics,” in which international cooperation is assumed to be impossible (Donnelly, 2005, p. 38; 

Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 15; Hoffmann, 1966, p. 882).  

There are several key obstacles which, according to realist understandings, impede the ef-

fectiveness of CSDP and thereby prevent the EU from becoming a significant security actor. 

First, Hyde-Price (2012, p. 34) argues that the unanimous decision-making process will always 

remain intergovernmental because states are unwilling to entrust matters of security and defense 

to the supranational level. As states are assumed to be unitary, rational, and egoistic actors at-

tempting to maximize their gains, it is unlikely that they will agree to make compromises if the 

gains do not outweigh the losses (Donnelly, 2005, p. 38; Hoffmann, 1966; Hyde-Price, 2012, pp. 

19-20). Any consensus or discord ultimately reflects the outcome of a careful cost-benefit analy-

sis, in which states outweigh the benefit of a CSDP operation against the financial and human 

costs they must bear. 

Secondly, classical realist Hoffmann (1966, p. 864) argues that it is the diversity of do-

mestic factors, historical legacies, and geopolitical circumstances that results in diverging securi-

ty priorities, on which states are unwilling to compromise. Rynning (2011, p. 32) summarizes the 

classical realist understanding of CSDP as based on political changes in Europe:  

Classical realism sees the CSDP as a result of the changes wrought on Europe’s nation-
states by Europe’s history, political choices and global processes. The CSDP reflects the 
erosion of political power within Europe and is, as such, a measure created to cope with 
inner weakness, not external power. Classical realism cannot predict what will happen to 
the CSDP, nor does it make the attempt. 
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Consequently, realists refute the constructivist argumentation of the possibility of an emerging 

European strategic culture (Howorth, 2014, p. 199). Lindley-French (2002) deems the develop-

ment of a common strategic culture to be “almost impossible” (p. 789), and concludes rather 

pessimistic that this “strategic schizophrenia” (p. 791) will lead to “policy paralysis and progres-

sive renationalization” (ibid.) of security and defense policy. 

 Thirdly, realists argue that due to the uneven distribution of capabilities and power, 

CSDP is essentially driven by the “big three,” meaning France, the UK, and Germany (Art et al., 

2005/6, p. 183; Howorth, 2014, pp. 195-196; Hyde-Price, 2011, p. 89). The domination of the 

EU’s largest and most powerful states in security and defense matters is problematic, as neo-

realists argue, since they will seek to use CSDP as a cover for their own national objectives ra-

ther than for European interests (Howorth, 2014, p. 194). This criticism will be further discussed 

in the section on institutionalism.  

 Finally, classical realist Rynning (2003, pp. 487-488) points to two significant impedi-

ments, which prevent the EU from evolving into a meaningful security actor. First, the intergov-

ernmental construction restricts the EU from exercising coercive power in a state-like manner, 

and secondly, the EU’s weak political and military capabilities are insufficient in the combat of 

contemporary threats, especially terrorism. Budgetary pressures, reinforced by the financial crisis 

of 2008, have led to decreasing national defense expenditures and a general deficiency of ade-

quate military equipment (Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 70). Due to the facts that the EU does not 

dispose of one unified “EU army,” and that it lacks military capabilities and equipment, realists 

see the EU as incapable of making a significant global impact in security and defense matters 

(Grevi, Keohane, 2009, p. 69). 

 Essentially, the realist lens allows an interest-based perspective to the collective action 

dilemma, which sees cooperation as hindered by power dynamics, diverging interests, systemic 

pressures, lack of political will, inefficient intergovernmental decision-making, and insufficient 

capabilities. On this note, it is not surprising that realists draw rather pessimistic conclusions on 

the EU’s potential to make a significant impact in crisis management (Howorth, 2014, p. 194; 

Rynning, 2011, p. 36). In the words of Toje (2008, p. 208), it is “[d]ue to a decision-making 

mode that trades efficiency for legitimacy, the EU capacity to respond effectively in times of 



 

       
 

24 

crisis is limited and will remain so in the foreseeable future“. Yet, it is precisely this inherent 

pessimism within the realist understanding of the EU that prevents it from acknowledging other 

important factors, such as the importance of institutions and norms shaping EU policymaking. 

Although it could be argued that “the big three” certainly influence CSDP in a way that a mis-

sion could arguably not be conducted without at least one of them participating, realists neglect 

the advantages of the intergovernmental structure of CSDP, which gives MSs an equal say and 

allows them to “speak with one voice” (Swisa, 2011, p. 128). Moreover, by focusing on power 

competitions and maximizing gains, realism fails to grasp the normative ambitions underlying 

CSDP. For a more comprehensive understanding of CSDP, contributions made by institutional-

ists and constructivists must therefore be incorporated in this theoretical framework. 

3.2 Institutionalism 

Developed during the 1960s and 1970s, the three strands of institutionalism, historical, rational 

choice, and sociological institutionalism, give attention to how institutions structure behavior in 

international relations (Hall, Taylor, 1996, p. 936; Steinmo, 2008, p. 126). Historical institution-

alists look at the path dependency of institutions and see institutions as more rigid, arguing that 

change can only be provoked by “exogenous shocks” (Menon, 2011, p. 87; Pierson, 2000). As 

the missions in Mali are ongoing and do not offer much historical development, historical institu-

tionalism is not taken into consideration in this study.  

 With regard to CSDP, institutionalists focus on the role EU institutions and their offi-

cials play in the launching process of CSDP operations. As an analytical tool, institutionalism 

can help to explain CSDP’s development over time, illustrate its potential, and show its limits. 

Vice versa, CSDP can be used as a case study for testing the theoretical boundaries of institu-

tionalism (Menon, 2011, p. 84). Scholars from the different schools of institutionalism agree that 

the analysis of the complex web of EU institutions proves the most appropriate for understanding 

the functioning of CSDP (Howorth, 2014, p. 206).  

Rational choice institutionalists characterize actors as having fixed preferences and be-

having strategically to maximize their gains (Hall, Taylor, 1996, pp. 944-945). They share a cer-
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tain epistemological mindset with realists by assuming that actors are likely to produce an out-

come that maximizes their own gains while being only suboptimal for the collective (Hall, Tay-

lor, 1996, p. 945). Thereby, politics becomes “a series of collective action dilemmas” (ibid.). 

Institutions are thus created to structure interactions  

by affecting the range and sequence of alternatives on the choice-agenda or by providing 
information and enforcement mechanisms that reduce uncertainty about the correspond-
ing behaviour of others and allow ‘gains from exchange’, thereby leading actors toward 
particular calculations and potentially better social outcomes. (ibid.) 

Rational choice institutionalism accounts for CSDP as a deliberate delegation of power from the 

national to the supranational level to make decision-making more efficient in a policy area pivot-

al to their national interests. Following a “calculus approach” (ibid.), it would be argued that 

CSDP was created because the actors involved, meaning the MSs, have calculated the gains of 

cooperation. Cooperation is thus a balancing act of making foreign policy more effective while at 

the same time carefully trying to retain sovereignty over security and defense issues (Howorth, 

2014, p. 206). Following this understanding, institutions are seen as guardians of the agreements 

between MSs on security and defense cooperation (Dijkstra, 2013; Howorth, 2014, pp. 206-207). 

CSDP’s limitations are identified in the consensus-based decision-making process and in the fact 

that contributions from MSs to CSDP missions are not obligatory and thus incite free-riding 

(Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 15).  

In contrast to rational choice institutionalists, sociological institutionalists apply a “cul-

tural approach,” which emphasizes that actors do not behave entirely strategically but their be-

havior is rather shaped by their worldview (Hall, Taylor, 1996, p. 939). According to their under-

standing, “institutions influence behaviour by providing the cognitive scripts, categories and 

models that are indispensable for action, not least because without them the world and the behav-

iour of others cannot be interpreted” (Hall, Taylor, 1996, p. 948). Influenced by social construc-

tivism, sociological institutionalism argues that institutions shape actors’ preferences and identity 

(ibid.). In contrast to rational choice institutionalism, institutions are not formed on a rational 

basis to increase efficiency but to strengthen “the social legitimacy of the organization or its par-

ticipants” (Hall, Taylor, 1996, p. 949). Following this “logic of appropriateness” (Hall, Taylor, 
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1996, p. 948), CSDP is thus the product of shared cognition that multilateral security and defense 

action enjoys more legitimacy in contrast to rather contested unilateral interventions. 

Furthermore, sociological institutionalists focus on the policy’s internal dynamics and the 

potential of institutional cooperation. Smith (2013, p. 26) argues that CSDP is a result of a “high 

degree of institutional learning” within the EU’s security and defense realm. The EU has devel-

oped into a security provider that is increasingly seeking to define its own “actorness” along ci-

vilian and military capacities (Smith, 2013, p. 27). According to Smith (ibid.), the effectiveness 

of CSDP is shaped by what he terms “experiential institutional learning”. CSDP has to be flexi-

ble and cannot fully be planned in advance as decisions often have to be made on an ad-hoc basis 

in reaction to current events (ibid.). Thus, learning-by-doing is crucial for the EU to improve its 

effectiveness and coherence in security and defense issues (Smith, 2013, pp. 27-28). The driving 

forces behind this experiential learning process are the CSDP missions and their critical reflec-

tions (Smith, 2013, p. 28). Limitations are identified in institutional constraints on CSDP formu-

lated in EU treaties and “elite, internalized and professionalized policy-making with relatively 

few private interests mobilized and little or no public participation” (ibid.). Smith’s argumenta-

tion of learning-by-doing could be criticized for neglecting the current trend towards crisis pre-

vention. Indeed, some CSDP missions are based on ad-hoc reactions to specific events or cir-

cumstances but the EU’s strategy centers on minimizing these by focusing on early conflict pre-

vention (Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 8). 

Menon (2011) offers a valuable addition by contrasting institutionalist with realist at-

tempts of understanding CSDP’s possibilities and shortcomings. As opposed to the realist per-

ception, he characterizes institutions as shaping inter-state interactions, which can thereby influ-

ence outcomes (Menon, 2011, p. 86). Menon (2011, p. 89) demonstrates that, in contrast to his-

torical institutionalist perceptions, CSDP has constantly been adapted, and its institutions have 

evolved on the grounds of tensions between the objectives of MSs. In contrast to realist scholars, 

Menon (ibid.) claims that CSDP’s institutional design empowers smaller states, many of which 

have exercised political leverage by insisting on the importance of civilian instruments in a poli-

cy area initially shaped by military concerns. Moreover, “[i]nstitutions enjoy a capacity to ‘cush-

ion’ the effects of anarchy, notably by regulating the use of force and thereby reducing the im-
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portance of power asymmetries” (Menon, 2011, p. 90). This means that institutions can have a 

reducing effect on power, enabling smaller states to secure a say in the process (ibid.). Power, 

which has been neglected by many institutionalists, is thus instrumental for understanding CSDP 

just as much as institutions are, which, in turn, have largely been underestimated by realists 

(Howorth, 2014, p. 208; Menon, 2011, p. 84). Finally, Menon (2011, p. 94) discusses the delicate 

issue of institutions lending legitimacy to military operations. He argues that EU operations en-

joy more legitimacy than unilateral interventions because the Union as a whole carries less “his-

torical baggage” than individual MS and has a more positive image than other organizations 

(ibid.). However, there is a risk of MSs instrumentalizing CSDP as a cover for pursuing their 

own national objectives (ibid.). This point of criticism will further be discussed in the case study 

of Mali, which some claim is really a French and not a European intervention (Coolsaet et al., 

2013). 

Haesebrouck (2015) identifies the limitations of CSDP operations as based on the poli-

cy’s flawed institutional design. To launch a CSDP operation, two hurdles need to be taken: 

First, all of the MSs have to agree on the appropriateness of the operation, its goals, and the best 

approach to achieve them. Secondly, the MSs have to agree on the division of burden, both in 

terms of financial and human resources (Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 13). The first hurdle is difficult 

as the launch of an operation is based on finding consensus, meaning that all MSs have to agree 

to the launch. Consequently, divergent interests, and arguably also different strategic cultures, 

lead to a consensus based on the lowest common denominator, which means that operations are 

often rather small in scale, limited in geographical scopes, and low in ambition (Haesebrouck, 

2015, pp. 13-14; Menon, 2011, p. 94). Reaching consensus is particularly difficult concerning 

military operations because “Europeans are not unwilling to intervene militarily as long as the 

humanitarian rewards are high, the costs in blood and treasure are low – and twenty-seven states 

are able to agree that this is the case” (Toje, 2008, p. 206). 

Yet, having taken the first hurdle does not mean that the second one will be easier. While 

MSs with high interests at stake have to make large compromises encompassing all of the prefer-

ences of the other MSs to avoid a veto, they have no guarantee that these will then share the bur-

den (Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 14). Thus, initiating MSs are in a weak bargaining position and will 
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be more likely to moderate their demands since a failure to reach a consensus means that the 

operation will not be launched at all (ibid.). This second hurdle is challenging as well since MSs 

are reluctant to commit to high contributions due to domestic pressures of having to account for 

the financial burden and/or the risk of casualties (Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 13). Consequently, some 

MSs tend to ride cheap by making only small contributions since they are not obligatory 

(Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 14). Regarding human resources, every MS is free to decide whether it 

wants to second personnel to the operation (ibid.). In terms of financial contributions, since mili-

tary operations, as opposed to civilian missions, are financed only to 10% by the common EU 

budget, they heavily rely on MSs’ contributions (ibid.; see chapter 2.3). Haesebrouck (2015, p. 

15) concludes that CSDP is not an attractive institutional framework for MSs that have vital in-

terests at stake because they have to compromise relatively much without guaranteed contribu-

tions from other MSs, and will thus likely turn to other frameworks, such as NATO or the United 

Nations (UN). 

Both realism and rational choice institutionalism account for significant challenges inher-

ent in CSDP. Yet, they fall short of grasping the innovative character of European crisis man-

agement based on a shared set of values. Sharing the cultural approach of sociological institu-

tionalism, constructivism employs a normative angle, which provides a valuable complementary 

viewpoint in this theoretical framework. 

3.3 Constructivism 

While constructivism is arguably more of a methodological approach than a substantive theory, it 

provides valuable contributions to the understanding of the development of CSDP in general and 

on the potential of a European strategic culture in particular (Howorth, 2014, p. 209). Construc-

tivism focuses on “the importance of normative as well as material structures, on the role of 

identity in shaping political action and on the mutually constitutive relationship between agents 

and structures” (Reus-Smit, 2005, p. 188). Constructivists believe that the construction of a dis-

tinct European approach to security and defense within a normative and cultural framework 

which is based on a “logic of appropriateness” is both possible and crucial for the development 
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of CSDP (Howorth, 2014, p. 209). They analyze CSDP as both a reflection and a driver of “a 

European normative approach towards security based on the rejection of traditional notions of 

war and peace (zero sum) and which posits collective security and stability (positive sum) as the 

crucial objective” (ibid.).  

 Underlying the constructivist thought is the assumption that preferences are socially 

constructed through values, norms, and socialization, and that they are not static but evolve 

(Howorth, 2014, p. 209; Wendt, 1992, p. 395). Theoretical value is added by their analysis of 

interplays between ideas, discourses, interests, and identity from a value-based, normative per-

spective (Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 63). In contrast to realist claims, constructivists see agents 

not as driven by structural pressures but as able to affect the normative structures they act in and 

justify collective actions by sharing norms, meanings and intentions (Kratochwil, Kurowska, 

2012, p. 89). Kratochwill and Kurowska (2012, p. 90) specify that   

acknowledging the importance of agency is not equal to saying: ‘X is socially construct-
ed’, thus ‘X can be changed at will’ as collective action problems and dilemmas in mak-
ing choices are real. Agents act within an institutional context, that is, within the context 
of stable patterns of rules and related practices, but at the same time they also act on this 
context. 

This means that actors can bring about changes, yet this is a process intertwining historical, cul-

tural, and political differences (ibid.). In contrast to realists, constructivists explore the differ-

ences between MSs concerning their foreign policy preferences, strategic cultures, and interests, 

with the assumption that these divergences are not necessarily an obstacle to greater European 

integration on security and defense matters (Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 64). Recognizing that 

most MSs are deeply interconnected on an ideational level as a consequence of shared historical 

experiences as well as on a material level with regard to their economic interdependence, the EU 

forms a “security community” which is built in response to common threat perceptions (Meyer, 

Strickmann, 2011, p. 72). CSDP’s evolution is ultimately a reflection of the EU’s historical de-

velopment: formed in opposition to power politics after WWII to prevent German aggressions, 

and aiming to establish peace through economic and political conjunctions, the “historical mis-

sion of the Union is to deliver Europe from Realpolitik not be the vehicle for it” (Toje, 2008, p. 

210). In this “security community,” ideational and material differences persist but can be over-
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come for the common objective of security and defense (Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 72). 

Common threats that foster European integration on security and defense could be, as some 

scholars have argued, the financial crisis (Giegerich, 2010, p. 88; Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 

75). Budgetary constraints and growing material asymmetries between the MSs advanced the 

idea of pooling and sharing national capabilities, and thereby increased European cooperation 

within CSDP (Giegerich, 2010, p. 90; Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 74). Consequently, construc-

tivists argue that normative and material circumstances shape actors’ behavior, which can thus be 

subject to change (Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, pp. 63-64).  

 Concerning ideational differences, Giegerich (2006, p. 46) distinguishes between three 

significant contrasts between MSs: states favoring multilateral institutional solutions to defense 

collaboration in the European or the Atlantic context; states which prefer a different balance of 

instruments in CSDP, especially concerning military and civilian means; and states with differ-

ing views on the role of the military and the use of force. Through different methods of process-

tracing, interviews, surveys, and discourse analysis, constructivists have made a point in illustrat-

ing cases of reconciliation and concessions made in the development of CSDP (Meyer, Strick-

mann, 2011, p. 64). Shifts in discourses on security and defense are a case in point for the ongo-

ing process of change. Revolving around the question of what kind of security actor the EU aims 

to be, Rogers (2009, p. 831) has identified a normative shift from a “civilian power” (Duchêne, 

1972), or what Manners (2002, p. 236) calls a “normative power,” to an arguably more “global 

power,” (Rogers, 2009, p. 848) which is willing to use military means in its crisis management 

operations. 

Given the fact that constructivism is not a fully fleshed out theory, it bears certain limita-

tions when analyzing CSDP. According to Meyer and Strickmann (2011, p. 62), constructivist 

approaches could benefit greatly from incorporating realist facets of material factors. While ideas 

and norms are influential, they cannot account for behavioral changes on their own but must be 

seen in connection with material forces (ibid.). Thus, constructivist approaches often focus on 

“how” change has occurred while neglecting to establish causal relationships (Meyer, Strick-

mann, 2011, p. 66). Nevertheless, taking a constructivist approach to the research problem offers 

valuable insights, which, as argued in this study, complement rather than negate realist and insti-
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tutionalist explanations. The question is if the much-debated concept of strategic culture is useful 

in providing added value to the rational, material, and institutional explanations brought forward 

by realism and institutionalism. In the following section, the concept will be introduced before 

outlining how it will complete the integrated analytical framework of this study. 

3.3.1 The Concept of Strategic Culture 

The term strategic culture has incited an interesting debate among scholars, some of whom argue 

that the EU does indeed have one (Biava et al., 2011), while others identify too many key differ-

ences between the MSs’ orientations for them to converge on a common strategic culture 

(Howorth, 2014, p. 234). With regard to CMCO, it is interesting that the Council of the European 

Union (2003a, p. 2) has pronounced the “need for a culture of coordination,” with an emphasis 

on culture. Moreover, the EEAS has repeatedly called for a common European strategy (Europe-

an Commission, EU HR, 2013). Finally, the 2003 European Security Strategy explicitly calls for 

the need of a “common strategic culture” (Council of the European Union, 2003, p. 11). Even 

though scholars have not yet reached an agreement on the possibility of a European strategic 

culture or even on how strategic culture should be defined, the term is long part of the European 

discourse on security and defense and feeds into EU policymaking.  

 Among the most comprehensive studies on the subject, Biehl et al. (2013) conducted a 

comparative case study on national strategic cultures in every EU MS (except for Croatia) and 

Turkey. To understand the core of strategic culture, they developed an analytical framework, in 

which strategic culture is defined as  

a number of shared beliefs, norms and ideas within a given society that generate specific 
expectations about the respective community’s preferences and actions in security and 
defence policy. In this context, a community’s security and defence identity, expressed 
through its preferences and behavioural patterns, derives from shared experiences and ac-
cepted narratives specific to a particular security community. (Biehl et al., 2013, p. 12) 

Their analytical framework, which was applied in every case study to allow for comparative 

conclusions, is built on four dimensions of strategic culture: “the level of ambition in interna-

tional security policy; the scope of action for the executive in decision-making; foreign policy 

orientation; the willingness to use military force” (Biehl et al., 2013, p. 13). Convergence in one 
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or more of these aspects fosters cooperation in European defense and security while divergence, 

as Biehl et al. (2013, p. 13) demonstrate, leads to stagnation. Biehl et al. (2013, p. 391) conclude 

that there is not one European strategic culture but instead groupings of different strategic cul-

tures are more appropriate. They identify three groups of European states:  

countries whose security and defence policy is driven by the attempt to manifest their 
own presence in the international system, countries whose strategic cultures lead them to 
attempt to shape their multilateral security milieu through international bargaining, and 
countries who focus their security and defence policy on the protection and projection of 
state power. (ibid.) 

This arrangement in groups has certain limitations as on the one hand, not every MS necessarily 

fits in one of these categories or, on the other hand, one MS might fit into more than one catego-

ry at once. Despite the many commonalities identified between the case studies, Biehl et al. 

(2013, p. 396) assess that significant differences persist and that strategic culture on its own is 

thus unlikely to be a driver of further cooperation and integration on EU security and defense. 

Yet, some scholars argue that the development of CSDP, shared mission experiences, common 

threat assessments, and institutionalization can actually be a driving force of “ideational conver-

gence” (Meyer, Strickmann, 2011, p. 64), which could give space to the emergence of a Europe-

an strategic culture (Giegerich, 2006, p. 202).  

 This thesis applies the concept of strategic culture as defined by Biehl et al. (2013) and 

within the scope of the concept, it is the willingness to use military force that will be of particular 

interest. This aspect of strategic culture is especially relevant in view of the MSs’ divergent per-

ceptions on how to address the conflict in Mali. Essentially, this thesis aims to contribute to the 

debate on strategic culture by analyzing the extent to which divergent views on the balance of 

civilian and military means and the use of force has affected the CSDP process of crisis man-

agement in Mali. 

3.4 Integrated Analytical Framework 

This chapter has introduced reflections on CSDP in international relations theory. The three cho-

sen theories build an integrated theoretical framework for the following case study. Even though 
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they are separate theories with diverging epistemological and ontological assumptions, certain 

commonalities can be identified through which they can be applied in a complementary manner. 

This of course is not to say that fundamental differences can be overlooked or tensions simply 

ignored, yet it is argued that despite these differences, an integrated approach provides the most 

comprehensive picture of the research problem at hand. While both realism and rational choice 

institutionalism define actors as strategically seeking to maximize their gains, sociological insti-

tutionalism and constructivism share a cultural approach of social appropriateness. This frame-

work should be seen as consisting of the two pillars of realism and institutionalism, both of 

which contribute to the explanation of challenges CSDP is faced with. Realism offers a rather 

pessimistic account of CSDP being inadequate to address collective security concerns due to 

persisting power asymmetries, lacking capabilities, and MSs’ unwillingness to pool competences 

in the field of security and defense. Focusing more on the institutional design of CSDP, scholars 

of institutionalism identify the consensus-based decision-making process and the lack of obliga-

tory contributions as impeding CSDP’s effectiveness.  

 Finally, constructivism forms the bridge between the two pillars of this framework by 

contributing considerations of how norms and values shape CSDP and the extent to which they 

converge to a common security culture. Within this framework, the concept of strategic culture 

might prove to be a valuable interface, which connects rationalist assumptions with sociological 

considerations. While acknowledging the value added to the research problem from realist and 

institutionalist thoughts, the focus will be on the constructivist lens to assess if the concept of 

strategic culture is useful for understanding the complex hindrances of effective European crisis 

management in Mali. Aiming to contribute to theory development, the case will therefore be ana-

lyzed using the concept of strategic culture with a particular focus on the willingness to use force 

in light of the EU’s ambition of applying a CA in its CSDP endeavors. 
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4 CSDP in Practice: The Case of Mali 

The case of Mali was chosen because it reflects the inextricability of development and security, 

which have led to increasing state fragility and an aggravation of cross-border threats. These 

conditions make any effort of crisis resolution extremely challenging since it should ideally in-

corporate security-related assistance, development aid as well as state-building efforts. The crisis 

in Mali could thus be seen as a particularly challenging test case for the EU’s ability to live up to 

its ambition of applying a CA in its crisis management. 

 This chapter begins with tracing the development of the conflict with a focus on identi-

fying its root causes. Subsequently, a brief overview of the international response to the current 

crisis at its peak in 2012 will be given before analyzing the EU’s approach towards the Sahel 

region in general and the crisis in Mali in particular. This is followed by an analysis of the two 

CSDP missions in Mali, EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel Mali, with a focus on their integration 

of CMCO. Then, the research questions will be addressed by applying the analytical framework 

established in the previous chapter. To recapitulate, the main research questions are: Why did the 

EU refrain from launching an active military CSDP operation despite its endorsement of 

France’s military intervention? How do France’s unilateral intervention and the EU’s initial iner-

tia impact the EU’s credibility as a global security actor? What is impeding the effectiveness of 

CSDP mission launching processes in general? 

 Finally, conclusions will be drawn on the added value of the concept of strategic cul-

ture, and it will be evaluated to what extent the case study helps to grasp the essence of European 

actorness in crisis management. 

4.1 The Root Causes of the Conflict in Mali 

In the aftermath of the fall of the Gaddafi regime in Libya in 2011, Mali has seen violent insur-

gencies, secessionist claims, and a military coup (Ping, 2014, p. 23). Before taking a look at the 

response of the international community to these events, a thorough analysis of the conflict in 

Mali is necessary. This section will trace the roots of the current crisis and highlight the chal-
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lenges external actors face in responding to the crisis, before analyzing the crisis management 

approach of the EU in the region. 

 The current crisis in Mali has complex roots, which intertwine around challenges of 

poverty, climate change, ethnicity, bad governance, secessionism, coups, organized crime, and 

terrorism (Ping, 2014, p. 22). This landlocked West African state is one of the poorest countries 

in the world, relying heavily on foreign aid (Youngblood Coleman, 2015, p. 1). Agriculture is the 

main pillar of its economy, and by relying on the few export products cotton, gold, and livestock, 

Mali’s economy is not only highly vulnerable to the fluctuations in world trading prices but also 

to unfavorable weather conditions (Youngblood Coleman, 2015, p. 127). Climate change, 

droughts, and the resulting desertification strain the Sahel region, which stretches from Senegal 

in the west, to Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Algeria, Niger, Nigeria, South Sudan, Chad, Su-

dan and up to Eritrea (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 8; Ping, 2014, p. 25). The lack of alternatives for 

livelihood has spurred the growth of criminal activity in Mali and thus reflects the inseparability 

of development and security (Ping, 2014, p. 25). On the consequential risks, Ping (ibid.) con-

cludes that “[t]he lack of prospects for socio-economic reintegration has increased social ten-

sions, with the risk that they could degenerate into political and humanitarian crisis and contami-

nate the entire sub-region“. 

 The challenge of ethnicity lies in the tensions both between the Arabs, Moor, Berber, 

and Tuareg people in the north, the Bambara, Peul, Songhai, and Dogon people in central and 

southern Mali, as well as between individual ethnic groups and the Malian regime (Ping, 2014, p. 

22). About 90 percent of Mali’s population lives in the south, where the Bambara constitute the 

largest group, dominating both the government and the military (Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, p. 8). 

Most of these individual groups are fragmented. The Tuaregs, a nomadic people inhabiting 

northern Mali, northern Niger and southern Algeria and Libya, are organized by caste and clan 

with vertical and horizontal hierarchies (ibid.; Youngblood Coleman, 2015, p. 1). The Tuaregs 

have fought several violent attempts of autonomy during the country’s colonial rule as well as 

after (Ping, 2014, p. 23). Conquered in 1892, Mali was subject to French colonial rule for more 

than seven decades (Youngblood Coleman, 2015, p. 1). Mali’s independence from France in 

1960 meant rather little for the Tuareg minority. They regarded the new Malian government of 



 

       
 

36 

Modibo Keita just as much an invasion as the French colonial power had been (Bøås, Torheim, 

2013, p. 1282). The Malian armed forces (MAF) brutally ended the first Tuareg rebellion in 1964 

and placed the Tuareg provinces under their administration (Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, p. 11). Only 

a small part of the Tuareg population was involved in the first rebellion. Nevertheless, the brutal 

reaction of the Malian state set the tone for the hostile relationship between the Tuareg and the 

Malian government (ibid.). 

The droughts of the 1970s and 1980s forced many Tuaregs to migrate. Some of those 

who migrated to Libya joined Gaddafi’s Islamic Legion, where they received military training 

(Bøås, Torheim, 2013, p. 1282). According to Pezard and Shurkin (2015, p. 12), the military 

training in Libya and the wars they fought in Chad and Lebanon had a radicalizing effect on this 

part of the Tuareg population. Some of them returned to Mali and engaged in the second Tuareg 

rebellion, led by Ag Ghaly and his Popular Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (MPLA) in 

the 1990s (ibid.). They fought for more political power, more resources for the development of 

the north, and against the presence of the MAF in the north (ibid.). In this rebellion, more Tuareg 

clans were involved and some Arab communities joined the fight (ibid.).  

The National Pact of 1992, signed between the head of the transitional government, Lieu-

tenant Colonel Amadou Toumani Touré, and the Tuareg and Arab rebel groups, granted a special 

status for the north (Decree No 92-121/p-CTSP2; Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, p. 14). The government 

agreed to make several concessions towards the north: it would reduce its military presence, in-

crease its funding of development programs, incorporate Tuaregs in its administration and army, 

and transfer power to local actors by decentralizing Mali’s administration and creating the new 

region of Kidal, and thus empowering the small population with greater political leverage (De-

cree No 92-121/p-CTSP2; Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, p. 14). In return, the rebels would renounce 

their independence claims and disarm (Armstrong, 2013, p. 2; Lecocq et al., 2013, p. 345; 

Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, xiii). Yet, not all of the pact’s provisions were implemented and others 

only to a limited degree (Pezard, Shurkin 2015, p. 18). In 2006, deserted Tuareg officers there-

fore took up arms again and began a third rebellion demanding the full implementation of the 

1992 National Pact (Pezard, Shurkin, 2015, p. 6). 
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Bad governance has thus long been one of the driving forces of the conflict and has also 

fuelled the current crisis. The government of Amadou Toumani Touré, Mali’s president from 

2002 until the coup in 2012, lost all of its credibility in the northern regions of Mali. The distrust 

of northern communities towards the government in Bamako has been fortified by the govern-

ment’s failure to fully implement the commitments made in peace agreements, its weak political 

system, its disregard for the economic and social development of the north, its insufficient meas-

urements against organized crime and jihadist networks, and its corrupt use of international aid 

intended for the north (International Crisis Group (ICG), 2012, p. 8). According to Lacher (2012, 

p. 14), the government was even colluding with the terrorist network Al-Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb (AQIM), as well as involved in organized crime. Rather than strengthening democratic 

institutions, the government’s relations with the communities “rested on a loose network of per-

sonal, clientelistic, even mafia-style alliances with regional elites with reversible loyalties” (ICG, 

2012, ii). While only the “big men” benefit from governmental concessions, the larger popula-

tion of the north remains marginalized (Bøås, Torheim, 2013, p. 1284; ICG, 2012, p. 8). The 

MAF has similarly been accused of their weak approach towards organized crime, and of nepo-

tism, corruption, and irresponsibility (ICG, 2012, p. 18). 

In the current crisis, the Tuaregs’ strive for political autonomy has evolved into territorial 

claims of secessionism. In October 2011, the National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad 

(MNLA) was formed, which fights for the full independence of northern Mali, also called 

Azawad (Lecocq et al., 2013, p. 345). It consisted of former Libyan soldiers, Tuareg separatists 

who had fought for Gaddafi, young Tuaregs from the National Movement of Azawad (MNA) 

and some experienced Tuareg politicians (ibid.). After the fall of the Gaddafi regime in Libya in 

the summer of 2011, thousands of Malian Tuaregs returned home from Libya, bringing with 

them masses of weapons and rich experience of military training (Lavallée, Völkel, 2015, p. 163; 

Lecocq et al., 2013, p. 345). In January 2012, the MNLA began repelling the MAF in the north 

with armed attacks (ICG, 2012, i). The rebel group advanced quickly, pushed back the MAF 

from northern regions, and almost reached Bamako (Lavallée, Völkel, 2015, p. 163).  

Frustrated by “the government’s failure to provide adequate equipment to the defense and 

security forces fulfilling their mission to defend the country’s territorial integrity” (Sanogo, 
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2012), a group of MAF staged a coup d’état on March 22, 2012, ousting president Amadou 

Toumani Touré (ICG, 2012, p. 18). The coup came as a surprise as elections were only a month 

away and Touré could not and was not running again (ibid.). This indicates that the coup was not 

a long planned undertaking but rather an outburst of frustration over the government’s inability 

to react to the Tuareg’s advancement. Coup leader captain Amadou Haya Sanogo took over 

power, yet he was later replaced by the President of the National Assembly of Mali, Dioncounda 

Traoré (Ping, 2014, p. 24). Sanogo dissolved government institutions and suspended the constitu-

tion, leaving the state even more vulnerable to attacks from the MNLA (UN, n.d., “MINUSMA 

Background”). 

The rest of the world was taken by surprise as Mali had been considered the prime exam-

ple of democracy in Western Africa for roughly twenty years (ICG, 2012, p. 18). The interna-

tional community, including the EU, condemned the military coup by suspending aid; the AU 

suspended Mali’s membership, and the Economic Community of West African States (ECO-

WAS) responded with sanctions (Nossitier, 2012; Ping, 2014, p. 23). Due to internal disagree-

ments over the coup, the MAF collapsed and lost about two-thirds of Malian territory to the rule 

of MNLA and jihadist forces (Lecocq et al., 2013, p. 347). On April 6, 2012, the MNLA de-

clared the independence of the Azawad state (MNLA, 2012). 

The current crisis in Mali can be compared to the violence of the 1990s since the chal-

lenges contributing to the feelings of resentment of rebel forces in the north towards the govern-

ment, as outlined above, are still remaining. Yet, Bøås and Torheim (2013, p. 1279) point out a 

significant development: the conflict is no longer just local but has been internationalized 

through the involvement of criminal networks and “global jihad”. In the Sahel region, organized 

crime, especially drug trafficking, black market trade, and kidnapping for ransom, has signifi-

cantly increased since 2003 (Lacher, 2012, p. 4). Individuals and networks turn towards illicit 

activity due to the lack of profitable alternatives, and many of them were able to translate their 

acquainted wealth into military and political leverage (Bøås, Torheim, 2013, p. 1286; Lacher, 

2012, p. 4). Increasing instability and weak governance has allowed criminal networks and ji-

hadist organizations to expand their control in the Sahel region (Lacher, 2012, p. 1). The Sahel 
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region has become a safe haven for many criminal groups involved in illicit trafficking, black 

market trade, and kidnappings of foreigners (Lacher, 2012, p. 4). 

The involvement of terrorist groups closely affiliated with Al-Qaeda who are aiming to 

establish Sharia law in the region further complicates the crisis and has sidelined the underlying 

ethnic conflict. Initially, the MNLA collaborated with the Islamist group Ansar Dine of Tuareg 

rebel leader Iyad ag Ghali, and on May 26, 2012, the two groups declared the birth of the 

Azawad Islamic State (MNLA, 2012; Ping, 2014, p. 23). Ansar Dine operated closely with other 

Islamist groups such as the Movement of Jihad Unity in Western Africa (MUJAO) and AQIM, 

and began imposing strict Sharia law (Ping, 2014, p. 23). By forming an alliance with AQIM, 

Ansar Dine benefitted from the Mujahideens’ financial and military strength (Lacher, 2012, p. 

14). AQIM was able to establish itself in Mali by financing itself mainly through hostage takings 

of foreigners for ransom and through the state’s complicity with organized crime (Lacher, 2012, 

p. 1, 14; Lavallée, Völkel, 2015, p. 164). After the birth of the Islamic state of Azawad, Ansar 

Dine and the MNLA disagreed over the imposition of Sharia law and the destruction of sacred 

sites, which led to confrontations between the two factions, leaving the MNLA defeated by the 

Islamist forces and the Islamist groups reinforcing their hold of the territory (Ping, 2014, p. 23). 

It is at this peak of the crisis in 2012, with rebel forces supported by extremist jihadist 

groups approaching the capital unhindered by a loss of state control and a disorganized and di-

vided Malian army, where international intervention began.  

4.2 International Response to the Crisis 

In response to a request by the transitional Malian government of interim President Traoré for a 

UN-authorized military assistance in Mali to recover the north, the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) adopted Resolution 2071 on October 12, 2012. The Resolution called upon  

[…] Member States, regional and international organizations, including the African Un-
ion and the European Union, to provide as soon as possible coordinated assistance, exper-
tise, training and capacity-building support to the Armed and Security Forces of Mali, 
consistent with their domestic requirements, in order to restore the authority of the State 
of Mali over its entire national territory, to uphold the unity and territorial integrity of 
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Mali and to reduce the threat posed by AQIM and affiliated groups. (UNSC Resolution 
2071, 2012) 

The EU responded to the Resolution by affirming the “need for a rapid response to the security 

challenges and terrorist threat” (Council of the European Union, 2012). The Council of the Euro-

pean Union pledged to resume and significantly increase humanitarian aid, and the EU com-

menced to plan a CSDP military operation aimed at providing training and advice to the MAF 

(ibid.). However, the security situation in Mali deteriorated quickly with the insurgents moving 

south towards the capital Bamako while spreading violence and fear (Okemuo, 2013, p. 218). In 

light of these events, the UNSC adopted Resolution 2085 on December 20, 2012, which author-

ized the deployment of an African-led International Support Mission to Mali (AFISMA) and 

repeated the call from Resolution 2071 to the international community. As Lavallée and Völkel 

(2015, p. 170) assess, “further political deteriorations in early 2013 acted as catalyst for broader 

and deeper EU action in the Sahel”. To end the atrocities of terror by repelling the insurgents 

became a case of emergency (Okemuo, 2013, p. 218). Yet, the military assistance needed to cre-

ate a safe environment for AFISMA to be deployed was not provided by the EU but was accom-

plished with the unilateral French military operation “Serval,” which began on January 11, 2013 

with logistical support from a few other MSs (Coolsaet et al., 2013, p. 1; Lavallée, Völkel, 2015, 

p. 170; Okemuo, 2013, p. 219; UN, n.d., “MINUSMA Background”). Operation Serval ended in 

July 2014, and was then replaced by the current French operation “Barkhane” (Ministère de la 

Défense, 2015). 

  In April 2013, the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MI-

NUSMA) was established to take over responsibility from AFISMA in supporting Mali’s politi-

cal processes and re-establishing state authority in the north. Following ceasefire agreements 

between the Malian government and the MNLA in June 2013, MINUSMA’s mandate was ex-

tended to monitor the adherence to the agreements, promote human rights, protect civilians, re-

build the security sector, and carry out security-related tasks (UNSC Resolution 2100, 2013). 

MINUSMA has a robust mandate, meaning it allows the use of force, and the mission is evaluat-

ed to be the most dangerous UN mission worldwide (Bötel, 2016). 
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 The EU welcomed the French military initiative, and decided to support AFISMA logis-

tically and financially through its APF (Council of the European Union, 2013). In addition, the 

EEAS activated two crisis platforms to monitor the Malian crisis and to identify options for the 

EU to implement its CA in a coherent and effective manner (EEAS, 2012; Lavallé, Völkel, 2015, 

p. 170). Despite the EU’s recognition that stabilizing Mali is clearly in its interest, the rapid re-

sponse to the deteriorating security situation was a unilateral French and not a CSDP operation. 

Before analyzing why the EU refrained from such a military operation, and in how far the unilat-

eral French intervention might weaken the EU’s credibility as a coherent security actor, the fol-

lowing section will identify the EU’s interests, its strategy, and its actual CSDP engagement in 

the Sahel region. This detour in the narrative is necessary to understand the strategic background 

of the EU’s crisis management in Mali. 

4.3 Towards a European Comprehensive Approach in the Sahel Region? 

The conflict analysis above illustrates the multidimensional nature of security challenges entan-

gled in this crisis. Contemplating on how to address this complexity, the EEAS (2011, p. 1) 

adopted its Sahel strategy. The Sahel strategy applies a rather narrow definition of the Sahel re-

gion, consisting of the three “core” states Mauritania, Mali, and Niger, while also including parts 

of Burkina Faso and Chad (ibid.). It centers on four key themes: First, development and security 

are inseparable and thus, one cannot be achieved without the other. Secondly, closer regional 

cooperation is crucial, and the EU must play a more decisive role in enhancing it. Thirdly, the 

Sahel region will benefit from capacity-building in matters of security and development. Finally, 

by encouraging economic development and assisting in the provision of a safe environment, the 

EU cannot only help the people of the Sahel region but also protect the interests of its own citi-

zens (ibid.). Yet, what are the interests at stake for the EU and what is the Union’s strategy to 

protect these interests? 

The EU’s involvement in the Sahel region has long been characterized by development 

aid within the Cotonou Agreement signed in 2000. Nevertheless, as determined in Article 11 of 

the Cotonou Agreement (European Commission, 2000), the EU and the African, Caribbean, and 
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Pacific Group of States (ACP) recognize that any action taken must be carefully balanced on the 

development-security nexus. After suspending development aid in response to the coup in 2012, 

the EU renewed aid in February 2013 with €327 million committed through the 10th EDF (Da-

vis, 2015, p. 268; European Commission, n.d.). In May 2013, the EU co-chaired the international 

donors’ conference with Mali and France mobilizing €3.25 billion for Mali, and has been a 

member of the International Support and Follow-up Group on the situation in Mali (Davis, 2015, 

p. 268; European Commission, 2013).  

While development aid is not the focus of this paper, it must be briefly mentioned as it is 

one of the drivers of the EU’s security-related involvement in Mali. With Mali being an EU “do-

nor darling” (Lacher, 2012, p. 17), building Mali’s state capacity is essential for the donor money 

to be used effectively. Lacher (2012, pp. 17-18) indicates that the significant rise in organized 

crime in Mali coincided with the delivery of foreign aid from the US, the EU, and individual 

MSs. He asserts that donor money directed at fostering development in northern Mali has been 

misappropriated by the government’s collusion with organized crime (Lacher, 2012, p. 17). This 

demonstrates that foreign aid remains ineffective as long as bad governance prevails. Conse-

quently, Lacher (2012, p. 18) criticizes the donors for their unconditional support of Touré’s re-

gime and thereby neglecting to enforce the prosecution of state officials collaborating with crim-

inals. The “Special Program for Peace, Security and Development in Northern Mali” illustrates a 

case in point. Launched in August 2011 with around €50 million allocated by bilateral and multi-

lateral partners such as France, Canada, and the EU, the program aimed at providing state pres-

ence in form of security forces in northern Mali. These forces were to supervise infrastructure 

projects in the region but the program had to be suspended in early 2012 (ICG, 2012, p. 6). The 

program ultimately failed due to the presence of Malian forces mistrusted by the population of 

the north, their failure to address armed attacks, and corruption generated by disproportionate 

allocations of resources (ICG, 2012, p. 7).  

Thus, the Sahel strategy reflects the realization that providing assistance in the form of 

synchronized development aid and state-building efforts is crucial for a sustainable solution to 

the crisis. It exemplifies an ambition of the EU’s CA towards crisis management by aiming at 

coordinating short-term relief measures with long-term development cooperation, and civilian 
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with military means (EEAS, 2011, p. 2; European Commission, EU HR, 2013, pp. 2-3; Lavallée, 

Völkel, 2015, p. 160). The stabilization of the region is a priority to the EU to prevent it from 

becoming a hub for terrorists, who could potentially attack the EU, to reduce illicit trafficking 

towards the EU, to protect trade routes, access to energy and mineral supplies, and communica-

tion lines, and to prevent a spill-over effect of instability throughout the region (EEAS, 2011, p. 

4; Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 8). In terms of resources, the Sahel region provides important sources 

of iron for Europe’s steel industry, and 12% of the EU’s uranium consumption, as well as con-

siderable sources of oil (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 8). 

 The significant rise in organized crime, which does not only affect Mali but destabilizes 

the entire region, the displacement of thousands of people, and the reoccurring hostage takings of 

Europeans brought the crisis to the attention of European and international media, and thereby 

increased pressure on the EU to become involved (BBC News, 2012; Lacher, 2012, p. 4). In her 

speech to the European Parliament in January 2013, former EU HR Ashton declared that the EU 

could not remain inert:  

That threat extends to the EU itself. We are directly impacted by the situation there. Ter-
rorist groups based in northern Mali use this territory they control for all kind of traffick-
ing, drugs, arms smuggling. They have taken many hostages, a lot of them originating 
from European Member States. We cannot be indifferent. (Ashton, 2013) 

The Sahel strategy provides the guidelines for how the EU should be engaged in the region. It 

proposes EU engagement to move along the lines of “(i) development, good governance and 

internal conflict resolution; (ii) political and diplomatic action; (iii) security and rule of law; and 

(iv) the fight against violent extremism and radicalization” (EEAS, 2011, p. 7; see annex, figure 

1). In a study requested by the European Parliament’s Committee on Development, Hadfield et 

al. (2012) evaluate the Sahel strategy one year after its adoption. Their overall assessment is ra-

ther positive and indicates that “EU engagement with the Sahel region is significant and on the 

increase” (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 27). Important achievements are seen in the high extent to 

which MSs agreed on the strategy, the perceived threats, and the proposed policies (Hadfield et 

al., 2012, p. 25). Moreover, with the Sahel strategy being the EEAS’ poster child, it receives a lot 

of attention and indicates positive institutional progress. The creation of the Sahel task force has 
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fostered coordination between the security and the development domain of the EU, and several 

Sahel-specific initiatives, such as the Counter Terrorism Sahel programme, have been launched 

(Hadfield et al., 2012, pp. 25-26).  

 Nevertheless, Hadfield et al. (2012, p. 27) point to several shortcomings in the Sahel 

strategy, which “concern a continued fragmentation of efforts in combination with a lack of 

transparency, and a tendency to underestimate the importance of food security challenges and the 

fall-out of the Libyan conflict”. Consequently, the prominent discourse advocating a CA falls 

short on several structural and political levels. 

 First, a lack of transparency means that detailed information on what is actually being 

done across the different lines of action (see annex, figure 1) is not available, information on how 

development money is being spent is not adequately shared among the development and security 

divisions, and communication is missing on how the different steps on the lines of actions are 

connected to actual deeds (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 27). Secondly, humanitarians have insisted 

that the issue of food security in Mali must be given more attention, and that it should be ad-

dressed from a sustainable development perspective and not one of short-term humanitarian aid 

(Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 28). The allocation of these funds must be transparent. Both of these 

points essentially reflect structural concerns, which are revealed in the observation that “the Sa-

hel strategy remains overwhelmingly driven by the development agenda – as the relative alloca-

tion of financial means testifies” (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 27). 

 Thirdly, the Sahel strategy does not acknowledge the spill-over effects of the interna-

tional intervention in Libya. Yet, “illicit arms proliferation remains one of the primary side ef-

fects of the Libyan conflict“ (Hadfield et al., 2012, p. 17). This points to the question of Europe-

an responsibility in the Malian crisis. As illustrated in the conflict analysis above, the masses of 

weapons returning Tuaregs brought from Libya after the fall of Gaddafi provided a significant tip 

on the scale leading to the escalation of events in Mali. The ICG (2012, p. 8) even argues that 

“[t]he resurgence of the rebellion in the north on 17 January 2012 and the coup of 21 March 

2012 in Bamako could be seen as the latest elements in the wave of regional destabilisation that 

began with the conflict in Libya and international military intervention”. Hadfield et al. (2012, p. 
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28) demonstrate that many non-Western states blame the Western-led intervention in Libya to be 

the cause of increasing instability in the Sahel. They conclude that  

[f]rom a European perspective, it seems clear that any existing causality is likely to be of 
an unintended kind. Yet the intervention in Libya has had a profoundly negative effect on 
the European agenda in the Sahel, which now results in a certain level of political schizo-
phrenia. (ibid.) 

This “political schizophrenia” (ibid.) manifests itself most visibly in the fragmentation along 

national lines, which will be analyzed within the established theoretical framework in section 

4.4. 

 Finally, adopting a strategy must be proceeded by taking action. Coolsaet et al. (2013, p. 

3) evaluate that the Sahel strategy exemplifies a CA, without which any military intervention 

would be inefficient. At the same time, they argue, France’s military engagement in repelling the 

insurgents was necessary to save the strategy from becoming worthless (ibid.). The question is 

thus what kind of action the EU managed to undertake collectively to implement its strategy? 

Despite challenges of coherence and coordination, the EU launched two missions in Mali, whose 

extent of CMCO will be discussed in the following section. 

4.3.1 EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel Mali – Coordinated Civil-Military Efforts? 

In response to the Malian authorities’ request and the UNSC Resolutions 2071 and 2085, the EU 

launched a European Union Training Mission (EUTM) on February 18, 2013, to train the MAF 

for their fight against the insurgents (EEAS, 2015, p. 1). However, EUTM Mali is not a military 

operation per se, as the European soldiers only provide training and assistance but are not en-

gaged in any combat activities (ibid.). French Brigadier-General Lecointre was appointed Com-

mander of the mission, which was initially mandated for 15 months with a budget of around €12 

million (EUTM Mali, website). Its current mandate runs until May 18, 2016 under German Brig-

adier General Werner Albl, with joint costs at around €28 million (EEAS, n.d., “The EU and the 

Sahel”; EEAS, 2015, p. 1). 27 countries are currently participating in the mission, 23 of which 

are MSs (EUTM Mali, 2016). EUTM Mali consists of around 580 deployed men and women, 

who are working either at the mission’s headquarters in Bamako or at the training site in Kouli-
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koro, located 60 km northeast of Bamako (ibid.). Inspired by the perceived success of EUTM 

Somalia (Olsen, 2014, p. 301), the mission was launched to support the MAF by 

• providing expertise and advice, in particular as regards operational and organic com-
mand, logistic support, human resources, operational preparation and intelligence;  

• training combat units at the Koulikoro training camp. The training of the Malian units 
contains modules on the international humanitarian law and human rights, as well as on 
the protection of the civilian populations. (EEAS, 2015, p. 1) 

More generally, the short-term aim is to improve Malian capacities to address the security prob-

lems in the north with the long-term goal of building sustainable peace (Skeppström et al., 2015, 

356). These tasks are organized within the two pillars of the mission, namely the Advisory Task 

Force, which advises the Malian Defense Ministries, and the Training Task Force, which trains 

the MAF (EUTM Mali, 2016). The MAF are organized in battle groups, which undergo military 

training in various disciplines as well as civilian training modules in International Humanitarian 

Law (ibid.). The objective is to have a comprehensive training, which provides the MAF not only 

with combat skills, medical care knowledge, as well as leadership and management skills but 

also with an awareness of their responsibility to respect human rights and the rule of law (ibid.).  

 To provide this training, EUTM Mali soldiers must protect instructors as well as instruc-

tion sites, which is a dangerous task (Dicke, 2014, p. 109). Thus, EUTM Mali clearly shows an 

integrated civil-military approach in both the content and the conduct of the training program. 

Moreover, EUTM Mali cooperates closely with other actors, who are working with the MAF, 

such as the UN and ECOWAS (Council of the European Union, 2013a). In addition, EUTM Mali 

provides “Train the Trainer” courses so that future Malian instructors can provide high quality 

training for their battle groups and likewise train their own trainers independently (EUTM Mali, 

2016). Thereby, EUTM Mali aims to build a sustainable system of local ownership, which will 

eventually allow the mission to create an exit strategy. All in all, EUTM Mali shows a high de-

gree of European integration with many MSs participating. Yet at the same time, it is important 

to notice that out of all participating MSs, France makes the highest contributions in terms of 

troops and funding (Dicke, 2014, p. 109). 

 EUTM Mali is facing several challenges, which are caused by the prevailing security 

threats in northern Mali (Pfrengel, 2015, p. 20). In 2015, Mission Commander Albl’s predeces-



 

       
 

47 

sor, Brigadier-General Pfrengel, declared that the MAF was unable to provide the eight battle 

groups that should have been trained by EUTM soldiers (ibid.). The MAF had to commit the 

majority of their forces to the north of Mali, where violence prevailed even after the signing of 

the Peace Agreement in 2013 (ibid.). Consequently, the lack of battle groups hindered the EUTM 

from running a complete operational cycle (ibid.). Pfrengel (ibid.) concludes that 

“[n]otwithstanding the significant progress made by the MAF, they still need the support of the 

international community to set the conditions for a sustainable Malian owned training system 

and a robust operational cycle,” which means that EUTM Mali has clearly not yet achieved its 

objectives. Looking ahead, Pfrengel (ibid.) sees the greatest challenge for EUTM Mali in align-

ing its two pillars to achieve a sustainable training system that is built on Malian ownership and 

runs a full operational cycle.  

 Other challenges have resulted from insufficient supplies of equipment and material, 

which has affected the quality of the training (Skeppström, Wiklund, 2014, p. 2). In addition, the 

selection of trainees shows a lack of ethnic diversity, which may lead to further tensions and can 

negatively impact the legitimacy of the MAF (Skeppström et al., 2015, p. 360) According to 

Skeppström et al. (ibid.), who based their research on interviews with personnel involved with 

the planning and execution of the mission, “the number of trainees from the Tuareg population 

has steadily decreased with each training cycle, and by the third round of training, not a single 

Tuareg was included”. This exclusion has been justified “by the fear of infiltrators, as the later 

cycles have primarily consisted of new recruits, whereas the first round mainly included already 

enrolled soldiers” (ibid.). Excluding the Tuareg and other minority populations in the training of 

MAF could thus be seen as a continuation of the marginalization of the north (ibid.).  

 Moreover, Skeppström et al. (2015, p. 359) determine that EUTM Mali does not ade-

quately address the issues of accountability and civilian control, which, as they argue, may lead 

to soldiers defecting to participate in a future coup or in disrespecting international humanitarian 

law. Efforts have been made to implement a follow-up system, which monitors trained battle 

groups during their deployment to the north of Mali. These “operational assistance detachment 

teams” provide feedback on the behavior of deployed battle groups and thus on the effectiveness 

of EUTM trainings (Skeppström, Wiklund, 2014, p. 2). Since these were bilateral contributions 
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from France, further monitoring teams should be established by EUTM Mali. Skeppström et al. 

(2015, p. 363) summarize this challenge stating that “with the EUTM missions, the EU has ven-

tured into partially new territory, providing military capacity building in direct conjunction with 

an ongoing conflict, while having a limited ability to influence how its trainees subsequently 

conduct themselves in combat”. 

 Complementing EUTM Mali in light of the ambition of a CA in the Sahel, the EU 

launched a European Union capacity building mission (EUCAP Sahel Mali) on January 15, 2015 

(EUCAP Sahel Mali website). Based in Bamako, EUCAP Sahel Mali is a civilian mission man-

dated to assist the Malian government with the reform of its internal security forces (ibid.). With-

in the framework of regional partnerships and coordination with international partners such as 

MINUSMA, EUCAP Sahel Mali provides assistance and training to the Malian police, gendar-

merie, and the national guard, aiming at:  

• Improving their operational efficiency;   
• Re-establishing their respective hierarchical chains;  
• Reinforcing the role of judicial and administrative authorities with regard to the manage-

ment and supervision of their missions;   
• Facilitating their redeployment to the north of the country. (Council of the European Un-

ion, 2014) 

With a mission budget of €11.4 million for 2015, a personnel strength of 110, and 13 MSs con-

tributing to the mission, EUCAP Sahel Mali is clearly smaller than EUTM Mali. Attempting to 

increase coherence of EU crisis management, EUCAP Sahel Mali should cooperate closely with 

the other CSDP missions in the region, namely EUTM Mali, EUCAP Sahel Niger, and EUBAM 

Libya (Council of the European Union, 2014). EUCAP Sahel Mali focuses on the long-term ob-

jective of building Mali’s security forces, as EU HR Mogherini stated: "The EU is a steadfast 

partner of Mali. The new mission reinforces the EU's comprehensive support to stability and 

security throughout Mali. By assisting the Malian internal security forces, EUCAP will help 

bring a long term solution to Mali's security challenges" (Council of the European Union, 

2015a). Due to its recent launch, there is not yet any research on the mission’s implementation 

nor on potential challenges it is faced with. In general, capacity-building missions often face dif-

ficulties in recruiting sufficient EU personnel since the supply of highly skilled experts is limited 
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and the incentive of deployment is rather low (Marijnen, Mattelaer, 2014, p. 60). EUCAP Sa-

hel’s operational effectiveness is yet to be determined since these types of missions must be con-

ducted over a long time to be successful (ibid.). 

 In conclusion, the two CSDP missions show aspects of CMCO to a limited degree. Even 

though EUTM Mali is defined as a military operation, its soldiers are not deployed to the north 

nor are they allowed to be involved in any combat activities. Consequently, European crisis 

management in Mali is predominantly characterized by civilian activities combined with military 

expertise but not military action. EUTM Mali struggles with constraining factors stemming from 

the lack of adequate material and the prevailing security threats in the north. Lavallée and Völkel 

(2015, p. 184) argue that the combination of civilian and military means in the Sahel region bears 

certain risks: on the security-development nexus, actions taken to enhance security come at the 

expense of potentially longer-term development engagements. Moreover, they see a risk in train-

ing Malian forces within the framework of the EUTM because they might split or become an 

enemy in the future (Lavallée, Völkel, 2015, p. 185). Finally, they are concerned that the EU’s 

support of the Malian government might affect the EU’s credibility in being an impartial actor 

(ibid.). Their recommendation is to avoid putting civilian achievements at risk by involving mili-

tary means and to focus on development efforts instead (ibid.).  

 Lavallé and Völkel (2015) show valid concerns in the debate on the effectiveness of 

CMCO. Does it, as they argue, do more harm than good? There are multiple angles for refuting 

Lavallé and Völkel’s (2015) criticism. First, they seem to neglect the fact that security and de-

velopment are inextricably intertwined as argued in the Sahel strategy. One cannot be achieved 

without the other, and the key therefore lies in a CA of addressing both security-related and eco-

nomic deficiencies. Without France’s military engagement, there would arguably be no safe 

enough environment for any development efforts to be fruitful. Secondly, while the argument of 

training potential enemies is a legitimate concern, it has been addressed by implementing the 

monitoring system described above. Since these were bilateral contributions from France, further 

monitoring teams should be installed by EUTM Mali. Finally, Lavallé and Völkel’s (2015) criti-

cism on partiality is of course important especially in the context of neocolonialist concerns. Yet, 

the opposite course of action would mean to stay inert even after both the Malian government 
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and the UNSC have called on the international community for assistance (UNSC Resolution 

2071, 2012). This would not only contradict the European strategic objectives set out in the Sa-

hel strategy but also the entire discourse on containing terrorist threats facing Europe. In that 

case, the EU would be deemed impartial yet it would then face criticism of neglecting its respon-

sibilities of protecting its citizens. 

4.4 Applying the Analytical Framework  

The questions remain why the EU refrained from a military CSDP operation that would actively 

be involved in addressing the security threats in northern Mali, and how France’s unilateral in-

tervention impacts the EU’s credibility as a security actor. In this section, these questions will be 

addressed using the established analytical framework of realism, institutionalism, and construc-

tivism with a particular focus on the concept of strategic culture. 

4.4.1 Realism 

Agreeing on a common strategy that identifies threats and interests for the entire union is a cru-

cial step towards a CA in the Sahel. Yet, this does not mean that all MSs equally acknowledge 

the strategic importance of the Sahel region. Some do not show the political will necessary for 

rapid CSDP responses to the crisis or deny an incorporation of military means (Hadfield et al., 

2012, p. 1). From a realist perspective, it could be argued that this lack of political will stems 

from the fact that on the one hand, military operations put a high financial burden on MSs, and 

on the other hand, that the risk of casualties is much higher than in civilian missions 

(Haesebrouck, 2015, p. 13). As established, launching a military CSDP operation is seen by real-

ists as the result of a careful cost-benefit analysis in an intergovernmental bargaining process, in 

which states have divergent interests and asymmetric capabilities. MSs that do not have high 

interests at stake in Mali are unlikely to share the financial burden and put their citizens at risk, 

and will therefore veto against active military engagement. Full-scale military CSDP operations, 

such as EUFOR RCA or EUFOR RD Congo, are difficult to sustain not only in financial terms 

but also with regard to capabilities. The alternative of deploying battlegroups is equally cumber-
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some as outlined in section 2.2. Engberg (2014, p. 173) explains that the “Weimar” battlegroup 

consisting of Polish, German, and French forces would have been ready by spring 2013 but its 

deployment would have required approval by the German Bundestag, “which was unlikely to 

happen at short notice, and the Poles showed no apetite [sic] for involvement. There was no wish 

to act, so no fire brigade was established” (ibid.). While waiting for parliamentary approval 

would have taken too long, it proved easier for the French to intervene unilaterally (ibid.). 

 In that sense, a military training mission with its non-combat nature represents the low-

est common denominator that all MSs could agree on: “[T]he EUTM missions provide an ap-

pealing policy tool, by ostensibly being low-cost, low-risk, and swiftly deployable missions, ca-

pable of tackling one of the most high-cost, dangerous, and intractable challenges currently fac-

ing the international community” (Skeppström et al., 2015, p. 363). Thereby, realists argue, 

western powers provide security in Africa using a proxy because it allows them to protect their 

national interests without engaging in combat themselves (Olsen, 2014, p. 291). In this context, a 

proxy means that the EU provides for the costs while Malian troops do the actual fighting. 

Moreover, the realist approach considers CSDP as a tool for mostly “the big three’s” interests, 

which allows a multinational cover for essentially colonial practices (Rayroux, 2013, p. 741). 

This argumentation clearly contradicts the idea of the EU being a normative power, which con-

structivists put more emphasis on, as will be discussed below (ibid.). 

 Taking individual MSs’ interests into consideration, it is certainly France, Mali’s former 

colonial power, that has the highest interests at stake and that is therefore the driving force of 

European engagement in Mali (Olsen, 2014, p. 301). France has participated in more CSDP mis-

sions than any other MS and has been influential in convincing other MSs to participate in opera-

tions they were at first reluctant to join (Rayroux, 2013, p. 737). It is therefore not surprising that 

EUTM Mali was initially placed under French command with France also being its biggest troop 

contributor (Dicke, 2014, p. 101). From a realist perspective, European crisis management in 

Mali is predominantly driven by French capabilities with CSDP as a multinational cover for 

French neocolonial interests. One of the more rarely noted motivations behind France’s initiative 

in Mali concerns resources. French uranium mines in Niger, Mali’s neighboring country, were 

attacked by members of MUJAO, one of the extremist groups involved in the Malian conflict 
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(Coolsaet et al., 2013, p. 1; Youngblood Coleman, 2015, p. 49). Consequently, the containment 

of organized crime and extremists in Mali is inter alia a matter of securing French energy inter-

ests in the region. France’s more outspoken interests concern the security of its own citizens in 

Mali. In response to attacks and hostage takings of French citizens, former Prime Minister of 

France François Fillon declared in 2010: “We are at war with al Qaeda” (France24, 2010). Using 

the term “war” illustrates the high importance of the matter to French foreign policy, which cul-

minated in its unilateral military intervention in 2013.  

 However, France was faced with 26 other MSs that did not share the same perception, 

which influenced the bargaining process of launching a CSDP operation as will be analyzed be-

low. 

4.4.2 Institutionalism 

Seeking to “Europeanize” its efforts, France was certainly the most active MS in moving forward 

the military CSDP mission in Mali, and it was also France that drafted the UNSC Resolution 

2071 authorizing the launch of AFISMA (Olsen, 2014, p. 301). By adapting an institutionalist 

lens, challenges can be identified in the intergovernmental bargaining process of launching the 

CSDP missions in Mali. As an initiating MS, France held a weak bargaining position in the deci-

sion-making process of launching a CSDP operation, and it therefore had to lower its demands in 

order to reach consensus, as the alternative would have been no operation at all (Haesebrouck, 

2015, p. 14). While operation Serval reflects the strategic importance of Mali to France, EUTM 

Mali represents the lowest common denominator of the bargaining process on EU level. It fol-

lows that the launch of a CSDP mission is more protracted, and that unilateral interventions are 

essentially faster and more flexible. The institutional design of CSDP, especially the consensus-

seeking decision-making process, the inter-pillar competition, the lack of communication be-

tween EU institutions, the separate civil and military planning procedures, and the non-binding 

funding mechanisms impeded the rapid military response needed in Mali at the height of the cri-

sis (Mattelaer, 2010, p. 11; Smith, 2013, p. 42).   

 Concluding this institutionalist perspective, it could be argued that the relevant EU insti-

tutions are simply not developed enough to provide a rapid response military operation similar to 
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France’s operation Serval (Coolsaet et al., 2013, p. 3). Following that argument, “more perma-

nent planning and conduct structures as well as intelligence assets within the EEAS” would be 

required to deliver swift and comprehensive military assistance (ibid.). Yet, realism and rational-

choice institutionalism neglect the importance of social appropriateness in European crisis man-

agement – a normative concern that sociological institutionalists and constructivists emphasize 

because it played a crucial role in the EU’s response to the conflict in Mali in particular, and in 

shaping European security actorness in general. In other words, the question is not only if the EU 

has the capacity to provide rapid military assistance in Mali but also if it should. 

4.4.3 Constructivism 

Constructivists point to normative concerns of active military engagement in Africa. A norma-

tive-based assessment of using force in CSDP operations relates to the EU’s emphasis on human 

rights and international law being fundamental to its organization (Engberg, 2014, p. 43). Ulti-

mately, these constructivist concerns lead to the question of actorness, meaning how capable the 

EU is as a security actor and the type of actor it wants to be perceived as. Davis (2015, p. 278) 

observes that the EU’s role changed from being a “non-political donor focused on managing 

technical development aid projects” prior to the crisis to emerging to “a much more political ac-

tor, accepted by the government, the MNLA and other bi- and multilateral actors”. By engaging 

in security matters in Mali, the EU’s role changed from a purely development-focused to a more 

political nature. At this point, Engberg’s (2014, p. 43) observation on the EU’s self-perception is 

worth mentioning: 

There is reason to believe that the EU, by and large is respected as a security provider by 
third parties and a welcome partner in collective security cooperation. It is, however, im-
portant to note that the EU’s self-perception is not always shared by local actors in the 
conflict area. 

With regard to Mali, this is important to note because the presence of Western former colonial 

forces could provoke resentment among the local population and harm the EU’s image as an 

impartial normative actor (Lavallé, Völkel, 2015, p. 171). 
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 Other scholars focus on the moral responsibility of the EU towards the Sahel with re-

gard to some of its MSs’ military engagement in Libya, whose spill-over effect was one of the 

driving forces of the deteriorating security situation in Mali (ICG, 2012, p. 8). Coolsaet et al. 

(2013, p. 3) see this responsibility as not exclusively French but as concerning the entire EU: 

“All those who subscribed to the Sahel Strategy ought thus to feel responsible for acting in the 

current crisis situation”. By conducting CSDP operations in Mali, the EU is attempting to “mate-

rialise the EU’s discourse and ambitions” in the Sahel region (Rayroux, 2013, p. 741). In con-

structivist terms and in contradiction to realist understandings, EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel 

represent a European normative approach towards security based on social appropriateness by 

focusing on local ownership for military crisis management instead of engaging in hard power 

responses (Manners, 2002, p. 236). Following that train of thought, any unilateral military en-

deavor ultimately harms the attempt of establishing a normative-based and coherent approach to 

European crisis management (Rayroux, 2013, p. 734).  

 Other MSs have at large become skeptical of France’s push towards military engage-

ment in Africa, and have begun to question the logic behind EU military operations on that con-

tinent in general (Gowan, 2013, n. p.). Most MSs agree that stabilizing Mali is important, yet, 

according to Gowan (ibid.) they feel that “they have already experimented enough militarily in 

Africa”. Gowan (ibid.) is referring to the EU interventions in the DRC, which despite short-term 

successes left the country unstable. Engberg (2013, pp. 1, 4) claims that this mission fatigue 

stems from the lack of success of interventions in failed states as well as uncertainty over the 

utility of force. 

 On the more critical side, it could be argued that EU military operations in the Sahel 

lend legitimacy to ultimately neocolonial French and not European interests (Keenan, 2014). 

With the CSDP missions in Mali often misleadingly mentioned in media in context with the 

French intervention, it is not surprising that this has become a widely spread opinion (BBC 

News, 2013). However, this can be refuted by the fact that the stabilization of the region is a pri-

ority of common EU strategies, and the observation that France does not hesitate to intervene 

unilaterally if the necessary consensus is not reached in the EU. This is not to say that there is no 

neocolonial motivation behind France’s intervention but it means that France does not necessari-
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ly need the European framework to defend its national interests in Mali. Following that argumen-

tation, the fact the EU refrained from a full-scale military CSDP operation in which a single MS 

would have more at stake than any other could actually be seen as an attempt to prevent CSDP 

from being exploited for national purposes. 

 On the other side, Okemuo (2013, p. 238) even calls France’s unilateral intervention in 

Mali “an unavoidable and honourable response in the face of the EU’s inertia”. Yet, it can fairly 

be argued that France’s unilateral military action affects the EU’s credibility as a coherent securi-

ty actor. Okemuo (2013, p. 226) traces the EU’s responsibilities towards Sub-Saharan Africa 

with regard to partnership agreements such as the Joint Africa EU Strategy (JAES) and the Co-

tonou Agreement, and concludes that unilateral action undertaken by a MS “does not relieve the 

EU of its responsibility under the partnerships” but it rather harms the EU’s credibility. 

 In conclusion, a constructivist approach accounts for CSDP as “serving an ontological 

identity-building purpose” (Rayroux, 2013, p. 743). By launching civilian CSDP missions as 

well as military operations, MSs are forced to reflect upon the evolving security nature of the 

EU. By increasing operational experiences, the EU’s self-discovery process evolves through a 

constant struggle of finding consensus between arguably divergent strategic cultures (ibid.). In 

the following section, it will be analyzed if the concept of strategic culture helps to understand 

why the EU did not launch a full-scale military CSDP operation in Mali. The focus will be on 

France, Germany, and the UK as they are arguably the “big three” drivers behind CSDP.  

4.4.4 The Big Three and Their Strategic Cultures 

Scholars have been debating if the European intervention in Mali is truly a multilateral effort or 

rather a neocolonial French endeavor under CSDP cover (Coolsaet et al., 2013; Okemuo, 2013).  

Okemuo (2013, p. 219) criticizes the EU for failing to provide immediate military relief: “[w]hile 

the EU was quick to respond with a decision to send a EUTM to Mali during the less aggressive 

stage of the conflict, it did not maintain this response reflex at this latter and more aggressive 

stage of the conflict”. As outlined above, this protracted response is essentially due to institution-

al constraints, especially concerning the intergovernmental decision-making process of CSDP, as 

well as realist aspects of divergent interests and capabilities. Yet, on a unilateral basis, France 
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was able to provide the rapid military response needed. France justified its military intervention 

in Mali on several grounds. First, the Sahel region is of particular interest for France due to its 

colonial history, the presence of French nationals in the country, and the threats they are faced 

with (French White Paper, 2013, p. 54). Secondly, illicit trafficking and the establishment of 

terrorist networks pose threats not only to the Sahel region but also to Europe (ibid.). Essentially, 

the French intervention was justified as preventing the region from becoming a “hotbed of inter-

national terrorism” (ibid.). Thirdly, France recognizes that it has higher interests at stake than 

other MSs and that the US might not always be willing to provide military assistance where their 

interests are less concerned: 

Not all our partners and allies give the same weight to the strategic importance, for Eu-
rope, of its eastern neighbours, the Mediterranean and the part of Africa from the Sahel to 
Equatorial Africa. However, for France there is no doubt that these regions are of priority 
interest for the whole of the European Union, and that a common vision of the risks and 
threats is both desirable and urgent. It is even more important to affirm this collective Eu-
ropean priority in that our American and Canadian allies expect us to assume an essential 
share of our responsibilities in regions where they consider themselves to be less directly 
concerned. (French White Paper, 2013, p. 55) 

This statement reveals realist concerns of state interests and power, which have been discussed 

above. Nevertheless, this is essentially also a discourse on France’s strategic culture. Irondelle 

and Schmitt (2013) analyzed France’s strategic culture using the analytical framework estab-

lished by Biehl et al. (2013; see chapter 3.3.1). Concerning the willingness to use military force, 

they demonstrate that  

France emphasizes the need for a United Nations resolution and mandate, but acknowl-
edges that French armed forces might have to intervene on a unilateral basis to protect its 
citizens abroad or to enforce bilateral security agreements with former colonies in Africa. 
However, unilateral operations have to be limited in scope because of the limited capabil-
ities of the French armed forces. (Irondelle, Schmitt, 2013, p. 127) 

Essentially, France’s unilateral endeavor in Mali can be seen as a case in point for French disillu-

sionment with CSDP (Engberg, 2014, p. 180; Irondelle, Schmitt, 2013, p. 131). Through dis-

course analysis of debates in French national committees on defense matters, Rayroux (2014, pp. 

394-395) identified a shift from enthusiasm at the beginning of the CSDP project to frustration in 
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more recent years. Even though France would prefer a multilateral framework for its military 

engagement, it struggles with the EU’s CA while seeking to establish defense capacities inde-

pendent of the US and NATO, and has thus come to realize that the CSDP is not an efficient 

framework for protecting its interests (Irondelle, Schmitt, 2013, p. 131; Marchal, 2013, p. 497). 

This “EU-fatigue” is the result of “frustrating experiences of lack of support for African opera-

tions, including EUFOR Chad/CAR and EUFOR Libya” (Engberg, 2014, p. 180). The more 

militarily inclined French strategic culture and the country’s position on addressing the crisis in 

Mali with military means was confronted with skepticism from other MSs, especially Germany 

and the UK, whose strategic cultures will be briefly analyzed in the following (Davis, 2015, p. 

268). 

 In terms of providing security abroad through military means, Germany has been called 

a “hesitant middle power,” with its abstention in the UNSC vote on military intervention in Lib-

ya in 2011 being a primary example (Daase, Junk, 2013, p. 146). After WWII, Germany’s will-

ingness to use military force has been very limited, and it has increasingly built a self-perception 

of being a “civilian power” (ibid.). Daase and Junk (2013, p. 147) demonstrate that “[i]n compar-

ison to some other European countries […], the German public rejects by wide margins military 

intervention as a legitimate tool for German involvement in external crisis and conflict manage-

ment – only 14 percent support it”. Justifying military engagement therefore becomes very diffi-

cult for German politicians who are keen on being re-elected. Here, discourse plays a crucial role 

as in contrast to the French, the German government is very reluctant to use the term “war” 

(Daase, Junk, 2013, p. 148). Daase and Junk (ibid.) use Germany’s troop contribution to the 

NATO-led intervention in Afghanistan as a case in point, for which the term “stabilization opera-

tion” was seen to be more adequate for convincing a critical public of the humanitarian motiva-

tions conveyed beforehand. As soon as a public debate ignited over the realization that it is in-

deed a war that German troops were involved in, 70% of the German population demanded the 

withdrawal of German soldiers from Afghanistan (ibid.). While focusing on its military engage-

ment in Afghanistan, Germany has been rather reluctant to get militarily involved in operations 

on the African continent, “particularly if pushed by member states with a seat on the Security 

Council” (Engberg, 2014, p. 180). 
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 In general, and particularly in the aftermath of the financial crisis, Germany’s military 

spending has been declining, constituting only 1.2% of its GDP in 2015, in comparison to the 

larger budgets of France (2.1%) and the UK (2.0%) (SIPRI, 2015). It follows that German con-

tributions to military CSDP operations remain limited, and national defense policies endorse the 

concepts of pooling and sharing within multilateral frameworks of both NATO and the EU 

(Daase, Junk, 2013, pp. 140-141). Additionally, Germany has generally been “particularly re-

strictive with regard to the use of the Athena mechanism for financing deployment costs of the 

EU’s military operations” (Engberg, 2014, p. 180). Thereby, Germany has proven to play a gen-

erally reluctant yet essential role in the launching process of military CSDP operations (ibid.). 

 Daase and Junk (2013, p. 148) conclude that German strategic culture is characterized 

by “the hope that by military presence alone there will be stability, without the need to adapt to 

local conflict dynamics”. This means that both EUCAP Sahel Mali and EUTM Mali are missions 

that Germany can contribute to with clear conscience because neither of them involves any use 

of force. In fact, both missions are currently led by German Heads of Mission, which reflects 

Germany’s general ambition of supporting multilateral operations (Daase, Junk, 2013, p. 146). In 

conclusion, a restricted military budget and a preference of soft over hard power responses char-

acterize German strategic culture, which thereby clearly distinguishes itself from French and 

British strategic cultures. 

 The UK is one of the three influential drivers of European crisis management with its 

defense budget being the largest in the EU (UK Government, 2015, p. 13). While generally more 

willing than Germany to use force if necessary, the UK focuses its military strategy on conflict 

prevention (Cornish, 2013, p. 380). Following a strategy of outweighing costs against benefits, 

the UK’s strategic culture follows the recognition that a military intervention required after a 

failure to prevent conflict will be more cost intensive than investment in conflict prevention 

(ibid.). It follows that the UK is only willing to employ force if key national interests are at stake 

with benefits outweighing the costs of the operation, both in human and financial terms (ibid.). In 

short, Cornish (2013, p. 382) concludes that the UK ensures that “badly planned, under-equipped 

or unnecessarily risky military operations will be avoided”. In contrast to France’s determination 

to strengthen European defense capabilities independent of the US and NATO, the UK, with its 
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enduring alliance with the US, has been keen on encouraging European contributions to NATO 

instead of duplicating it (Cornish, 2013, p. 377). In 2010, the UK’s Strategic Defence and Securi-

ty Review stated that it requires “collective security through NATO as the basis for territorial 

defence of the UK, and stability of our European neighbourhood” (UK Government, 2010, p. 

12). Five years later, it still emphasizes that “NATO is at the heart of the UK’s defence policy” 

(UK Government, 2015, p. 50). 

 With regard to Mali, the UK decided to send logistical and financial support as well as 

deploy 330 soldiers, none of whom will be involved in any combat (BBC News, 2013). Moreo-

ver, then Defense Minister Philip Hammond stated that “[i]t is not our intention to deploy com-

bat troops. We are very clear about the risks of mission creep. We have defined very carefully 

the support that we are willing to provide to the French and the Malian authorities” (ibid.). This 

statement is interesting in two respects: First, by being aware of potential mission creep, meaning 

the fatal expansion of the scope of a mission, Mr. Hammond essentially reflects the UK’s risk-

averse strategic culture. Secondly, this statement clearly focuses on bilateral Franco-British de-

fense cooperation, and it is only in the end that the article briefly mentions that any soldier de-

ployed from the UK will not be joining the French unilateral intervention nor MINUSMA but the 

CSDP training mission. Thereby, the French unilateral military intervention, MINUSMA, and 

EUTM, which was not yet launched but already agreed upon at the time this article was pub-

lished, are referred to undifferentiated in the same context. This reinforces the misleading im-

pression that it is only France that is militarily involved in Mali. In conclusion, while the UK and 

France are approaching each other in potential security and defense cooperation, as manifested in 

the Lancaster House Treaties of 2010, their respective strategic cultures show clear differences in 

terms of their foreign policy orientation along the lines of Atlanticism vs. Europeanism, and the 

willingness to use force (Cornish, 2013, p. 378). 

 Despite these differences, Biava et al. (2011, p. 1244) claim that the EU shares a com-

mon understanding that “is based on an enlarged vision of security and on a comprehensive, mul-

tilateral and internationally legitimate approach to threats, implying the use of all sorts of instru-

ments (military and civilian) in an integrated manner”. In other words, it is the strategic ambition 

of a CA to crisis management as well as the military and civilian operational experience that lay 
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the groundwork for a potential European strategic culture. However, the Mali case demonstrates 

that divergent national strategic cultures can be one of the factors preventing a true implementa-

tion of the CA in European crisis management. Outlining the divergent strategic cultures of the 

three most influential driving states of CSDP has helped to understand why a full-scale military 

CSDP operation in Mali was not launched. While Okemuo (2013, p. 219) states that France did 

not explain why it intervened unilaterally and that the EU similarly did not justify its initial iner-

tia, Davis (2015, p. 268) claims that “[i]nadequate French diplomacy in Brussels coupled with 

British and German disinterest meant this mission would not fly the EU flag”. Due to a lack of 

personal access to the inner circles of EU decision-making, Davis’ statement cannot be supported 

nor refuted, yet it can be evaluated as very likely with respect to the three countries’ divergent 

strategic cultures. Moreover, Engberg (2014, p. 172) agrees that Germany and other MSs were 

reluctant in agreeing to a military operation in Mali while the training mission in Somalia was 

seen as the preferred type of engagement. With France leaning towards hard power responses in 

a “war” against the terrorists, and Germany reluctant to employ force or even use the term “war,” 

and the UK’s risk-averse approach to military engagement, it becomes clear that a consensus on 

an active military CSDP operation would be difficult to reach.3  

 Referring to the groupings established by Biehl et al (2013, p. 391; see section 3.3.1), it 

could be argued that “the big three” move in two different categories of strategic cultures. On the 

one hand, Germany is ambitious to be perceived as a reliable partner in the CSDP missions in 

Mali, despite having lower interests at stake, in order to remain influential in shaping CSDP 

(Biehl et al., 2013, p. 392). Thereby, it could be seen as attempting to shape the EU’s security 

actorness through international bargaining (ibid.). On the other hand, France and the UK could 

be assigned to the group focused on “protecting and projecting state power” (Biehl et al., 2013, 

p. 393).  In this category, states are  

focused on power projection [and] understand security and defence policy to be about in-
ternational order and stability. They perceive a responsibility to engage beyond Europe, 

                                                
3 It should be noted that this is a comparison of only three MSs’ strategic cultures, yet consensus must be reached 
among 27 MSs in total. In other words, there are 24 more strategic cultures to be taken into account, which would 
evidently exceed the scope of this thesis. 
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possibly globally, to manage crisis and conflict and are willing to make resources availa-
ble, relative to their size and wealth, to underpin this ambition. (ibid.) 

Recognizing that this categorization is by default imperfect as reality is more complex than this 

division suggests, Biehl et al. (ibid.) nevertheless provide a useful point of departure for under-

standing the complex dynamics driving different strategic cultures. By establishing these catego-

ries, which group several MSs around similar thematic orientations, Biehl et al. (2013) also allow 

for a new middle ground in the debate on a possibly common European culture. Without making 

a claim on the existence of a common European strategic culture, they do assert that there are 

areas of convergence between MSs, which at least allow space for a potential common strategic 

culture to emerge (Biehl et al., 2013, p. 393). In the end, the concept of strategic culture is not 

the explanatory remedy for any discrepancy in EU policymaking, yet it provides a valuable un-

derstanding that can be seen as complementing explanations brought forward by realists and in-

stitutionalists. 
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5 Discussion and Conclusion 

This case study has revealed a high degree of complexity inherent to European crisis manage-

ment with several interdependent factors at play, which should briefly be reflected with regard to 

the research questions. This research unfolded from one central observation: Despite the EU’s 

endorsement of the French-led unilateral intervention in Mali, the EU refrained from launching 

its own full-scale military CSDP operation in Mali. This seemingly paradoxical inertia has been 

approached from an integrated theoretical perspective, providing different understandings, which 

will be discussed in the following. 

5.1 Discussion of Results 

From a realist perspective, an imbalance of interests, with France clearly having most at stake, 

explains the resistance from other MSs to get militarily engaged in Mali. Following rational 

thinking based on material structures, other MSs did not see the relatively high human and finan-

cial costs of an active military operation outweighing the benefits of repelling the insurgents in 

Mali. Since realists neglect the importance of institutions in shaping EU action, the institutional-

ist perspective provided valuable contributions. Emphasizing the predominantly intergovernmen-

tal nature of CSDP, institutionalists would argue that France held a rather weak bargaining posi-

tion when seeking consensus on military engagement in Mali, leading to the lowest common 

denominator in form of the CSDP missions EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel Mali. Moreover, 

institutionalists emphasize the weak structures as well as the lack of inter-institutional communi-

cation and coherence as impeding the EU’s ability to provide rapid military assistance.  

 Moving from the rationalist to a cultural approach that follows a logic of appropriate-

ness, constructivists emphasize normative concerns of legitimacy and the utility of force related 

to military engagement in Mali. Thereby, the focus of the question shifts from why the EU did 

not launch a military operation to if it even should. Constructivists debate the potential moral 

responsibility of the EU towards Mali with regard to development partnerships and some of the 

MSs’ military involvement in Libya. In any case, while a hard power military engagement in 
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Mali could provoke resentment among the local population and harm the EU’s self-perception of 

being a value-based and impartial actor, a training mission such as EUTM Mali provides local 

ownership without risking neocolonial connotations.  

 Essentially, the compilation of these arguments also provides an answer to the more 

general question of what is impeding the effectiveness of CSDP mission launching processes. 

Operational challenges concerning funding, capabilities, as well as planning and conduct capaci-

ties are further complicated by strategic issues of divergent interests and lack of political will. 

The complex interplay of material aspects of costs, capabilities and interests, the institutional 

design of intergovernmental decision-making, as well as normative concerns explains why CSDP 

mission launching processes are rather cumbersome and slow. The fact that the EU is not a state 

is important to note here since action on unilateral level can essentially more easily be achieved 

than on EU-level. This is ultimately reflected in France’s decision to intervene unilaterally de-

spite its general preference of embedding military engagement in an arguably more legitimate, 

multilateral context. 

 The final research question of how the French-led unilateral intervention and the EU’s 

initial inertia in the conflict have impacted the EU’s credibility as a global security actor is defi-

nitely the most difficult to answer due to its highly subjective character. The most straightfor-

ward answer is that the French decision to go it alone has certainly not been beneficial for up-

holding the EU’s credibility. In any case, it has opened up space for criticism that the EU is ei-

ther incapable or unwilling (or both) to provide rapid military relief in a region said to be of high 

strategic importance to the EU. On the one hand, discrepancies between the EU’s discourse of 

applying a truly CA by drawing on both civilian and military instruments in its crisis manage-

ment efforts and its actual implementation are quite apparent when comparing the Sahel strategy 

with the actual operational accomplishments. On the other hand, refraining from using force in 

Mali and instead focusing on local ownership and state-building efforts through EUTM Mali and 

EUCAP Sahel Mali arguably furthers a value-based approach of European crisis management 

focused on local ownership. In other words, if the EU had provided the military assistance need-

ed to repel the insurgents, it would not have faced criticism of incapability and reluctance but it 

could have been accused of neocolonial behavior. It seems that either way, to intervene or not to 
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intervene remains a highly delicate decision between the lesser of two evils. In that sense, this 

thesis does not claim to determine if the EU’s way of action was right or wrong, as that remains a 

subjective judgment, but has rather focused on analyzing different understandings of its behav-

ior. 

 Finally, this study has followed an ambition of contributing to theory development by 

assessing the extent to which the concept of strategic culture helps to understand the dynamics at 

play. Having contrasted Germany’s, the UK’s, and France’s respective strategic cultures, it can 

be argued that the divergence of strategic cultures significantly impedes the launch of a military 

CSDP operation. Different dynamics along the dichotomy of Atlanticism vs Europeanism, and 

especially the willingness to use force can be strong enough to prevent the launch of an opera-

tion. The concept has proven to be valuable in bridging the rationalist-constructivist divide by 

incorporating both risk-based as well as normative concerns towards the utility of force. Never-

theless, as constructivists emphasize, divergences in strategic cultures are not necessarily an im-

pediment to greater European integration on security and defense matters. Having discussed pos-

sibilities of convergence, there is certainly space for a common strategic culture to develop with 

the ambition of a CA being its most influential driver.  

 However, the concept of strategic culture on its own does not grasp the complexity of 

factors involved. Beyond the rationalist-constructivist divide, integrating contributions from real-

ism, institutionalism, and constructivism provides the most comprehensive explanatory model 

for the complex web of interdependent factors involved in European crisis management. The 

integration of both rationalist and constructivist approaches has demonstrated that neither can on 

its own account for European security and defense processes. What does that mean for the future 

of CSDP? Essentially, European crisis management is a balancing act between securing interests 

while observing values (Youngs, 2016, p. 13). In light of the forthcoming EU global strategy, 

Youngs (2016, p. 14) emphasizes the need for more clarity in how to achieve this balance that he 

calls “interest-driven values”. In other words, the greatest challenge facing CSDP lies in how to 

integrate values and interests, appropriateness and rationality, civilian and military means, strate-

gy and implementation, and essentially constructivist and realist approaches in a coherent crisis 

management effort.  
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 This thesis will conclude by making some final remarks on how this case study can con-

tribute to the task of grasping the EU’s security actorness. Finally, an outlook for further research 

possibilities will be provided. 

5.2 Conclusion - The EU as a Global Security Actor? 

Having established that today’s crises and conflicts cannot be tackled by purely soft nor hard 

power, the question of how the EU positions itself as an arguably global security actor is becom-

ing increasingly relevant. Despite the EU’s strategic ambition of making use of the entire toolbox 

of civilian and military means at its disposal, its non-intervention in Mali points to a different 

direction. Even though the motivation behind the Sahel strategy was to enable preventive action, 

the situation in Mali continued to deteriorate without hindrance to a point where prevention was 

no longer feasible. The disparity between strategy and actual operational implementation has 

revealed institutional weaknesses, deviating interests, asymmetric capabilities, and diverging 

strategic cultures across the EU. Yet, the EU’s refrainment from hard power could also be an 

indication that the EU is not only focused on but also highly capable of civilian crisis manage-

ment, while hard power resolutions are left to other actors, such as NATO, the US or France. 

 In the end, these observations form an assessment of European security actorness. Since 

the case of Mali reflects a rather protracted and soft power focused approach, it could be argued 

that the EU is not (yet) a significant security actor on the international stage either because of 

incapability or because it is simply unwilling to employ hard power. However, this would ne-

glect the fact that it has in other cases indeed made use of force within large-scale military opera-

tions such as Artemis in the DRC (Engberg, 2014, p. 1). In other words, it would be imprudent to 

make assumptions on the EU’s actorness solely based on one case. Thereby, this study opens 

opportunities for further research on European security actorness. Engberg’s (2014) research 

provides a good analytical framework to that direction by focusing on the conditions under 

which the EU decides to undertake autonomous military operations. She concludes that  

[t]he likelihood of a military operation is high when interests, tasks and risks situate 
themselves in the low-to-middle bandwidth. […] The EU will undertake mostly modest 
military operations as part of a comprehensive crisis management approach. It cannot be 
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excluded that the EU could intervene in situations marked by high risks if interests are 
strong, for example in case of a conflict in Europe or on the European periphery that 
would threaten the stability of the EU. (Engberg, 2014, p. 182) 

With regard to Mali, this would imply that the EU’s interests were not high enough for it to en-

gage more, which would contradict its strategic ambitions determined in the Sahel strategy, and 

thus shows that other factors influenced the EU’s response, as this thesis has demonstrated. 

 This does not mean that the EU should only be defined as a purely civilian-focused se-

curity actor as other cases have demonstrated the EU’s willingness to apply force. It follows that 

it is important to discuss European military engagement on an individual basis since driving and 

impeding factors can include a wide range of interest-based as well as value-based considera-

tions. In the end, it is a careful case-by-case analysis from a perspective bridging the rationalist-

constructivist divide that proves to be the most comprehensive. To this end, this single-case 

study has contributed to a more in-depth understanding of the case-specific factors at play in 

Mali. By integrating an extensive theoretical framework, this study has sought to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding that goes beyond pure empirical findings. Nevertheless, significant 

limitations have to be noted since drawing more generalized conclusions from this study would 

require comparisons to other cases. At this point, further research could continue the learning 

process by conducting comparative case studies using this theoretical framework on other CSDP 

operations with the objective of fostering an understanding of European security actorness.  

 On a final note, it should be emphasized that other dynamics, such as the current refu-

gee crisis and reoccurring terrorist attacks in the EU, are currently shaping European security 

integration. Germany, for instance, is planning on increasing its troop commitment to MI-

NUSMA, one of the UN’s most dangerous operations, despite the country’s rather soft-power 

focused strategic culture (Bötel, 2016; ZEIT, 2015). This decision must necessarily be seen in 

light of Germany’s influx of refugees for whom Mali is often either a country of origin or a 

transit country (ZEIT, 2015). Similarly, it can be argued that the recent attacks in Paris and Brus-

sels have increased the perceived importance of stabilizing states prone to becoming hotbeds for 

terrorism, while also leading to enhanced cooperation throughout the EU (Council of the Euro-

pean Union, n.d., “EU Fight Against Terrorism”). Military engagement overseas could then in-
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creasingly be justified as a necessity to prevent attacks on European soil. In other words, terror-

ism poses a strong common threat to all MSs, which will presumably accelerate intergovernmen-

tal cooperation on EU security and defense matters. It could arguably even be a threat strong 

enough to surmount ideational differences resulting from divergent strategic cultures, yet it re-

mains to be seen in how far the EU will be capable and willing to find a common voice as a 

global security actor. 
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Figure 1, “EU Strategic Lines of Action for Security and Development in the Sahel”, in Hadfield 
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