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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Since the Cold War, Western countries have come to believe that democratic civil peace 

reduces the risk that a “state will erupt into or return to war” (Barnett et al., 2007: 37). 

Following this, the international community increased activity by promoting liberal policies 

worldwide as a means to achieve peace (Oneal et al., 1996: 14). The study of liberal 

peacebuilding has grown in popularity since the Cold War, promoting liberal norms including 

democracy and liberal marketisation. Within this framework, liberal democracy promotion had 

become a trademark in the process of state-building and peacebuilding. 

Overall, history has shown that the attempt to realise liberal peace has often justified 

increasing international coercive involvement in the peacebuilding processes by enforcing 

liberal norms, promoting institutionalisation and state-building. This is particularly true in the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA), where authoritarianism continues to be dominant. 

However, these efforts have often justified Western states’ coercive measures in peacebuilding 

processes that enforce foreign states to adopt liberal norms and values. It shows that coercion, 

in the form of actual use or the threat of it by one actor against another, is at times used to reach 

peace (PRIF, 2018). While scholars often refer to coercion as a harmful side effect of 

peacebuilding, libertarians see coercion as necessary to establish peace and order. The 

scholarship offers thus two confronting assumptions on coercion and peace. 

Subsequently, liberal peacebuilding research continues to suffer from several 

significant limitations when investigating the relationship between coercion and peacebuilding. 

There are two prominent voices within the academic debate: those who systematically oppose 

coercion within peacebuilding (Lederach 1998) and those who see coercion as an inherent 

element of peacebuilding (Pugh, 2012; Turner and Kühn, 2019; Gippert, 2017). 

Liberal peacebuilding is a complex phenomenon often marked by asymmetric power 

structures, in which several actors engage simultaneously. History has shown that many failed 
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missions to establish sustainable peace and implement a solid democratic foundation came with 

promoting liberal values (Campbell et al., 2011: 31). Nonetheless, many argue that liberal 

peacebuilding is the only feasible and practical approach to peacebuilding yet given the lack of 

feasible alternative approaches (Paris, 2010). It is nearly impossible to measure any significant 

success of liberal-peacebuilding approaches, but the criticism towards it is rising (Exo, 2017). 

These critiques push policymakers and academics to conceptualise a successful liberal 

peacebuilding apparatus that works and is possible to evaluate. This makes it all more 

momentous to critically engage with liberal peacebuilding attempts in specific contexts and 

systematically study underlying concepts that impact and might even hinder its success, such 

as coercion.  

At present, much research has already been done on the dangers and opportunities of 

liberal peacebuilding. Scholars such as Paris, Chandler, Richmond, and Campbell have made 

essential contributions to the critical liberal-peace debate, discussed in greater depth below. 

Moreover, this thesis case explores liberal peacebuilding in Palestine, broadly investigated by 

scholars such as Alagha, Müller, Turner, Zahda, Bouris, and Cebeci. Critical voices recognise 

the power asymmetry in the MENA region often created through extensive and long-standing 

foreign engagement in the region. However, coercion as a subject of research within EU 

peacebuilding attempts has not been studied. 

Thus, this dissertation explores the concept of coercion within liberal peacebuilding in 

the specific case of European Union (EU) -Palestine peacebuilding. The academic 

understanding of coercion has been segmented, as sometimes referred to in the literature as 

sanctions or punishment for noncompliance (Gippert, 2017). More contemporary debates are 

notions of structural or systemic coercion (Fisher, 2013; Pugh, 2012; Valentini, 2011a). While 

academics seem to have used the term coercion in retrospect with liberal peacebuilding, they 

do not conceptualise the term. Consequently, the literature lacks a systematic representation of 
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what constitutes the nature of coercion and what the consequences of applied coercion are. 

Furthermore, very little attention has been paid to the conceptual question of coercion in its 

empirical dimension (Gippert, 2017), specifically in the EU's peacebuilding role in the MENA 

region. 

The lack of research on coercion in liberal peacebuilding hinders the development of 

effective and legitimate peacebuilding approaches by the international community (Müller and 

Zahda, 2018). Likewise, it also significantly impacts the effectiveness of peacebuilding 

measures and often causes extensive tension between international peacebuilding attempts and 

local communities. 

Strengthening the scholarship on coercion can contribute to better understand why 

peacebuilding processes do not always have the awaited results. With globalisation and a new 

power shift in the world, it is essential to study current peacebuilding processes, not in a 

vacuum, but to consider the conflict’s true nature, including involved actors and local 

perspectives. The coercive character of liberal peacebuilding, used by international institutions 

like the EU, is not sufficiently considered. Academics have given little attention to the role 

coercion might have on peace in a specific context. 

Given that status, this research investigates the role of coercion in EU liberal 

peacebuilding activities in Palestine. It explores how the EU uses coercive mechanisms or 

makes use of coercive structures in the region to implement liberal norms and values in 

Palestine. This research specifically addresses the following questions: 

 

How does the EU peacebuilding approach in Palestine fall within the liberal peace 

framework after the Oslo Accords? And in what way does coercion appear in that 

framework?  
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The first part of this research addresses the EU’s role in the Middle East Peace Process 

(MEPP), focusing on its foreign policies towards Palestine and peacebuilding activities. The 

second part explores how coercion appears in the relationship between the EU’s peacebuilding 

attempts and Palestine. The question explores how coercion is embedded in structures, which 

are deeply impacted by long-standing foreign-actor involvement in this specific context. For 

this purpose, interviews with Palestinian peacebuilding scholars and practitioners are used to 

explore how local Palestinians perceive coercion within the EU-Palestine peacebuilding 

framework. This case study is of great relevance due to the EU’s dubious but special 

relationship to the region and its actors. The EU constitutes Palestine's major provider of 

external assistance (EU, 2016a). Moreover, the EU's foreign policy agenda emphasises the 

importance and priority of solving the conflict between Israel and Palestine. As such, they 

demonstrate a long-standing involvement in the peacebuilding attempts in the region, with an 

increasing role played over the past decades (Müller and Zahda, 2018). Furthermore, the EU’s 

self-narrative in this context is one of a non-coercive actor. This dissertation looks beyond the 

surface and explores more implicit factors of coercion, appearing through power asymmetries.  

The framework of this dissertation falls within the critical debate around liberal 

peacebuilding and adds a valuable contribution to it by including local voices. The aim is to 

contribute to an improved conceptualisation of coercion within liberal peacebuilding in the 

specific case of EU peacebuilding in Palestine, by including the perspective of the local actors 

on the receiving end of the EU peacebuilding efforts. Knowing how and why coercion appears 

in a peacebuilding framework in a particular context helps improve intervention and leads to 

less conflicting disputes between foreign actors and local communities.  

This research focuses on a selection of specific aspects of the EU-Palestine 

peacebuilding framework, namely, the liberal-peace framework implemented by the EU and 

their attempt to establish a democratic Palestinian state, through democratisation and the 
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Security Sector Reform (SSR). These EU activities were chosen as they were the most 

prominent topics coming up during interviews as well as in the existing literature. Furthermore, 

this research takes the Palestinian perception of the EU’s intervention and influence on their 

autonomy into account and does not further focus on those of the Israelis.  

The findings of this study indicate that coercion rather maintains the status-quo of the 

Israel-Palestine conflict and enlarges Palestinian’s dependency on foreign assistance. The EU-

Palestine peacebuilding context can be seen as constituting a coercive environment in which 

Palestinian’s freedom and autonomy are limited. 

 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

Liberal Peacebuilding  

This chapter discusses the theoretical framework of liberal peacebuilding and coercion and 

presents the dominating debate and critique surrounding the topics. Theories around coercion 

have been selected from International Relations (IR) literature and social and political scholars. 

The first part offers a critical discussion of the core scholarly literature on liberal peacebuilding. 

The second section provides a holistic overview of the literature on coercion and its limitations 

in the current debate.  

As defined by Ramsbotham et al. (2011), peacebuilding corroborates peacemaking and 

peacekeeping, as it tackles structural problems and addresses the long-term relationship 

between the parties in conflict. The evolution of peacebuilding started in the early 1990s, and 

Boutros-Ghali, the sixth Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN), strongly supported the 

process. Peacebuilding, as a term, is a holistic notion which aims to approach the complexity 

of a conflict and transform the political, economic, and societal structure (Fisher 2001).  
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The contemporary literature and academic debate on peacebuilding are predominantly 

characterised by the liberal peacebuilding debate, more broadly referred to as ‘liberal peace’ 

(Newman et al., 2009). This concept emerged from the trauma of the Second World War 

(Sabaratnam, 2011). World leaders created international organisations and passed agreements 

to promote international cooperation to prevent a conflict escalation similar to the historical 

events (Paffenholz, 2011: 139). The liberal peacebuilding framework in post-conflict societies 

is characterised by various forms of global interaction, including cooperation, bargaining, and 

external interventions. Advocates of the liberal framework strongly believe that the liberally 

constituted state tends to be more peaceful, both internally and externally. Accordingly, 

advocates believe the liberal world order is the best way to ensure sustainable world peace, as 

this framework holds the necessary tools to consolidate disputes and potential conflicts (Doyle, 

in Rasmussen, 2003; Paris 2010; Paffenholz, 2011). Liberal peace promoters thought to unify 

the world under a hegemonic system that reproduces liberal institutions that are interdependent 

worldwide due to liberal marketisation and a social, political, and economic system based on 

liberal values (Richmond, 2011). Paffenholz (2011: 139) posits that the promotion of 

democracies is thought to prevent conflicts of interest from escalating into violence. In recent 

decades, Western countries were sure that liberal peace was the only way to achieve this and 

that it was their duty to rescue the other parts of the world, especially the global south, from 

itself (Mac Ginty, 2008: 149). 

Thus, early promoters of liberal peace identified two concepts that would lead to 

durable peace: The first one being a democratic system that ensures peaceful behaviour on a 

domestic and international level (Riis Andersen 2011: 5), also referred to as ‘the liberal peace 

theory’. The second idea refers to security and development, which are understood as 

inextricably linked and indispensable for durable peace (Ibid.). Academics refer to this concept 

as the security-development nexus (Ibid.: 6). The security-development nexus suggests that 



12 

violent conflicts hinder economic growth and “cause substantial human, political and economic 

costs affecting societies and regions” (Ibid.: 6). This understanding implies that economic 

crises cause poverty and inequality, leading to insecurity and violent conflict (Ibid). As such, 

liberal peacebuilding aims to promote political and economic institutions to achieve 

development and security, which lays the foundation for peace (UNSG 1992). The idea of 

liberal peace implies that promoting liberal values such as democracy, human rights, the rule 

of law, and good governance ensures a peaceful coexistence of democratic states (Riis 

Andersen, 2011). This is in spite of the fact that they wage war against other democracies and 

manage to solve conflicts through nonviolent mechanisms. Ritterberg (2008: 11) argues that 

fragile states not only have an influence on the population in the region, but also have an impact 

on international stability and security in industrial societies. In accordance with Ritterberg 

(2008), Duffield (2014) politically considers that the security-development nexus encapsulates 

the idea that no nation can entirely isolate itself from the consequences of poverty and 

instability in fragile countries, and thus to secure stability at home, Western democracies must 

seek development abroad (Ibid.).  

 

Pillars of liberalism  

There are three main pillars in liberal IR theory that identify the liberal nature of peacebuilding 

in a specific context. The first pillar, as already mentioned, is democracy promotion (Doyle, 

2005; Smith et al., 2016). The idea dates back to Kant, who believed that all humans in a society 

should be free (Rauscher, 2007; Gregor, 1997: 18). Kant emphasised the importance of power 

balance. More precisely, citizens should have the freedom to influence the power distribution 

and impact the state. This is centred on Rousseau's idea of the so-called "Social Contract," 

which provides a foundational understanding of the Western sovereign state (Gourevitch and 

Rousseau, 2018). The concept posits that every citizen has the same rights and responsibilities 
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and that the state has the right to employ violence to a certain degree as they protect the citizens 

from and for the state (Hoffmann, 1995: 160).  

The overall assumption of the theory is that through the process of institutionalisation 

and democratisation of all countries, which assures social order (Doyle, 2005: 464), war could 

be made extinct (Lake et al., 2021: 229). The EU in itself is a democratic union promoting 

democracy as one of its top priorities on their agenda because the union is convinced that 

democracy is the just system of governance allowing humans to realise their human rights and 

claim their needs (Grimm and Mathis, 2018). As a result, democracy will lead to development 

and stability and therefore ensure peace. Most academic literature describes democracy 

promotion as a more comprehensive set of measures applied by external actors directly to 

establish and strengthen democracy in a given country (Wolff, 2016: 74; Burnell, 2000: 3-5.; 

Azpuru et al., 2008: 151). Tools used for implementing such measures include development 

aid projects or diplomatic appeals to democratic conditionality, or even the use of military force 

(Wolff, 2016: 74). Wolff (2016: 74) mentions that the kind of democracy supported in a 

peacebuilding setting depends on the particular concept of democracy upheld by the particular 

democracy promoter. In the EU’s democracy promotion, this usually means promoting liberal 

democracy (Kurki, 2010: 363).  

The second pillar is interdependence, meaning that the relation between international 

actors is interwoven and dependent on one another. The interdependence idea suggests that the 

pull to maximise the outcome of the actors' interests leads them to cooperate and bargain 

compromises. However, interdependence does not always occur in a power equilibrium, raising 

questions about the nature of liberal peacebuilding. According to Keohane and Nye (1977), 

interdependence can take the form of cooperation but does not necessarily have to be on an 

economic level or between political leaders. Furthermore, the idea suggests that states do not 

have to use military resources if they are interdependent. Prerequisites for creating 
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interdependence are well-functioning institutions and the existence of a state apparatus. As 

such, state-building is often part of liberal peacebuilding efforts by western states. Nye and 

Welch (2014) argue that sanctions are a standard tool to control other states through 

interdependence. Interdependence forces states to negotiate with each other and resolve 

disputes fast as the alternative of war is more costly.  

The third pillar of liberalism is law and order, often based on principles of international 

law. International law is implemented by international institutions, meaning that it stands above 

the domestic state. Deudney and Ikenberry (1999) claim that those international institutions 

guarantee the spread of capitalism and free trade based on the international law framework. 

Furthermore, international law transports international norms that favour democracy, human 

rights, and cooperation.  

 

Critical stand on liberal peacebuilding 

While various studies have shown a strong correlation between the essence of democracy, 

liberal market dynamics in a given setting, and predominantly peaceful interaction with other 

democracies, the liberal framework has not proven the most suitable model in all contexts 

(Chan, 1997: 59-91; Ray, 1998: 27-46; Russett and Starr 2000). It is safe to state that the history 

of success of the liberal-peacebuilding model dates mainly back to Western Europe’s 

experience in the advent of the Second World War. To present a critical stance on this 

predominantly one-sided approach, the following authors contribute to the liberal 

peacebuilding scholarship: Schneckener (2005), Heathershaw (2008), Exo (2018), Tanabe 

(2017), Mac Ginty (2008), and Richmond (2011).  

Critiques especially comment on the forceful and coercive nature of liberal 

peacebuilding. Since the beginning of the 1990s, liberal peace and humanitarian intervention 

concepts were highly forceful and legitimised military interventions in foreign states (Exo 
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2017). Those interventions are associated with the concept of peacebuilding and legitimise a 

foreign actor’s involvement in another country’s autonomy (Ibid.). The necessity of military 

intervention, for example, is justified with the enforcement of previously unprotected human 

rights and the need for global stabilisation (Ibid.). In other words, imposing liberal principles 

after a resolved conflict and reconstructing a country and its society is the benchmark for 

durable peace. After all, these peacebuilding interventions often impose a unified framework 

in highly power asymmetric settings, fragile states or contested states. Some critical voices 

even speak of paternalism and imperialistic practices within the liberal peacebuilding context 

(Dworkin, 1972; Debiel et al., 2016). Paternalism describes the interference in an actor's 

liberty, justified by the actor's “attempt to substitute his judgment for another's one on the 

grounds that this is in the latter's best interests or welfare” (Barnett, 2016: 13). The number of 

inducing and paternalistic interventions increased as many global states are understood as 

failed or failing states (Exo, 2018). Thus, this phenomenon is perceived as “alarming” for the 

West and a significant factor for uncertainty within world politics (Council of the European 

Union, 2009: 32-33). 

Authors such as Alagha (2017) and Niemann and Hoffmann (2018) use the concept of 

'actorness’ that offers a more constructivist explanation of international actors' engagement in 

peacebuilding, particularly in the case of the EU. Sjöstedt (1977: 16) states that actorness is the 

“ability to function actively and deliberately in relation to other actors in the international 

system”. The concept states that the need for identity formation is a factor that is at the base of 

foreign engagement in other countries (Niemann and Hoffmann, 2018). Within IR, ‘the self’ 

of an actor is constructed by engaging with others and putting one’s identity in relation within 

the global arena. 

The liberal peacebuilding framework is often criticised as an archaic colonial practice. 

Heathershaw (2008) condemns the agenda for peace as legitimising a new colonial division of 
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the world. According to Heathershaw (2008: 615), the UN Report ‘A More Secure World’ puts 

forward a two-tier structure of sovereign states, on the one side subjects of interventions and 

the other objects of interventions. In line with that observation of Heathershaw (2008), Exo 

(2017: 91) comments on the liberal peace idea that the receivers of liberal peacebuilding receive 

the interventions as a “gift” rather than on a request or reaction on a self-determined decision. 

The traditional liberal-peacebuilding approach raises the question about tensions between the 

external peace deliverer and the local, thus about the asymmetric power relations between the 

West and peacebuilding receivers. Critical voices of the liberal-peace approach recognise the 

disadvantages of such top-down practises, whereby the local and bottom-up dynamics are often 

neglected (Müller and Zahda, 2018; Richmond and Mac Ginty, 2015). Recent critics further 

develop the concept of liberal peace and promote the local turn to transform the top-down 

peacebuilding approach into a more locally owned peace transformation.  

Nevertheless, those same critics of the liberal peace model recognise the limitations in 

contemporary peacebuilding activities but provide little to no reliable alternatives to the liberal 

peace framework (Paris 2010: 360; Cooper, Turner, and Pugh, 2011). Jarstad and Belloni 

(2012: 4) warn that the hybrid approach, best described as the fusion of traditional liberal 

practices and the local turn, is practically impossible to realise. The hybrid approach allows a 

justification for domestic institutions to exercise power over citizens and control their freedom, 

often dangerous practices in fragile countries with corrupt institutions (Ibid.).  

Richmond (2014), Gippert (2017), Exo (2018), and Creary and Byrne (2014) 

researched liberal peacebuilding in several different contexts forming a scholarly basis that 

critically evaluates prior peacebuilding interventions. Their findings make a clear case for how 

the Western world is the most powerful player steering the liberal peace paradigm. Richmond 

(2011: 1) also calls it the “standard approach to thinking about peace”, underlining the 

dominant stance of the West in promoting peacebuilding in the world. By this cyclical process, 
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democratisation often seems to be declared the only viable way of resolving conflicts and 

assuring peace in the future. The orderly competition of the election campaign is to take the 

place of the violent competition (Heathershaw, 2008: 602).  

 

Critical stand on western unified peacebuilding values 

The liberal peace paradigm unifies different interventions by multiple international agencies, 

such as the EU, because they all opt to implement a triple transition of pacification, 

democratisation, and economic liberalisation (marketisation). The underlying assumption is 

that these transformation processes positively influence each other, leading to sustainable 

development and peace as opposed to conflict (van der Borgh, 2007; Millar 2016: 571). 

However, by using the case of El Salvador, van der Borgh (2007: 101-117) argues that the three 

transitions are not necessarily complementary and can even contradict each other. Paris (2004) 

and Sieder (2011) mention the destabilising effect in the fragile circumstances of post-conflict 

countries as a pitfall of the liberalisation process because these states do not necessarily have 

an efficient and working government. Therefore, he argues that the most critical and complex 

problem in the peacebuilding process is the lack of understanding of how to establish 

governments in countries that are marked by anarchy or authoritarianism (Paris, 2004: 46-47). 

Wolff (2016: 73) takes it even further by arguing that the framework is in crisis due to a much 

more fundamental problem. With democracy promotion being a central aspect of the liberal-

peacebuilding approach, external actors often take on a mainstream peacebuilding strategy that 

promotes liberal values (Wolff, 2016: 73). Wolff (2016: 74) argues that democracy promotion 

programs often use non-liberal and non-democratic means to achieve their goals. Wolff (2016) 

claims that asymmetric power relations within the liberal peacebuilding, in which democracy 

promotion takes place, are core reasons for the appearance of the problematic use of non-liberal 

means for achieving liberal orders. Wolff (2016, p. 74) writes, “Any external activity that aims 
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at exerting a significant influence upon the political regime in a given county clashes with 

liberal and democratic core values such as autonomy and self-determination”. Thus, external 

actors often neglect or ignore the importance of communities’ right of self-determination, a 

central aspect of liberalism, and use illiberal forms of implementing their own interest.  

 

Coercion In Peacebuilding 

The literature on peacebuilding offers little conceptualisation of coercion. Some authors refer 

to coercion as the use or threat of physical violence, such as military interventions (Dodge, 

2006; Giustozzi, 2011; McAllister and Wright, 2019). Other authors exclude the concept of 

coercion in peacebuilding as they understand the nature of peacebuilding as non-coercive 

(Bercovitch and Kadaifi, 2002). Herrberg (2018: 293) even refers to conflict mediation as a 

tool of peacebuilding and as a cost-efficient alternative to coercion. Authors such as Chandler 

(2017), Egger (2016), Lidén (2009), Mac Ginty (2011), Moe (2018), Newman and Richmond 

(2009) critically reflect on the (liberal) peacebuilding framework as incorporating an unequal 

power balance that can be understood as coercive. While the concepts refer to coercion as a 

negative side effect or underlying concept, the literature does not offer further definitions. The 

relationship between Western and non-Western institutions is often an asymmetric one, 

whereby the West imposes sovereignty over the non-western actors (Chandler, 2017: 83). Only 

a few authors pay more attention to the role of coercion in peacebuilding. One of them being 

Fritz (2015), who refers to the concept of coercive socialisation by which a state’s available 

actions are constrained by inducing a set of norms and values of another state actor: 

[...] a victorious state is attempting to set the boundaries of what is acceptable 

defeated state behaviour by encouraging certain paths and blocking others to start 

socialisation processes that lead the vanquished to accept as legitimate or 

internalise an imposed norm-set (Fritz, 2015: 380). 
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Talentino (2012) and Agbonifo (2017), in line with Fritz (2015), argue that inherently states 

apply coercion that penetrates other states with their norms and values. According to Talentiono 

(2012: 49), coercion is built upon the foundation of power asymmetry, giving stronger states 

the opening for imposing their interests on weaker states (Simmons, Dobbin and Garrett 2006; 

De Nevers, 2007).  

Gippert (2017) refers to coercion as the threat of imposed sanctions. These sanctions 

are thought of as bargaining tactics to de-escalate a dispute and mainly target the relation 

between the coercer and the coerced actors. Sanctions might also put an actor in an 

uncomfortable position within the international arena, harming diplomatic relations and 

causing economic disadvantage for the targeted actor (Agbonifo 2017).  

 

Power discourse in IR  

The concept of coercion varies in literature and over time and therefore lacks a universal 

definition. To broaden the understanding of the concept of coercion, it is necessary to use 

elements from different but complementary scientific traditions in the social, cultural, and 

human sciences. 

The understanding of coercion is heavily influenced by power theories, such as soft 

power and hard power. According to Nye (2011: 619), the pioneer of the theory of hard and 

soft power, power is “the ability to affect others to get the outcome one wants”. As stated by 

Nye (2011) and Wilson (2008: 114), military interventions, coercive diplomacy, and economic 

sanctions are subject to hard power. In accordance, Gallarotti (2011: 29) describes that hard 

power builds on required resources such as economic means or armed forces, making it often 

a costly manoeuvre. Nye (1990) was one of the first who introduced the concept of soft power, 

describing it as a strategy to persuade an actor wanting to do something, rather than to force 

the actor into committing an action (Wilson, 2008: 114). The strategy is attributed to attraction 
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and uses power resources such as ideology, culture, and institutions (Nye, 2009: 63). As such, 

it is fundamental that the agent that uses soft power holds the required legitimacy to apply it 

effectively (Cooper, 2004: 173). As a result, soft power allows behavioural transformation by 

applying sufficient persuasion and appeal for the targeted object without competition (Nye, 

2011). Nevertheless, the theory of hard and soft power does not fully explain why the subject 

of such power is compelling with the demand. In other words, the theory of hard and soft power 

does not necessarily attribute the limited choice of an actor who is subjected to coercion. 

Ball (1978) describes coercion as a subcategory of power, and can manifest through 

force, control, compulsion, and persuasion. Coercion can occur in the form of soft power, hard 

power, or the threat of such. According to Ball (1978), power by coercion is always a contested 

construct. He criticises the agency model of coercion which, mainly in libertarians’ view, 

presupposes that coercion has a causation at its base (Ibid.: 99). Meaning that the coerced 

actors’ behaviour is determined by the applied coercive act, in the form of a threat, power, or 

inducement conducted by the coercer (Ibid.: 98). 

This model surpasses the hard and soft power theory by showing that coercion brings 

forward several implications. The most outstanding factor that distinguishes coercion from 

force is the diminished freedom of the targeted agent, which can be understood as violating 

fundamental rights (PRIF, 2018: 7). While power, as an umbrella term under which coercion 

falls, refers to the potential to bring an actor to do something, coercion also relates to the act of 

using this power (Ibid.). Consequently, coercion usually leaves the target with limited choices.  

Ball (1987: 106) criticises the agency model of coercion for continuing to fall into the 

narrow understanding of the traditional-power paradigm debate. The model assumes that the 

agents are isolated individuals, and that the coercer must be aware of what the other actor would 

not do without the coercive act (Ibid.: 106). Ball (1987) and Reiman (2012) offer an alternative 

view and argue that existing structures restrict actors' freedoms and force them to do things 
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they otherwise would not do. Ball (1987) therefore, builds up an antithesis to the agency model 

of coercion and argues that structural coercion does not necessarily encapsulate individuals and 

that coercion does not have to be an act. According to him, coercion can also be a condition, 

state, or disposition. In this sense the coercive act does not necessarily do something to or with 

the subject of coercion. Therefore, the actors do not necessarily have to be in a causal coercive 

relationship. Consequently, coercion must not be an intentional act (Ball, 1987; Valentini, 

2011a).  

 

Deterrence and compellence theories 

Following Schelling’s (1966) study, the concept of coercion is divided into two types within 

IR studies. The first regards the character of ‘deterrence’ and the second of ‘compellence’. 

Deterrence is used to force an actor not to do something, while compellence induces an actor 

to do something (Schelling, 1966; Greenhill, 2017; Schaub, 2004). Deterrence is often ascribed 

as a helpful strategy that prevents the escalation of a crisis threatening to evolve into war. Both 

strategies locate the adversary in a decision-making situation, and pressure the adversary to 

comply with the demand or face the consequences of the coercer's threatened sanctions or 

punishment (Schaub, 2004: 391).  

The deterrence and compellence theories belong to the coercive bargaining strategies, 

whereby the relationship between the actors and their power is important to determine 

(Schelling, 1966; Nagel, 1975; Merlingen, 2013). Thereby, it is necessary to evaluate the scope 

and the domain of power in a specific context (Nagel, 1975: 14). For an actor to apply 

deterrence or compellence, the actor has to hold a certain degree of self-perception and a 

particular awareness of the other actor to calculate if the coercive act would hold the necessary 

credibility.  
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Coercive diplomacy  

As a pioneer of the coercive diplomacy theory, George (1991) argues that coercion 

encapsulates nonviolent mechanisms as an alternative to physical engagement. It reinforces 

political demands with a threat of punishment for noncompliance (Ibid.). According to George 

(1991: 11-13), understanding coercion has to be credible and potent enough to persuade the 

opponent to comply with the demand. As a result, coercive diplomacy will lead to in the 

peaceful resolution of inter-state conflicts without the use of military resources (Art and Cronin, 

2003; George, 1991: 3). Importantly, coercive diplomacy is a reaction to an action that is 

obnoxious for the other actor. Therefore, coercive diplomacy departs from the deterrence 

theory, which calls upon threats to deter an adversary from taking an undesired behaviour 

(Levy, 2008: 539; George and Smoke, 1974: 11).  

Political leaders often use coercive diplomacy as a political and psychological strategy. 

Similar to the deterrence and compellence strategy, the coercive diplomacy strategy constitutes 

a bargaining tactic (George, 1991; Fearon, 1998). In practice, states often rely on strategies that 

involve force and threats to influence the attitudes and actions of other groups (Fearon, 1998). 

According to George (1991), threats, positive inducement, persuasion, and accommodation are 

integrated elements in the bargaining strategy as an alternative to war or costly coercive 

military strategies. A vital characteristic of coercive diplomacy, which plays a significant role 

while studying coercion, is that the strategy encapsulates positive inducement to influence an 

adversaries’ will, something that traditional coercion debates overlook (Lebow and Stein, 1987; 

Davis, 2000). 

While military interventions are a coercive tactic that subordinates the navigation of a 

situation and eliminates the adversaries’ capabilities, it does not necessarily influence the 

adversaries’ will (George, 1991; Slantchev, 2011). Coercive diplomacy, on the other hand, is 

a political-diplomatic strategy that targets the adversaries’ cognitive state often through 
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rewards or the threat of sanctions (Art and Conin, 2003; Jentleson, 2006). In other words, 

coercive diplomacy influences an adversaries’ will and might cause the undesired action(s) to 

generate unbeneficial repercussions or cause costly outcomes (Stankovic, 2010). It is a strategy 

that includes the threat of force and the use of such force, if necessary, in a controlled manner 

(Daniel et al., 1999; Stankovic, 2010; George, 1991). As such, the goal is to induce an 

adversary to agree and follow the coercer’s demands or, if the situation allows, to negotiate the 

favourable settlement and avoid escalating the dispute (Levy, 2008: 539). However, the 

coercive diplomacy theory and most of the subsequent empirical research assume that all actors 

are rational. The theory lacks to consider values, culture, and psychological factors that 

interplay in conflict (Lebow, 2007: 223- 225). 

 

Structural and systemic coercion 

As presented above, some authors refer merely to physical force or the threat of such while 

referring to coercion. Fisher (2013) and Valentini (2011b) include the more subtle forms, 

notably the structural forms of coercion. Various factors affect our capability to acquire what 

we want. Our coexistence is based on a web of inherited social forces (Nye, 2011), some of 

which are evident, and others are more indirect or, as Fisher (2013) calls it, ‘structural’. 

Fisher (2013) introduced the term structural coercion in studying broader social, 

political, and economic settings and how those structures constrain individuals to participate in 

clinical trials. Fisher’s (2013) findings state that as those participants have limited access to 

medical treatment due to their socio-economic status, they are coerced to take part in such 

clinical trials. This concept is particularly suited for this dissertation as it considerably broadens 

the scope of coercion and looks beyond material and physical coercion. Especially in 

interaction with non-state actors or countries in post-conflict contexts, there can be a high 

degree of socio-economic disadvantage to other (neighbouring) actors in relation. While direct 
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forms of coercion often require legitimation of a group to be potent, structural coercion is more 

difficult to detect and often not considered as a relevant concept within peacebuilding studies. 

Nevertheless, the concept has aspects to unravel and explore regarding indirect forms of 

coercion that impact a peacebuilding framework in a particular context.  

It is crucial to investigate how structural coercion constraints limit an actor’s options, 

freedom, and autonomy. While structural coercion appears in specific settings, the nature of it 

does not necessarily root in the relationship between the actor that provides peacebuilding and 

the actor that receives it (Fisher, 2013: 360; Nyirenda et al., 2020). However, Fisher (2013: 

357) argues, “Coercion is possible only when the researcher has leverage over potential 

participants who are consequently made vulnerable by their pre-existing relationship with the 

researcher”. In this framework, coercion is no longer tied to the threat of violence, as the 

violence itself is structural. The concept of structural coercion stresses the material imbalance 

resulting from the disequilibrium of (power) structures, such as freedom of movement, 

education, housing, and access to healthcare. The analysis of structural coercion depoliticises 

a single actor as the origin of harm, demonstrating the invisible and discriminatory forces that 

are often at the base of societies (Nye, 2011; Valentini, 2011b). 

Valentini (2011b), distinguishes between interactional and systemic coercion and offers 

an even more precise explanation of coercion by distancing herself from narrow definitions. 

She criticises traditional definitions that only look at interactional coercion, thus “coercion 

exercised by an agent through commands backed by the threat of sanctions” (Valentini, 2011b: 

122). Her framework belongs to the normative debate on coercion and contributes to filling a 

gap in traditional debates around coercion that only look at direct forms of coercion such as 

military interventions or sanctions. The traditional coercive diplomacy, compliance and 

deterrence theory, regard to, as what Valentini (2011b) defines, interactional coercion. 

Systemic coercion, in contrary, refers to coercion as “a system of social rules is coercive if it 
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foreseeably and avoidably places non-trivial constraints on some agents’ freedom-as-

independence, compared to their freedom-as-independence in the absence of that system” 

(Ibid.:170). 

Valentini (2011b) argues that coercion is linked to diminishing an agent(s) freedom and 

loss of autonomy; however, this can also result from indirect social rules affirmed by a large 

enough count of agents. To speak of coercion, the coercive events or practices must be 

“foreseeable, avoidable, and non-trivial1” (Ibid.: 137).  

 

Bringing together the concepts of coercion 

As evidenced, liberal peacebuilding scholarship offers little systematic attention to the role and 

relevance that coercion, might play. Most literature conceptualises coercion either as the 

opposite of peace (Chandler, 2017; Bercovitch and Kadayifci, 2002; Lake et al., 2020) or as a 

set of background conditions for successful peace resolutions. Authors such as Valentini 

(2011b) and Zimmerman (2002) argue, but only the normativism school of thought would fully 

agree that the act of coercion, by which a targeted agent’s freedom is diminished or eliminated, 

would be unjustified. Sociologists and scholars engaging with IR mostly agree that no society 

or world order would function without some form of coercion (Mansbridge, 2015; Zimmerman, 

2002). In this understanding, coercion is a means to keep a peaceful order and seen as a 

technique to steer behaviour. A state’s sovereignty and legitimacy are often subject to its 

capacity to use coercion. Coercion, nevertheless, is a controversial concept due to its 

advantages and sometimes ruinous effects. The perception of coercion and its justification is 

highly coloured by whether the agent is on the perpetrating or receiving end. 

 
1 According to Valentini (2011b: 135) what constitutes triviality is going to be a point of contention to some 

degree. According to her, trivial refers to an act whereby an actor's freedom might be, foreseeably and 

avoidably, deprived yet the act hardly undermines the other actor's autonomy.  
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From the literature review, the following conceptualisation of coercion can be 

extracted: Coercion is the imposition or the threat of costs (in a broader sense) or a structural 

condition, which eliminates an actor’s freedom of action with a view to a certain range of 

options for action. As a result, coercion is understood as an intervention in the freedom of an 

actor by threatening costs if the actor is not willing to change a specific behaviour or set of 

activities or to stop the actor from taking undesired actions in the future (PRIF, 2018). 

Furthermore, the elimination of an actor's freedom can also occur through structural conditions 

that cause coercion and/or are taken advantage of by an external actor in the process of 

imposition (Ibid.).  

Nevertheless, there is a lack of systematic research about coercion in specific contexts 

and a lack of understanding of what role indirect or physical coercion has. While an actor’s 

freedom is limited through a proposal of threat, for example, “Either you give me your 

belongings, or I will shoot you”, the agent still has a degree of choice, however, with limited 

options. The nature of the proposal depends on how the proposal is perceived in the particular 

context, whereas its coerciveness depends on its effects on the coercer’s will. What matters 

then is the effect of the threat and the power the coercing actor holds on another actor(s). In the 

proposed example, the actors will most likely act in a certain way best aligned with the 

coercer’s expected behaviour, yet in an involuntary way for the coerced. 

Despite an increasing understanding among practitioners and academics that local 

context matters considerably for effective peacebuilding, local perception has received little 

attention in studying coercion in liberal peacebuilding. To add to the peacebuilding scholarship, 

this dissertation aims to broaden the concept of coercion to include direct forms of coercion 

with a detectable coercer and structural and systemic forms of coercion (PRIF, 2018; Valentini, 

2011b). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In the following chapter, I discuss the methodological approach of this dissertation and 

elaborate on the empirical framework of the research. The point of departure is the research 

design and a thorough reflection on the material and data used in this research. Furthermore, I 

explain the purpose and contribution of the dissertation framework with a final reflection on 

the potential demarcations of the research.  

 

Research question  

As the literature review has shown, scholars disagree on whether coercion is necessary to 

secure peace or whether it correlates negatively with sustainable peace. As coercion is never 

the explicit subject of peacebuilding studies, this research contributes to a better understanding 

of how coercion appears in liberal peacebuilding. Following, this aims to improve the definition 

of coercion within the liberal peacebuilding scholarship. In particular, it will look at different 

elements of coercion, such as structural and systemic coercion, in a particular context. Building 

up on previous research, this dissertation answers the following:  

How does the EU peacebuilding approach in Palestine fall within the liberal peace 

framework after the Oslo Accords? And in what way does coercion appear in that 

framework? 

Research design 

The research is based on an interpretative, exploratory qualitative framework to look beyond 

our existing understanding of coercion in IR and peacebuilding studies. The qualitative 

approach allows to explore a particular context and to generate a new understanding of coercion 

in liberal peacebuilding within the research setting. As such, I chose the case of the EU liberal 

peacebuilding in Palestine and explored which factors contribute to a coercive nature of the 
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relationship between the EU and Palestine and forms of coercion that appear beyond their 

relationship.  

Qualitative research allows me to reach a deeper understanding of the case that is being 

studied by integrating local perceptions on the EU’s peacebuilding framework. Case studies 

are a valuable tool to understand connections between different relationships and processes 

(Bryman, 2016; Swanborn, 2010). In the case of this research, coercion in the EU’s 

peacebuilding framework in Palestine is explored by investigating the interplay of different 

events and (power) relationships between the actors involved. The case is of particular interest 

as it concerns one of the most complex ongoing conflicts in the world and has gained 

tremendous international attention. The international community is deeply involved in the 

conflict management process, and the EU provides significant funds towards the goal of 

establishing a Palestinian state. Despite the EU's increased engagement in the region since the 

1990s and its move towards being the major donor and a significant peacebuilding supplier to 

the Palestinians, there is still no sustainable peace in sight. Therefore, it is important to study 

the underlying factors that might play a significant role in the EU’s involvement. 

Understanding the forms and means of coercion in EU peacebuilding can contribute 

significantly to reflect on the strategy used by the EU.  

Selecting the case of EU peacebuilding in Palestine was based on several observations. 

Firstly, the context of EU peacebuilding in Palestine is dominated by asymmetric power 

structures, yet the case falls outside of the mainstream understanding of coercion in 

peacebuilding. This suggests that existing definitions of coercion seem not to be suitable for 

this specific case study. However, it would be misleading to assume that coercion is absent in 

this context. The EU does not have a direct military presence in the Palestinian territories, nor 

does it apply clear coercive sanctions towards Palestine to implement liberal peace. 

Nevertheless, several studies (Cebeci, 2019; Cebeci and Schumacher, 2017; Richmond, 2009; 



29 

Elgström et al., 2018; Chaban et al., 2019) indicate that coercion plays a role in the EU’s 

peacebuilding approach in Palestine. However, the literature offers no further clarification on 

how coercion manifests in this context. Therefore, the case reveals a unique context and offers 

the opportunity to explore more subtle forms of coercion in the liberal peacebuilding 

framework. Secondly, for the past decade, the unequal power positions between Palestinians 

and international donors emerged once again to the forefront because of the shifting world 

order (PRIF, 2018: 16). In contemporary literature, the EU is often referred to as non-coercive, 

and its role in the world order is challenged by the emergence of new global political players. 

Thirdly, previous research has not yet dealt with coercion in this specific context as the main 

subject of the study, beyond the mainstream understanding of the power discourse. 

My research emerged from the research programme on Coercion in Peacebuilding 

established by the Peace Research Institute in Frankfurt (PRIF) from 2018 to 2023. The project, 

“Coercion in Peacebuilding'', analyses peacebuilding interventions to uncover the coercive 

character of such interventions (HSFK, Coercion in Peacebuilding). The project was called 

into practice after arriving at the belief that it might be likely that “coercion influences both 

local reactions (cooperation/resistance) and the legitimacy of external peacebuilding 

interventions” (Ibid.). The overall aim is to understand if coercion hinders sustainable peace or 

if coercion is necessary to reach and maintain peace. 

 

 

Operationalisation and analysis  

The research consists of two parts. To explore coercion in the liberal EU peacebuilding 

framework, I first analyse how the EU peacebuilding framework can be understood in terms of 

liberal peace. While there is scholarly disagreement if the EU constitutes a liberal peacebuilder, 

this research presents factors that underline the liberal character in EU’s peacebuilding 
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approach. To understand the role of liberal peace theories within the peacebuilding framework 

applied by the EU, I relied on a theory consuming approach because of the rich heritage of 

research that has already been done on the Israel/Palestine context, foreign actors’ involvement 

in the region, and liberal peacebuilding scholarship. By looking at different liberal 

peacebuilding theories, I extracted indicators for liberal peacebuilding. The selected indicators 

are based on their relevance concerning the theory and the context of this dissertation, namely: 

democratisation, institutionalisation, state-building, and rule of law.  

The second part of the research considers the concept of coercion. To analyse the local 

perception of Palestinians regarding coercion within the EU-Palestine peacebuilding 

framework, I applied thematic analysis. The selected qualitative thematic analysis approach for 

this research allowed me to build up a framework with indicators for coercion in EU 

peacebuilding documents (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Themes have already been established by 

secondary sources and include: opinion about coercion, perception of coercive structural 

factors, and personal assessment of values embedded in EU-peacebuilding projects.  

By breaking up the data into codes, I created themes that are connected to the perception 

of coercion (Ibid.). Thereby, the purpose is to create a foundation that allows comparing similar 

opinions and experiences in my data. Following, I returned to the raw data and compared the 

themes to give meaning to the data (Bryman, 2016). It also enabled me to determine new 

relevant topics for further interviews and look past my preconceived notions and avoid biases. 

Finally, I was able to define the themes and connect them to my analysis.  

The qualitative approach adopts high conceptual validity by interpreting concepts 

directly depending on the context. By triangulating different data sources, theories, and 

methods, the study's credibility increases.  
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Material  

The material relevant for the analysis of coercion in the EU-peacebuilding framework is 

focused on the activities taken by the EU from 1993 until 2020. The time frame was chosen 

because of the EU’s increased role in peacebuilding in the region, marked by a state-building 

centred approach after the Oslo Accords in 1993. To answer the question of how the EU 

peacebuilding attempts fall within the liberal-peacebuilding approach, I used secondary data 

sources from experts who intensively and for a long period of time engaged with the EU-

Palestine relationship (Cebeci, 2018; Huber et al,. 2018; Tocci, 2008; Bouris, 2014; Bouris and 

İşleyen, 2020; Bouris and Reigeluth, 2012; Alagha, 2017). Furthermore, I looked at official EU 

documents, such as the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP), European Union Global 

Strategy (EUGS), European Joint Strategy in Support of Palestine 2017- 2020, and Palestine 

National Policy Agenda 1017- 2022. To answer the research question, triangulation of methods 

and data took place by using secondary sources, official EU documents, and perception analysis 

based on open interviews.  

 

Open interviews with locals 

Richards (1996: 200) states that open interviews are the most suitable method for analysing 

people’s perceptions and opinions. To generate a more holistic understanding of coercion, not 

only coercive acts but also the perceptions of such are relevant, especially with regards to its 

legitimacy. Open-ended questions allow the interviewee to answer freely, which decreases the 

risk of researcher bias. Furthermore, open questions allow discovering new themes and aspects 

of coercion (Richards, 1996; Braun and Clarke, 2006). Data were extracted from 10 qualitative 

online interviews with Palestinian peacebuilding scholars and practitioners, which I conducted 

in July 2021. The interviewees were selected from my professional network and have been 

chosen for their expertise in being on the receiving end of the EU’ peacebuilding. Interviews, 
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as Richards points out, provide important information when conducted with relevant actors in 

a certain field, which matches the nature of this research (Richards, 1996: 200). I relied on 

conceptual mapping to visualise the empirical material and find new themes during the 

interpretation process (Annex 1). The method helped to map out links and reciprocal 

connections between aspects of coercion and EU peacebuilding activities (Daley, 2004). 

Furthermore, it was a helpful technique to create new interview questions (Charmaz, 2014). 

 

Research demarcations and ethical considerations 

Due to a lack of access to field data, I chose to do a single case study analysis. I narrowed down 

the focus to the EU's activities concerning peacebuilding in Palestine. I have chosen to solely 

analyse the concept of coercion in peacebuilding regarding Palestine, excluding Israeli 

perceptions within the framework analysis. While conflict and international peacebuilding 

involvement predominantly impact the lives of both groups, Israelis and Palestinians, it would 

have extended the scope of the dissertation to analyse coercion in that context. This is a quest 

for further research.  

Within social sciences, the main object of study is the organisation of human beings. 

Therefore, it is crucial to not solely describe the existing connections within human 

organisations through theories but also to study the research objective through the eyes of the 

objectified. The researcher then looks, as it were, through the eyes of the people who study 

them and try to see the world as they see it (Bryman, 2016). As the research took place during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, it would not have been ethically responsible to travel to the 

Palestinian region to conduct fieldwork and interviews with those affected by coercion from 

the EU peacebuilding activities. For this reason, interviews were conducted virtually, which 

brings its own difficulties. Given the specialised nature of the subject, the small number of 

interviewees cannot represent the entire Palestinian community. While the interviewees 
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maintained a certain degree of heterogeneity and varied in opinions, only two were female, and 

eight were males. This gender imbalance can have some impact on the findings. Notably, all 

interviewees were living and working in the West Bank.  

While using a single case study does not generate broad conclusions and may not 

represent all EU liberal peacebuilding contexts, the acquired knowledge can be used as a 

foundation for further research. This research does not aim to provide a universal definition of 

coercion, rather this research aims to contribute to a better understanding of the concept of 

coercion to the existing conceptualisation offered in the literature. Perception analysis has a 

valuable contribution to that. Eventually, the results of this dissertation could be used as 

groundwork for further empirical research once the pandemic subsides.  

The interview design is based on the qualitative nature of this research and, as such, 

holds a certain risk of subjectivity and biases of the participants. It is crucial to remember, as 

Marczyk et al. (2021) point out, that the research's analysis and conclusions are unique to the 

respondents and their own viewpoints and experiences. Participants always uphold their own 

interpretations and understanding about the events evolving around them, and therefore the 

truth is inherently subjective (Richards, 1996: 201). With this in mind, a thorough reflection of 

the researcher’s and participants’ biases was taken into account and identified. However, there 

is a certain risk that not all biases were identified. To keep the level of biases low and 

detectable, I conducted interviews with people in the same working area with similar 

backgrounds and used the same questions. Then, I triangulated my data with official EU 

documents and well-established secondary sources. This helped verify people’s spoken 

answers with what is written by the EU and scholarly experts. 

Some degree of cultural differences and language barriers have been taken into 

consideration while conducting this research. The interview content held sensitive information; 
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thus, all interviews were treated with strict confidentiality and third-person translators were not 

involved.  

The research project has been evaluated and approved by the School of Social and 

Political Sciences of the University of Glasgow. The interviews were conducted through the 

Microsoft Team software in compliance with the University of Glasgow ethical guidelines. No 

personal questions that might reveal a person’s identity were asked to mitigate the risk that any 

participant might be recognised. 

 

Chapter 4: Findings and Research Discussion 

The following chapter analyses the chronological order of the EU’s historical involvement in 

Palestine from the Oslo Era in 1993 to 2020. The central questions that steer the analysis for 

this chapter are: how do foreign powers shape historical events in Palestine, and how have 

those structures paved the way for the EU’s liberal-peacebuilding approach?  

The first section analyses the historical context in Palestine and the influence of 

international actors’ involvement on peace processes in the region. This understanding is 

essential for a comprehensive analysis of the structural coercion Palestinians are subjected to 

and the coercive structures deeply ingrained in the historical context in the region. Therefore, 

the section briefly takes into consideration the Israel-Palestine conflict and the main drivers 

that escalate the conflict. The segment presents how international actors created international 

interdependence and constituted structural coercion in the region.  

The second section of this chapter looks at how the EU’s self-perception is created 

through actorness in the MEPP and vice versa. Understanding the EU’s self-perception and 

how it influences its foreign policies makes it clear that the EU is externally and internally not 

perceived as a coercive actor at first glance (Alagha 2017, 1). However, that power identity 

formation closely relates to the coercive structures in the region.  



35 

 

International Engagement in The Middle Eastern Peace Process 

The prolonged conflict between Israel and Palestine has kept peacebuilding institutions and 

researchers occupied for more than seventy years. Hardly any other conflict has received as 

much international attention and experienced as many mediation attempts as the Israeli-

Palestinian one (Ibid.: 1). As Alagha (2017: 1) argues, the scope, as well as the nature of the 

conflict, is not solely a Palestinian-Israeli one, but international actors demonstrated their 

presence and influence in local politics and the peacebuilding dimensions for more than a 

hundred years (Ibid.). By analysing the historical events in the MEPP and, more precisely, 

those that affected Palestinian’s fate, it becomes evident how international actors exploited the 

conflict for their own identity formation in the international arena (Cebeci, 2012; Cebeci, 2018; 

Huber et al., 2018).  

By the end of the First World War, Britain held colonial control over the Arab-Speaking 

Middle East and soon took over the administrative mandate in Palestine (Alagha, 2017). As 

such, Britain was the leading actor in the making of Middle Eastern Politics. The Second World 

War brought a significant change in the region. While Britain had promised the Arabs in the 

area the establishment of an Arab federal state, they simultaneously made promises to establish 

a Jewish national home for the Zionist Movement.  

During the Second World War, Britain and France shared colonial power over the 

Middle East, each having territorial control over regions. Britain was assigned the territory 

today known as Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT).2 Palestine was an 

important geographical space that allowed the West a market route to India, Asia, and Africa 

through the Suez Canal (Fromkin, 2001: 276). The geographical importance of Palestine for 

 
2 For more on the historical events in the region and the partition of the Ottoman Empire see: Alagha (2017).  
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Britain put MENA politics high on their agenda (Ibid.). The geographical and power division 

of the region in the post-Ottoman era was broadly maintained and justified by the efforts to 

resolve the crisis. As such, the involvement in conflict mediation in the region by superpowers 

at that time can be understood as identity negotiation and power politics within the international 

arena.  

 

Eventually, due to Britain's commitment and promises to support the establishment of 

a Jewish state in Palestine, Britain started to withdraw their dominating presence in the region. 

In 1917, Britain's Military Administration dedicated its responsibility towards establishing a 

Zionist enterprise in Palestine by supporting a Jewish national home. Palestinians felt that 

Britain, among other actors, violated their natural rights. This eventually led to resistance from 

the Palestinian Arabs.  

The situation strained Britain enough to reach out to the UN, as conflict escalation 

seemed inevitable. The UN, being a young organisation with violent developments in Palestine 

Figure 2: Colonial ruler in the MENA region in 1916 (Encyclopedia 
Britannica, Palestine, World War I and after) 
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escalating, proposed a portioning of Palestine and created two independent units - one 

Palestinian Arab territory and one Jewish state. Jerusalem was declared a corpus separatum, a 

city with an international status due to its importance to all three monotheistic religions (UN 

General Assembly, 1947). At the end of 1947, the Palestinian question was even more 

internationalised, and the United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was 

established, whereby the influential powers determined the fate of Palestine (Alagha, 2017: 

11). Even though Britain's mandate for Palestine had ended, they applied an aggressive 

campaign backed up by their influential and financial resources, and secured the majority 

needed to vote on the partition plan according to their interests (Ibid.: 12). Those early 

implementations are still the most influencing changes that steer today's Western-

peacebuilding politics. Through analysing El-Eini's (2004) interdisciplinary work on the 

British imperial hegemony in mandated Palestine, it becomes evident that Britain had, and still 

has, one of the most influential roles in dividing the country and later on shaping foreign 

peacebuilding policies. 

Between 1937 and 1947, five partition plans were proposed during Britain's mandate, 

with the Palestinians having little to no say. The negotiations ultimately resulted in the final 

partition plan of 1947, the 181 Resolution, which parted the region into a Jewish and potential 

Arab state (Algha, 2017: 10). El-Eini (2004) states that the EU's approach towards a two-state 

solution is still steered by the border landscape created by Britain's imperial hegemonic 

influence. The negotiations did not sufficiently integrate the Palestinian voice and resulted in 

discontent among the Palestinian population. At the time, the Arab Higher Committee rejected 

the results of the partition vote based on the violation of a provision in the United Nations 

Charter, which ascribes the right of self-determination (UN Charter, Chapter one, Article 1). 

The Jewish part of Palestine proclaimed its independence as Israel. After several wars in which 

Israel succeeded, their territory expanded and, shortly after, occupied all of Palestine. The 
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Palestinian Arab state never managed to enter the world's map, and since then, the Arab people 

of Palestine have fought for territory and sovereignty. During this time, the international 

community established the so-called green line, on which the EU still bases its peacebuilding 

approach with the two-state solution (EU, Middle East Peace process).  

By the time of the Cold War, a bipolar world order emerged. The West desperately tried 

to maintain its influence over the MENA region due to its geographical importance. When 

Egypt internationalised the Suez Canal, it was a benchmark in the old colonial power structure. 

While France and Britain seemed to lose their power in the region, other global actors such as 

the Soviet Union gained more power in the political world order. France tried to enhance its 

position and secure its interest by taking a progressive political position towards Israel. Paris 

delivered weapons and the know-how in building nuclear weapons to the Israeli regime 

(Alagha, 2017: 14). The situation at that time shows Europe's ambivalent relationship with the 

Israel-Palestine conflict. While most European countries recognised the existence of Israel and 

approved their sovereignty, they also aimed for the same rights for the Palestinian people. The 

rivalries in the MENA region exaggerated and allowed room for Israel to exploit the situation. 

Thus, during the international reveries about power shares, Israel acquired further superiority 

over the Palestinian community (Ibid.: 14). Simultaneously, there was a reluctance to recognise 

Palestinian’s right to self-determination (Ibid.: 14). Until 1967, the Palestinian cause and 

European countries’ efforts were focused mainly on the refugee issue. It was not until 1980, 

thirty years after recognising the State of Israel, that the Venice Declaration (which the Foreign 

Ministers of the European Commission adopted) officially stated Europe’s support for the 

Palestinian people’s right to self-determination (Ibid.). However, it should be noted that even 

if the Venice Declaration made the European recognition of the Palestinians' right to self-

determination official, it was not followed by any real action. On the one hand, the support and 

recognition of the State of Israel were driven fast. On the other hand, a hesitant, delayed, and 
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arduous process of recognising the Palestinians took place, which is the cause of great 

frustration among the Palestinian population (Atieh et al., 2005: 2).  

Atieh et al. (2005) argue that supporting the State of Israel was perceived as a messianic 

duty of the West, especially Germany, and later for the EU, to cast out all the evil caused by 

guilt towards death camp survivors. Giving them the land of Palestine seemed to be the price 

to be paid for crimes the Palestinian people were not responsible for (Ibid.).  

The recognition of the Palestinians' right to self-determination led to the opening of 

representation from the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO), with Fatah being the largest 

fraction, in some European states (Turner 2006: 743). Turner (2006: 743) describes this as the 

first step towards peace agreements between Israel and the PLO. The analysis indicates that the 

formation of a Palestinian state is largely dependent on the international community. The 

border landscape in the region is largely shaped by colonial influence and power-politics 

contestation, which gave Israel an advantage and created power asymmetry in a contested state.  

 

EU's Entrance in The Middle East Peace Process in Palestine 

The EU has been involved in the MEPP for more than five decades. During the 1990s, with the 

entrance of the EU, there was a shift in the MEPP. With the introduction of the so-called Oslo 

Accords in 1993, including the Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government 

Arrangements (DOP), the Palestinians received several self-governing rights for some civil 

matters.3 The main objective of the Oslo Accords was the withdrawal of Israel from the OPT 

to establish a Palestinian state within the 1967 border (Brown, 2003). The Oslo Accords 

supported the establishment of the Palestinian Authority (PA) to eventually give Palestine full 

sovereignty (Turner, 2006: 743). 

 
3 During the Oslo Accords, the OPT were divided into three administrative divisions: Areas A, B and C. 

Whereby the PA has security and civil control over area A and B. Israel is in control of area C (Turner, 2006: 

744). 
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While the role of the EU as a political actor was still quite limited because the US was 

leading the political and peacebuilding agenda at that time and excluded Germany from the 

political process, the EU took over a significant economic donor role for the Palestinian people 

(Alagha, 2017). Another shifting point in 2002, which led to an increased actorness of the EU, 

was establishing the Quartet with the US, Russia, and the EU as actors, giving the EU the 

chance to increase its actorness. The Quartet brought forward the Road Map Plan, which 

received much recognition and proposed a step-by-step plan for Israel’s and Palestine’s peace 

process. The main objective of the Road Map plan was to grant the Palestinians administrative 

rights over territories (Turner 2006).  

Two years later, the EU assured an even more influential stand in the region and 

introduced the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), aiming for bilateral relations between 

neighbouring countries, of which Palestine was included. The ENP includes a conditionality 

component to ensure that countries have potent enough incentives to comply with the expected 

political and economic reforms. The conditionality aspect of the ENP follows the idea of 'more 

for more’ and ‘less for less’ to put pressure on partners to devote themselves to EU values and 

standards (EU, 2011). At present, the policy incorporates five significant areas: (1) Good 

Governance, (2) Democracy, Rule of Law and Human Rights, (3) Sustainable Economic 

Development (Development Peace Nexus), (4) Security, and (5) Migration and Mobility (EU, 

European Neighbourhood Policy). Within the ENP, the EU formulated the goal to help 

Palestinians realise their right to self-determination and establish a viable Palestinian 

democratic state (ibid.).  

The evaluation of EU documents and secondary sources shows that during the EU’s 

enlargement, the Union recognised its chance to gain more influence in the MEPP by becoming 

a significant financial donor to the MEPP and Palestine. It allowed the EU to promote a self-

narrative of a liberal actor and increased its recognition as an international actor. 
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Driving factors for EU’s engagement in the Middle East Peace Process  

Since the beginning, three major factors influence the EU’s involvement in the peacebuilding 

process within the MENA region. One factor influencing the EU’s interest and growing 

involvement in the MENA region is the geographical proximity to Europe’s external borders. 

The national security and stability of the EU and all its members is the most important quest 

for the Union (Alagha, 2017). As such, instability and conflicts in the MENA region are 

perceived as threats to the Union’s stability and security. The second factor is Europe’s 

dependency on the MENA region’s resources, like oil, which shapes their international 

relations and desire for influence in the region. As such, the EU’s interest is to secure peace in 

the region, not to jeopardise its economic interests. A third factor, pointed out by Alagha 

(2017), Cebeci (2018), and Müller (2013), is the EU’s power identity formation through 

actorness in the MEPP. The MEPP gives the EU the possibility to increase its stance in the 

international arena. As Alagha (2017: 27) argues, the EU’s identity as a collective unit highly 

depends on their actorness in the MEPP, and so does the way they engage in promoting peace 

in Palestine. Their strategies and instruments are shaping their identity through how other 

actors perceive their peacebuilding instruments and strategies. Consequently, by taking a 

constructivist viewpoint, the MEPP allows the EU to manifest its identity through how the EU 

perceives itself, wants to be perceived and is perceived by others. Consequently, by 

constructing the EU liberal framework against other actors, the EU contests its influence in 

global politics (Ibid.). 

Within the European Union Global Strategy (EUGS) the EU formulates four main 

pillars that indicate that the EU aims for being perceived as a collective peace unit, namely: 

engagement, responsibility, unity, and partnership (EU, 2016b). The EU itself is often 

perceived as a peace union, both externally and internally, due to its foundation as a peace 

project emerging out of the Cold War (Cebeci, 2020). The EU foreign policies are bound to 
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hold on to (what they perceive as) peaceful, almost pacifistic, principles. Several treaties are 

resembling this, for instance, the Treaty of Lisbon, stating that the EU’s interests contribute to 

peace, security, and the protection of human rights (European Parliament, The Treaty of 

Lisbon). 

Consequently, the MEPP as part of the EUGS, puts forward the two-state solution 

which is based on the three main liberal peacebuilding pillars: democracy and 

institutionalisation, interdependence and free market systems, and security. Subsequently, the 

EU’s approach in the peacebuilding attempts in Palestine resembles a normative one. This 

means the EU tries to promote a self-narrative of a common identity based on liberal principles 

and deep concern for actors' freedom (Cebeci, 2018). The EU justifies their activities on those 

lines and understands itself as holding the right recipe for peace, resulting in a unified 

peacebuilding approach (Alagha, 2017; Cebeci, 2020). The EU’s interest in managing the 

Palestine quest and its normative peacebuilding approach is linked to the EU’s goal of 

portraying itself as an actor with liberal values, such as democracy and respect for human rights 

(Alagha, 2017; Cebeci, 2018; Richmond et al., 2011; Tocci, 2008). To reach those means, the 

EU relies on soft power rather than hard power. The EU promotes democratisation and the 

belief that this is the only way to guarantee freedom to individuals and allow them self-

fulfilment.  

Valentini’s (2011a) analysis of the contemporary liberal political theory states that 

people’s liberty to choose their own goals and self-fulfilment should lead people to live an 

autonomous life. As such, the EU, as a liberal actor, opposes coercion in the traditional 

understanding of hard power. The liberal belief, Valentini (2011a: 206) argues, is that when an 

agent is coerced, its freedom is constrained, as the agent does not act on its own will, “but is a 

mere instrument of the will of the anther”.  
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Nevertheless, the EU does not oppose de facto coercion but morally justifies some 

forms of coercion. This is consistent with Blake’s (2001: 280) observation, who argues that 

leading an autonomous life is impossible in a complete anarchy scenario without some form of 

coercion and enforcement that ensures a system with law securing access to resources. In other 

words, coercion is necessary to ensure compliance. The EU is a great advocate of rule and 

order, which on the one hand, limits the freedom of individuals in particular contexts, but on 

the other hand, also secures their rights and freedom. Accordingly, the EU’s foreign policies 

communicate regulations that aim for civil rights, including free speech, voting, and freedom 

of movement (Moore, 014). Furthermore, the EU advocates that individuals should have the 

necessary resources to follow their own goals without being dependent on other actors.  

The EU is internally and externally referred to as a soft-power agent (Alagha, 2017), 

which also explains how traditional concepts of coercion do not apply to the case of the EU 

and their peacebuilding activities in Palestine. The traditional coercion debate talks mainly 

about hard forms of coercion, like military coercion or sanctions with an intentionality 

condition (Daniel et al., 1999; Dodge, 2006). However, those forms of coercion are not 

desirable for the EU’s actorness and identity creation in the MEPP and are almost non-existent. 

As the EU’s self-narrative is mainly that of a soft-power agent, it would be a contradiction if 

the EU exercised a prominent military presence in Palestine. Nevertheless, that does not mean 

that coercion is absent in the case of the EU-Palestine peacebuilding process. Considerably, 

coercion appears in a structural way in the EU-Palestine peace process. The EU’s actorness in 

the case study as a liberal agent causes asymmetry between the EU and Palestine, and between 

Israel and Palestine. Structural coercion is already deeply embedded in the historical and 

colonial structures that paved the way for the EU’s peacebuilding emergence and its current 

strategies.  
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Security as Part of EU’s Peacebuilding  

The previous section demonstrated that the EU's peacebuilding framework in Palestine falls 

within the liberal peacebuilding debate. The EU understands itself as an actor that promotes 

democracy, good governance, and human rights. The following section will examine the 

appearance of coercion with more concrete examples of EU peacebuilding activities, namely 

the SSR and Democracy Promotion. Those activities are only a selection of the EU's activities 

yet have been the most prominent ones throughout the interviews with Palestinian scholars and 

practitioners in the peacebuilding sector concerning coercion. Furthermore, the selected themes 

such as democracy promotion and the SSR were widely discussed in extensive literature from 

experts engaging with the EU and Palestine (Cebeci, 2016; Huber, 2008; Müller and Zahda, 

2017; Turner, 2006). The key questions posed to interviewees concerned a wide range of their 

perceptions of the EU's peacebuilding activities in Palestine. Their answers contribute to 

understanding the concept of coercion in the EU's involvement in peacebuilding in Palestine 

and allow us to look beyond the mainstream perception of coercion, such as economic 

sanctions. Overall, the interviewees expressed substantial criticism dating back to the very start 

of the EU's approach.  

 

EU assistance for security sector undermines local needs 

Opinions shared in this study suggest that the considerable support for the SSR by the 

EU is a way to control Palestinian societal and juridical organisations. Interviews from the SCO 

sector frequently described the SSR of the EU as one of the most prominent examples of the 

EU's attempt to influence their role in peacebuilding and a political one by which local needs 

and assessment of security threats are ignored.  

By promoting and enforcing the SSR in the OPT, the EU aims to reach a foundation for 

statehood based on international standards, in line with the two-state solution (Bouris and 
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Reigeluth, 2012). The second stage of the Road Map Plan publicly communicates that reaching 

a peaceful coexistence between Israel and Palestine, by establishing the foundations for a 

democratic Palestinian state, is one of EU’s main objectives (Ibid.). Following the EU's 

normative understanding, a well-functioning police system secures internal coherence and 

stability and limits any provocations towards the peace process (Müller and Zahda, 2018; 

Müller, 2019).  

The recent EUGS reflects the importance of promoting security and the rule of law: "

Peace and security, prosperity, democracy and a rules-based global order are the vital interests 

underpinning our external action" (EU, 2016a: 13). According to the EU’s narrative, the EU 

disapproves of all kinds of violence that boycott the MEPP, including violent acts steaming 

from inside Palestine (Ibid.). Following this, the EU assists the reformation of the Palestinian 

police through the EUPOL COPPS mandate since 2006. The EUPOL COPPS mission aims to 

support the PA in establishing functioning security institutions and assists in implementing a 

juridical system: "The reinforcement of the rule of law and respect for human rights is an 

indispensable element in peacebuilding" (European Commission, 2005).  

Interviewees felt that the EU’s SSR approach does not address Palestinians main 

security concerns, namely the occupation and settler violence. Accordingly, they sense that the 

EU neglects Palestinians' needs and prioritises internal struggles among Palestinians over those 

stemming from Israel. The majority of the interviewees acknowledged that Palestine deals with 

unrest and violence within the Palestinian territories yet refer to it as either “resistance” or 

“corruption because of the dependency on foreign money”. Consequently, interviewees 

perceive the root causes of internal unrest mainly coming from foreign actors' involvement, 

inter alia Israel's occupation, and “not from Palestinians' incapacity to be a civilised 

community” (Tarek, interviewee 2021). Overall, the interviewees expressed criticism that the 

EU focuses too extensively on the SSR, while neglecting Palestinian needs and autonomy. As 
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the Palestinian Security forces are only approaching turmoil or violence stemming from 

Palestinians, the SSR fails to protect Palestinians and rather works hand in hand with Israel’s 

objectives.  

Sahra, a female Palestinian peacebuilding scholar and member of a German NGO in 

the West Bank, states that a large part of the EU’s funding budget goes into reforming the 

security sector that mainly delivers security to Israel: "It is dictated upon the Israelis call and 

demands that almost thirty-three per cent of the entire budget of the PA goes to security". She 

heavily criticised this approach, as it neglects the true needs of the Palestinians and their ability 

to establish security for their people: “Less than one per cent of funding goes to agriculture. 

This is an agricultural country.'' The statement suggests that the EU prioritises its liberal aims 

of establishing institutions and security as part of their peacebuilding support. Furthermore, it 

suggests that the EU’s efforts in supporting the SSR are influenced by the EU’s relations with 

other involved actors, such as Israel. This not only implies neglecting the actual needs of the 

Palestinian community to build up an independent functioning system but further deepened the 

asymmetry between Israel and Palestine.  

Hala, a female Palestinian peacebuilding expert with thirteen years of working 

experience in an EU funded civil society organisation (CSO), mentions, “the EU cares about 

men slapping us [Palestinian women], but they do not care about Israelis occupying us and 

causing us struggle on a daily basis”. The statement indicates that the Palestinian woman 

accuses the EU of caring about implementing liberal gender norms that reflect EU core values 

but then turn a blind eye to the other ways in which Palestinians’ fundamental human rights 

are breached. The EU’s overemphasis on women rights was mentioned multiple times by 

interviewees as a way the EU undermines Palestinian’s assessment of security. Furthermore, it 

suggests that the Human Rights agenda in Palestine is rhetoric the EU uses to frame itself as 

‘the just actor’.  
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As Müller and Zahda (2018) state, the EU stepped up its assistance for the rule of law, 

mainly focussing on the civil police and juridical system in 2006. As Ahmed, a Palestinian 

representative of a local organisation, explained, this approach significantly increased due to 

Hamas’ rise to power after winning the elections. As the EU was deeply involved in building 

up Palestinian political infrastructure and was the primary funder of the PA, the EU ended up 

in a dilemma. The EU immediately froze all its funding towards the newly established PA, as 

Hamas did not comply with the Quartet's rules of cooperation (Ibid.: 128). As the EU considers 

Hamas a terrorist organisation that does not comply with international standards of the rule of 

law, it threatens the EU’s idea of institutionalisation and building up a democratic Palestinian 

state. The fear of having a terrorist organisation ruling the Palestinian territories led the EU to 

implement a fixed rule of law component, emphasising the importance of human rights, to the 

EUPOL COPPS mission two years after establishing the mission (Ibid.: 127).  

Furthermore, the EU provided the police officers and security staff members with best-

practice training to teach Palestinians how to comply with human rights and nonviolent values 

and norms (İşleyen, 2018). Sahra reflects critically on this approach by stating that the EU 

missed its goals, as many Palestinians are dealing with the dreadful economic situation first, 

before caring about human rights according to EU standards. Furthermore, she explains how 

this even contributes to driving individuals into the arms of the Islamists, one objective the EU 

is trying to avoid.  

I remember there were huge programs to educate the police forces on human rights. 

To me, that was a bit sarcastic. Because when you live under these circumstances, 

you are crushed in all ways and means, you have horrible economic, political 

situations, terrible education, horrible everything. These human rights training, and 

excuse my words, are complete ‘bullshit’. It is not getting you anywhere. The 

Islamists can do better with that. Because the Islamists live with those people daily, 

they understand their needs, they have the means of money. They support such 

people who have very low wages, and they preach to them. It's very easy to preach 

because if you lose hope on earth, you look up to the sky, you look up to God. The 

EU does not work on the actual needs that are foremost important for Palestinians 

(Sarah, interviewee 2021). 
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The interviewees demonstrate dissatisfaction with the EU’s lack in approaching and 

supporting the needs that Palestinians define for themselves. Economic disparity and 

unemployment among Palestinians, as interviewees mention, play a significant role in limiting 

their ability to establish their organisational system. In other words, it limits their freedom and 

chances for self-fulfilment as the SSR is primarily built upon the EU’s values, such as human 

rights and the rule of law. Sarah’s statement even suggests that the EU’s lack of understanding 

of the local needs can have severe consequences. Actors, such as Islamists, who understand the 

everyday struggle of Palestinians are fed up with the EU’s unified liberal peacebuilding 

strategies and SSR approach - can easily seduce them (Sarah, interviewee 2021). Consequently, 

the EU’s unified SSR approach, which relies on the Western liberal philosophy, provides the 

Palestinians with limited flexibility to act upon their security needs. 

This is also evident in the interviewees' perception that the EU’s support of the SSR is 

a strategy to change behaviour and mindsets. Interviewees often described the EU as a colonial 

power and a normative body that implements its Western values in their SSR. Murak explains, 

“The EU occupies our minds so that Palestinians do what they want so that they do not have to 

use military means anymore”. Halil, a member of a CSO in the West Bank, shares similar 

opinions and states that the EU’s intrusion into Palestinian cultural and organisational systems 

feels like a colonial invasion: 

They come with their own views, and they want to implement them, as they think they 

are the knowledgeable people. It’s very much like the occupier who comes and says, 

we want to civilise you, to prepare you to become a worthy nation that can one day rule 

itself (Halil, interviewee 2021). 

 

The statement suggests that the EU acts as the moral actor who provides a structural 

system they understand as just. Nevertheless, all interviewees indicate, often with words like 

“occupier” and “colonial power”, that the EU approaches Palestine from a superior position 

and imposes their interest in a top-down manner. This is supported by Cebeci (2020: 295) and 

Turner (2012), who add that a top-down approach dominates the EU's institutionalisation 
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efforts like the SSR. The need for more local ownership is acknowledged, and the EU has only 

a limited role in executive mandates (EUPOL COPPS)4. However, interviewees perceive a 

limitation to the range of activities the Palestinian police could possibly take.  

Similarly to previous research (Bouris and Reigeluth, 2012), this research finds that in 

the early years of the EU's security promotion in the OPT, Palestinians were given limited 

autonomy over their own security and juridical systems. The latter is pointed out by Bouris and 

Reigeluth (2012) as the main reason why there has not been a successful establishment of stable 

security infrastructure. According to these authors, the long-standing external control 

overlooks local needs and fails to support Palestinians to reach statehood.  

Interviewees repeatedly reported how they felt offended by the EU’s belief that they 

know best what Palestinians' needs are and what felt for them as a means for justification by 

the EU for their activities. This behaviour can be understood as paternalistic and imperialistic 

behaviour, concepts that are also mentioned in other studies as a risk of liberal peacebuilding 

practices (Dworkin, 1972; Barnett, 2015: 221). Overall, the EU’s self-narrative as a normative 

peacebuilding actor draws a clear line between the EU and the Arab culture that dominates in 

Palestine. The EU contrasts itself with Palestine by making it ‘the other’, based on the EU’s 

narrative that the Palestinian community is incapable of democracy without external assistant. 

The EU justifies its liberal-peacebuilding engagement on all levels, including economic, social, 

and cultural, on those lines. Valentini (2011) and Alagha (2017) argue that the EU as a liberal 

advocate, promotes the narrative of being concerned with people’s freedom. The EU believes 

that the freedom of self-fulfilment leads to security and stability as people can live autonomous 

lives. As such, it suggests that the EU opposes coercion. However, it is misleading to describe 

the EU as a non-coercive actor as the EU applies a unified state-building approach, based on 

 
4 The EUPOL COPPS mission is a civilian mission, where the EU only holds an executive mandate. The EU 

functions only as an advising body and is not allowed to execute policies themself (Bouris, 2019: 92).  
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Western values, as part of their peacebuilding attempts which can be understood as coercive. 

Newman (2013: 141) recognises the coercive nature of state-building activities, which impose 

centralised and unified state models and the imposition of rules. The analysis indicates, similar 

to what Mustafa (2019) found, that the EU justifies coercion in some circumstances, inter alia 

in deciding upon which fundamental rights and values a Palestinian state should be built upon. 

Ultimately, this aims towards international security and creating a system like those in the 

global West, rather than granting Palestinians the right to self-fulfilment. 

A second element that transpires from the interviews is that the EU’s SSR promotion 

causes security issues for Palestinians rather than lessening internal unrest and violence inside 

and outside of the Palestinian territories. Perceptions expressed in the interviews demonstrate 

how the SSR promotion predominantly focuses on internal stability aligned with the PA’s 

interest. However, most of the interviewees presented a critical stance towards the PA. They 

stated that the EU’s over-emphasising institutionalisation through the PA contributes to 

keeping the status quo alive. Ismail, who has worked in a human rights organisation for 12 

years, shares his observation that the PA security forces are mainly present when Palestinian 

civilians demonstrate against the PA but never when Israeli settlers or forces are the cause of 

unrest: 

There was that guy who publicly criticized the PA. Then the Palestinian forces 

came and beat him up, and he died. The country erupted on his death. There were 

many demonstrations, and that was where the Palestinian security forces were 

present. They [the Palestinian forces] fought against the people who demonstrated. 

When the Israelis attack, you don't see the Palestinian security forces. So, this is 

another dilemma. Because the EU, as part of their peacebuilding activities, finances 

a big bulk of the security forces for a security force that does not secure the 

Palestinians but the contrary (Ismail, interviewee 2021). 

 

Ismail’s story and perception represent many interviewees' experiences, as eight out of 

ten interviewees demonstrate an overly open and critical stance towards the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the EU's SSR that is, for a large part, channelled through the PA. Omar says, 

for example, “the security forces are working against Palestinians but never against the 
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occupation”. According to him, “The security forces in Palestine are not established to protect 

Palestine”. The statement suggests that the SSR currently contributes to keeping the status quo 

and by default, benefits the Israelis rather than the Palestinians. It further suggests that the 

security of Palestinians is not the top priority for their Palestinian governmental representatives, 

who are primarily funded and maintained by the EU's budget.  

Furthermore, interviewees indicated that the occupier takes their share out of this 

strategy, as security forces are mainly focused on Palestinians who oppose the government or 

engage in resistance against the occupation, often in a nonviolent way, like demonstrations. 

The interviewees indicated that the EU’s SSR silences the Palestinian civil society and 

dismantles their ability to resist the occupation. Moreover, this approach contributes to securing 

the borders imposed upon Palestinians during the Oslo Accords and justifies Israel’s presence 

in certain areas based on the Road Map Plan agreements. Consequently, by supporting the 

current SSR in Palestine, which targets inter alia resistant movements of Palestinians against 

the occupation, the EU contributes to a systematic deterrence structure that represses the 

Palestinians. This “plays hand in hand with the interests of Israel'' (Mallek, interviewee 2021). 

Omer explains, a community that is occupied has no option than accepting the foreign 

peacebuilding instruments, as Palestinians do not have much choice due to the consequences 

of long-standing foreign aid dependency:  

Because when you are under occupation, you have no means, you have no say. You 

have no country, and you have zero control over your economy. This is your water, 

the foreign aid. This is what you cannot survive without. This is a dilemma that the 

local people here understand well. And the EU is very much involved in that (Omar, 

interviewee 2021). 

 

Tocci (2005) draws attention to the danger of focussing predominantly on financial aid 

within the peacebuilding approach. There is the risk that countries build up a financial 

dependency on foreign aid, which hinders the establishment of a functioning economy and can 

even contribute to corruption. Interviewees have shared similar observations: “the system of 
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the PA has become so dependent on aid, that they can’t refuse it anymore” (Jusef, interviewee 

2021). This suggests that the extensive and longitudinal humanitarian aid and the funding to 

build up institutions in Palestine have not resulted in a functioning independent economic 

system. Foreign aid maintains the CSO sector and the PA for several decades (Ibid.). 

Nevertheless, activities that are not in alignment with the liberal agenda of the EU, or threaten 

to boycott the MEPP, are excluded from this support. This conditionality gives the PA a choice 

to either align with the EU’s expectations, at least in their funding reports or to be financially 

set back. Against this backdrop, Palestinians have limited options for self-fulfilment. 

The PA strongly supports a security approach that barely serves the Palestinian civil 

society, but rather the occupier is one of the main criticisms expressed by interviewees. Omar’s 

statement reflects the trapped situation Palestinians find themself in, where they have little 

alternatives, at least in the West Bank, as resistance is suppressed from the PA, Israel, and the 

international community. This confirmed existing scholarship, as Newman’s (2013) posits that 

peacebuilding can aim for localised peace or ensure international security. Short-sighted and 

coercive activities often accompany the latter. Interviewee’s perceptions suggest that the EU, 

by establishing the SSR in Palestine, which targets inter alia resistant movements of 

Palestinians against the occupation, the EU contributes to a systematic deterrence structure that 

silences the Palestinians. Furthermore, similar to what Slantech (2005) found, the data suggest 

that the EU’s liberal peacebuilding activities are conflicting with its narrative of prioritising the 

solving of the Israel-Palestine conflict, as deterrence in comparison to compellence is a passive 

approach that does not contribute to changes but rather keeps a situation at a specific stance or 

status-quo. 

Coercion in this context is based on the asymmetric power relations that are maintained 

by the occupation. The EU, in this case, by not acting against the occupation but instead 

supporting a SSR that aligns with Israel’s interests, constitutes a coercive structure. The 
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occupation sets clear restrictions on Palestinians’ ability to shape their lives and restricts them 

from resisting the occupation. The occupation restricts many aspects of Palestinians’ lives, for 

example, their access to resources, freedom of movement, and economic aspects. This again 

leads to a correlating chain of coercion, as Palestinians often have no other choice than to accept 

foreign aid assistance, even if it does not necessarily serve Palestinian development and 

aspirations. 

In line with Turner (2006), interviewees indicated that the Oslo Accords set severe 

restrictions on the PA, as the international community secured through agreements with the PA 

to control the PA’s agenda. According to Turner (2006: 744) and Mustafa (2019), the PA was 

not set up to provide democracy to Palestinians but to deliver security to Israel. The EU's Road 

Map strategy strongly stresses security cooperation in their mediation role between the PA and 

Israel. Nevertheless, many interviewees reflected this cooperation as "merely serving the 

occupier". As Sahra explained in her words, "It is dictated upon the Israelis call and demands 

that almost thirty-three per cent of the entire budget of the PA goes to security". Thus, 

interviewees' perceptions suggest that the EU supports cooperation between Israel and the PA 

regarding security, limiting Palestinian sovereignty and serving Israel and the PA, but not 

Palestinian civil society. In general, most interviewees understand the SSR as serving and 

keeping the asymmetry of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict alive, legitimising the status quo. This 

is in line with findings from Lovatt and Hijazi (2017, in Müller and Zahda, 2018: 130), who 

state that President Abbas from the Fatah party has resumed restricting free speech and 

demonstrations and relying on Palestinian security personnel to crush opposition organisations 

which benefits the occupier. Bouris and Reigeluth (2012: 177) claim that during the second 

intifada in 2000, security became only more important for the EU (Ibid.: 177). This confirms 

that the EU reacts to violence steaming from the Palestinians, as it understood it as boycotting 

the MEPP. Richmond (2005: 211) adds that the EU justifies its SSR with the belief that peace 
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is based on governance and internal stability, meaning that to establish and maintain peace, 

there is a need for governing institutions and CSOs. 

 

EU Democracy Promotion in Palestine  

The EU’s democracy promotion was one of the most prominent themes emerging during 

interviews, which related to interviewees' feeling of limitation of choice and undermined 

Palestinian autonomy. Overall, the interviewees expressed that the EU’s agenda concerning 

democracy promotion condemns the EU's credibility and legitimacy as a peacebuilder and 

demonstrates a hypocritical role. Interviewees felt that the EU’s rejection of Hamas’ victory in 

2006 eliminates Palestinians' rights and set severe limitations on the PA’s sovereignty. 

Suhan, who is the head of a CSO in the West Bank, explained with a raised voice: 

They promote democracy, hoping that it will bring about the results they want, but 

if that democracy brings a different result like Islamists rising to power, then 

immediately they refused to recognise it everyone within the EU turns against 

Hamas (Suhan, interviewee 2021). 

 

Suhan expresses that the EU turned into an unreliable democratisation actor with its 

narrative of a liberal actor. Several interviewees mentioned that the rejections of the election 

results had a severe impact on their economic situation as funding from foreign actors was 

withheld as a reaction towards Hamas’ victory. Suhail explains in his own words, “they provide 

aid only because they want to promote their viewpoint and impose their agenda. And if that is 

not possible everything changes”. Suhail means that if the EU fails to bring forward its agenda, 

through Institutions they influence, the EU reacts by withholding money to keep political 

changes from happening in Palestine. Thus, interviewees' perceptions indicate that the 

peacebuilding support is vastly and rapidly changing, depending on whether changes in 

Palestinian align with foreign actors' interests. For Suhan, “it really testifies that the EU is truly 

hypocritical, and they do not really want to support the interest of the Palestinians”.  
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As the data from the interviews suggest, the EU justifies coercion in some 

circumstances, such as intervening in election results and hindering the victory of Hamas. In 

2006, the EU had sent its mission to monitor free and fair parliamentary elections in Palestine 

as part of their democratisation support. Although the EU, among other external actors, 

declared the elections fair and transparent, the EU’s democracy promotion strategy began to 

sway. The EU justifies interfering with democracy and Palestinians majority vote by stating 

that Hamas is an unpeaceful unit and noncompliant with the liberal principles such as 

democracy. Thus, the Hamas victory meant a threat to security and stability in the region and 

beyond. As a reaction to the election results, the EU expanded their ‘blacklist’ with members 

of the Hamas party, restricting individuals from free movement (Al-Fattal, 2010). 

Democratisation as part of the EU's liberal-peacebuilding approach constitutes a coercive 

environment, whereby the establishment of a Palestinian state is highly dependent on the 

international community's interests. As such, there is an element of coercion within the 

strategy, based on financial incentives, mainly in the form of humanitarian aid, for compliance 

with the EU's vision of a future democratic Palestine and punishment, in the form of travel bans 

and suspension of money transfers, for noncompliance.  

Turner (2006) states that the promotion of elections was influenced by the second 

intifada, which started in 2000. The central belief was that only a viable democratic state with 

Western-like institutions, where citizens have the right to vote and elect their representatives, 

leads to internal and external stability and security. To achieve this, the EU aims for a close 

relationship with the PA “to build viable institutions that are essential to a future democratic 

state” (EU, 2018). The EU’s democracy promotion aligns with the liberal peace thesis that 

states that no democracies go to war (Turner, 2006; Doyle, 2005).  

Nevertheless, the EU’s democratisation assistance comes with conditions, as is evident 

in the ENP. In a reciprocal relationship, or as the EU calls it, “bilateral cooperation”, the EU 
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formulates conditions for their aiding instruments, funding, and trade conditions (EU, 2016a). 

In exchange, the EU expects members of the ENP to comply with political and legal fulfilment 

(Tocci, 2005). In other words, the EU anticipates the Palestinians to act upon a democratic base 

and implement democratic rule and order before funding the PA or local NGO projects. Similar 

to this study, Turner’s (2006: 748) findings indicate that the rejection of the Oslo Accords by 

Hamas and its engagement in armed conflicts with the EU’s liberal aims threatens the EU’s 

influence on the peace process. Consequently, for the EU to keep its control in the region, Fatah 

is the preferred actor, as many of the peace agreements in which the EU is involved are between 

the Fatah leaders and Israel.  

It is important to note that the EU is Palestine’s most significant financial donor, 

meaning that the EU holds the necessary bar-gaining resources to negotiate with Palestine (EU, 

European Neighbourhood Policy). Through the ENP instruments, the EU funds €1.28 billion 

annually to Palestine (Ibid.). A large part of this funding is meant to help the PA meet its 

recurrent expenditures to pay salaries and pensions. After the rejection of Hamas victory, the 

Quartet, amongst which the EU is a member, applied clear coercive measures that sanctioned 

the PA. This economic shutdown resulted in increased unemployment amongst Palestinians, 

resource shortages, and increased violence (World Bank, 2006: 18). The coercive 

measurements resulted in a chain of coercion the Palestinians were subjected to. After Hamas 

victory, the US tightened its coercive approach and shut all channels of financial support 

through their anti-terror legislation. This also put other Arab countries that could have 

supported Palestine at risk of being brought in connection with terrorism (ICG, 2006). 

Consequently, this completely undermined Palestinians' self-autonomy and put Palestine even 

further into an economic crisis.  

Furthermore, the analysis brought forward revealed that by supporting Fatah as 

representatives of the PA and rejecting Hamas’ election victory, the EU undermined not only 
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PA’s autonomy but also caused internal unrest. Financially engaging and supporting the PA 

and implementing a ‘West Bank first’ strategy, the EU also shapes Palestinian power structures 

among different actor groups. According to the interviewees, the EU’s intervention in the 

election battle between different parties cause internal unrest within the Palestinian community 

and the rejection of the election result, as Murak argues: 

Increased the conflict between the major two parties, which escalated into an armed 

struggle between different parties. Because one side felt encouraged to disrespect 

the victory of the other party, backed by international support. That means that they 

[The EU, among other international actors] disrespected the will of the people 

(Murak, interviewee 2021). 

 

Murak’s statement represents the voices of the other interviewees, as they all felt that 

the EU failed in supporting a functioning democratic system within Palestine. The critique went 

even further, and interviewees stated that the democracy promotion of the EU only serves a 

“corrupted system” and is used as a validation and justification for the EU's interest. According 

to the interviewees, the EU uses the democracy promotion to justify its involvement in 

Palestinian politics to “control the system” but does not bring the awaited results for the local 

population, nor does it secure internal and external security. The EU rather destabilised local 

cohesion (Murak, interviewee 2021).  

By comparing the interviewees’ perceptions with findings of Müller and Zahda (2018) 

study, both researches indicate that the EU's rejection of the election results deepened the split 

within the Palestinian community. Hamas took control of the Gaza region, and the Fatah party, 

considered more moderate by the EU, became the representative within the PA in the West 

Bank (Ibid.: 2018). However, the ‘terrorist ban act’ resulted in a contact ban and coercive 

financial strategy towards the Gaza region, which aggravated the ‘West Bank-first strategy’ 

(Turner, 2006).  

The interviewee’s perceptions conform existing scholarship of Alagha (2017: 99), who 

states that the EU has failed to defend democratic principles and instead used democracy as a 
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foreign policy instrument for its interests. As such, the liberal peacebuilding framework in 

Palestine raises new questions as to why the EU holds so firm on this framework. As indicated 

by interviewees, they are aware that the EU does not act as a selfless actor in the region but “is 

part of a larger power game with other states and tries to get more influence” (Murak, 

interviewee 2021). This suggests that democracy promotion is a way of identity creation within 

the global political arena for the EU.  

The interviews have indicated that the EU defends its actorness and rejection of Hamas 

victory because it perceives Hamas as restricting its influence due to its noncompliance to the 

Quartets conditions. Alagha (2017: 99) and Cebeci (2016: 180) have demonstrated in their 

work that external democratisation helps the EU to construct itself as a specific type of actor 

with a positive identity image compared to an ‘imperfect’ undemocratic Palestine. 

Consequently, the EU legitimises its coercive governing approach on such portraying. 

Interviewees statements were in line with Alagha (2017: 99) findings, indicating a close 

relationship between keeping Fatah as the majority under the PA and securing the EU’s interest. 

Prior agreements with the Fatah party and the Oslo Accords ensured that the legislature still 

had limited functions (Ibid.). Alagha (2017: 99) argues that the main problem for the EU was 

not the Hamas Islamic character as such, but rather Hamas’s rejection of prior diplomatic 

agreements, which would hinder the EU’s influence and actorness in the region. The 

precondition for realising Palestinians' aspiration of statehood was the diplomatic ties with the 

EU and other international actors and a state based on liberal principles. As such, the EU 

exercised a clear set of coercive means to hinder an outcome it did not anticipate. Against this 

backdrop, the EU applied coercion before the elections. The EU provided the Palestinians with 

an unspoken choice of either complying with their set of values and expectations, gaining 

support for their statehood aspirations, or withdrawing from the EU’s support for such 

aspirations, including the freezing of financial aid for the PA. Thus, coercion was applied in 
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the form of an implicit threat. Then, coercion was also applied as a reaction to noncompliance 

with those demands whereby Palestinian’s autonomy was undermined. Palestinians were left 

with no choice but to stop activity, namely the rising to the power of the Hamas party. The base 

of this coercive relationship is the power asymmetry between the Palestinians and the EU, 

among other engaged foreign actors that work in line with the EU. As put forward by Talentino 

(2012), coercion is based on the asymmetric relationships between actors, whereby the more 

powerful actor can exercise its interest in the weaker state, the interviewees in this study 

indicated that they felt the asymmetry between power Palestinians hold and those of other 

involved actors in the MEPP. 

 

The Political Environment and Actor Dynamics 

If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the 

oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and you say that you 

are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality” (Bishop Demond Tutu, 

Speak Truth to Power). 

 

The citation from Bishop Demond Tutu reflects the overall interviewees’ perception of the 

EU’s laid-back approach to security matters stemming from Israel’s occupation. While 

researching “how coercion appears in the EU-Palestine framework”, the interviews indicated 

that the presence of coercion, and the lack of such towards Israel, play a considerable role. 

Overall, all interviewees criticised the EU’s reserved political stand towards the Israeli 

government and settlement politics. The Interviewees indicated that “The EU is too hesitant 

towards punishing the settler policies”, while they believe that “The EU actually has the 

resources to do so” (Nuri, interviewee 2021). Interviewees perceived this as a bias, showcasing 

a lack of Palestinian support. As the EU’s narrative claims the support of a viable Palestinian 

state, the interviewees see the lack of coercion towards Israel’s settlement politics as 

controversial.  
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Following Halil, “The EU does not hold any resources against Israel to put pressure on 

them”. He said, “This is a huge contradiction and a real double standard because the EU says 

they support a Palestinian state” (Halil, interviewee 2021). Like most of the interviewees, Halil 

indicated that the lack of coercion against Israel keeps the status quo alive since the EU’s close 

relations with Israel sustain the situation, which is mainly in Israel’s interest.  

The accusations towards the EU of being anti-Semitic were among the most prominent 

factors pointed out by interviewees to explain why the EU exposes no coercion towards Israel. 

Shaffir, a peacebuilding scholar, says, “The EU is too afraid of taking progressive steps towards 

Israeli settler politics because they do not want others to think about their dark history”. The 

statement relates to the actorness concept, by which the EU tries to opt for respect and power 

within the international arena based on a normative identity. The EU opts for presenting itself 

as neutral towards Israel and Palestine within their official, peacebuilding related documents 

(EU, Middle East Peace process). However, several recent studies on this issue show that the 

EU is confronted with increasing criticism from Israel and the US as having problems with 

‘anti-Semitism’ (DellaPergola, 2019; Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 2021). 

Consequently, this reinforces the EU’s need for reassuring its narrative of a peaceful neutral 

peacebuilder and constitutes a non-coercive approach towards Israel.  

Several interviewees expressed that the fear of the EU, as being seen as anti-Semitic 

has a significant impact on its foreign politics towards Palestine. This confirms Alagha’s (2017: 

85) argument that the EU perceives Jewish people with sympathy and victimhood, impacting 

the political space marked by a close relationship between Israel and the EU. Interviewees, for 

example, state that the EU supports cooperation between Israel and the PA. In addition, they 

state the EU has no resources over Israel and therefore, Israel is pursuing its interest, namely 

keeping the PA in place. The PA is a political body in the Palestinian territories that Israel has 

control over because, after the Oslo Accords, they agreed on security issues, which legitimised 
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Israel’s right to enforce and secure its borders. As Nuri says, “Israel wants the PA, they do their 

dirty laundry and it is the cheapest occupation since history, funded by foreign aid. It is in their 

best interest to maintain it”. According to Nuri, the PA’s security forces are geared towards 

constituting internal security, as agreed during the Oslo Accords. However, they are restricted 

in using the same measures against Israeli’s military or settler presence in the OPT. This 

suggests that the EU contributes funding to the PA in line with Israel’s interests, which 

contributes to maintaining the status quo and even contributes to funding the status of the 

occupation to some extent. How coercion appears in the EU’s peacebuilding attempts is 

impacted by the Second World War and its relationships with Israel. 

Furthermore, Israel has a functioning economy and, in large part, the support of the US, 

which makes them interrelated with the EU on an economic and political level, yet independent, 

as they are a sovereign state. Consequently, the interviews suggest that the EU’s lack of 

coercion contributes to a power disequilibrium between Israel and Palestine, two actors in a 

state contest. The EU contributes to an asymmetric power structure on which coercion appears 

in several different forms. 

The EU tolerates international law violations concerning the occupation and involves 

compulsory conciliation, often forcing Palestinians to accept agreements or interventions in 

Palestinian elections and allowing Israel to achieve its goals. Williams and Waller (2003: 827) 

present similar findings, stating that coercion starts when powerful peacebuilders, with the 

necessary resources, try to settle a conflict by serving the main interests of a rogue regime 

despite the regime’s use of violence to achieve its ends. Accordingly, coercion develops more 

when third countries use very limited or pseudo-coercion to ease international pressure and 

curb the rogue regime's behaviour (Williams and Waller, 2003: 827). Hence, coercion naturally 

stimulates further aggression by signalling that Israel hardly has to face political ramifications 

for its actions. 



62 

Notably, the only two interviewees working for predominately or fully EU funded 

CSOs were much more hesitant to speak critically about the EU’s peacebuilding activities than 

the eight Palestinian peacebuilding scholars or peacebuilding practitioners working in CSOs 

that received only limited to no funding from the EU. The ratio of overly critical opinions 

towards the EU shared in this study contrasts with Müller’s and Zahda’s (2018) study. The two 

authors researched local perceptions of the EU’s role in peacebuilding concerning the SSR in 

Palestine. Müller and Zahda (2018: 130) found that most interviewees perceived the EU’s 

peacebuilding model as a successful way to protect Palestinian human rights. Furthermore, 

most interviewees in Müller and Zahda’s (2018: 130) study indicated that they experience the 

EU as an excellent counterbalance to the illiberal tendency of the PA. The analysis of the 

interviewees’ perceptions in this study indicates that the EU supports exactly that organisation, 

which interviewees in Müller and Zahda (2018) study described as illiberal. Thus, instead of 

forming an alternative counterbalance to the illiberal tendencies of the PA, the interviewees 

claim that the EU contributes to the structure of the PA, often with illiberal means. As the 

analysis above has shown interviewees from this study, heavily criticised the EU for keeping 

the status quo alive through supporting and maintaining the PA.  

An explanation for the differences in the interviewees’ perceptions can be found in that 

the interviewees from Müller’s and Zahda’s (2018) study were mainly part of the security 

sector, which is funded and maintained mainly through foreign aid, including the EU. Similar 

to Müller’s and Zahda’s (2018) study, in this research interviewees working in the public sector 

or by an entirely EU funded organisation were also less critical than those in positions that do 

not align with the EU peacebuilding framework or receive little to no funding. This again 

suggests that the whole peacebuilding environment is a coercive one. Interviewees who are 

part of CSOs complied with the EU’s peacebuilding agenda experience less coercion than those 

who do not fully agree with the EU liberal-peacebuilding approach. Palestine’s economy is 
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largely dependent on the EU’s funding. This explains how actors involved in the peacebuilding 

sector often have a limited choice. They can either comply with the EU’s approach and accept 

their liberal agenda to receive funds or face no financial support. Furthermore, by not 

complying with the liberal agenda, they face the threat of being associated with terrorism which 

can put further limitations on actors’ freedom.  

The relationality of different peacebuilding actors in the region also shapes perceptions 

of coercion in the liberal peacebuilding framework. Interviewees tend to speak about the EU 

much more positively about peacebuilding dynamics when comparing it to the lack of US 

support for Palestinians. When not compared to the US, interviewees harshly criticised the 

EU’s noncompliance with local needs. The act of ignoring local needs results in a coercive 

relationship, and the EU’s lack of coercion towards Israel leads to structural coercion. In 

contrast, when interviewees speak about the MEPP, they often put the EU in comparison to the 

US and tend to signalise that the EU is their “only hope” in this process. While talking about 

the EU’s liberal-peacebuilding approach, the interviewees relativise their criticism when 

comparing it to the US. Raki, for example, states in his own words: "You see, even though I 

think the EU harms, America is much worse." While interviewees criticised the EU for having 

a lack of coercion towards Israel and contributing to a coercive environment that supports 

Israel, the US was described as much more openly supporting the settler strategy. Tarek, a 

Palestinian policy advisor at a CSO, presented an example and showed me the American peace 

proposal that Donal Trump revealed in January 2020. Tarek explained that the plan would 

enlarge and “legalise the Israelis settlements”. Andersen’s and Jaradat’s (2020) evaluation of 

Trump's strategy confirms Tarek's perception by stating that Israeli settlers will penetrate the 

OPT even further, with settler streets only accessible to Israelis. Thus, the US strategy under 

Trump's administration departs from the multilateral efforts of the Quartet and poses even 

further insecurity for Palestinians (Ibid.: 2).  
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Overall, the US support for Palestine is described as tenuous and heavily dependent on 

Israeli interests, as the example of Tarek shows:  

The Americans give you one dollar, and they force you to not work with certain 

people and organisations. They put names on a list of people they consider as 

terrorists and this happens in coordination with Israel. Without Israelis' approval, 

no help from the Americans will reach Palestinians. So, you understand that the 

money Palestinians receive from the US is in Israel's interest (Tarek, interviewee 

2021). 

 

The statement implies that the close relationship between the US and Israel is perceived 

as a threat to Palestinian self-autonomy and security. The US chooses which projects it supports 

based on its cooperation with Israel, often promoting Israel’s interest before Palestinians.  For 

that reason, the US is not the most reliable peacebuilder from the interviewees’ perspective.  

Mallek, who works for an EU funded CSO that promotes democracy and women rights, 

formed a special case. He had more difficulty expressing himself critically towards the EU and 

heavily steered the interview conversation towards comparing the US to the EU. While he tried 

to use less wicked descriptions for the EU, and actively put the US in a much worse light, his 

organisation's dependency on EU funding became apparent. A clarification for his cautious 

formulations towards the EU could be that his organisation, as Mallek states, puts all its "hope 

in the EU's peacebuilding support”. He explains that the “US funding is really difficult to get" 

(Mallek, interviewee 2021). According to Mallek, the US seems to be the less preferable option 

to work with because their funding is way less accessible (Mallek, interviewee 2021). He 

clarifies that after Trump came into power, all their funding from the US stopped. 

Furthermore, he describes that within Palestine, there is a split in society, or more 

precisely, three dominating groups: (1) the Islamists, (2) those compelled by liberal values, and 

(3) the traditional heritage-oriented Palestinians (Mallek, interviewee 2021). As Melek 

explains, there is no overall support from the Palestinians for his organisation’s agenda due to 

the heterogeneity of the Palestinian society and the different political ideas, norms, and values. 

Thus, as Mallek explains, he puts most hope in the EU’s funding because the US lacks overall 
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support for Palestinian aspirations. Furthermore, Palestinians from his community often give 

him a headwind for his organisational goals rather than support. He thereby justifies the EU's 

actions and requirements by recognising that the Palestinians hold little resources in the 

process: "It is their [EU] money, and it is their project, and they have the right to put some 

conditions in their projects." However, Mallek's statement indicates that the EU's approach 

only stimulates a small percentage of Palestinian society. Therefore, it suggests that the EU 

neglects the plurality of groups within the Palestinian territories. Subsequently, it indicates that 

the EU’s peacebuilding agenda only aligns with the socio-economic and political desires of a 

small percentage of Palestinians. Malek describes that most of society sees his organisation's 

approach, emphasising women rights, as "westernised and brainwashed". As his organisation 

aligns with the EU agenda, it suggests that many Palestinians do not support the EU's approach 

that aligns with Malek's organisation.  

Consequently, positive statements and an almost glorification of the EU usually 

resulted when the EU was compared with other international actors involved in the Palestine 

peacebuilding quest. Overall, interviewees stated that they would rather accept the EU’s 

peacebuilding “doctrine'' in their country than let the US get more involved in the peace process 

(Sahra, interviewees 2021). The interviewees often described the US as having a strong “bias” 

towards Israel, resulting in US support for the MEPP or Palestine mainly benefiting Israel. 

Interviewees’ perception that the US is not a suitable peace partner and contributes to 

further conceptualising coercion within the EU-Palestine peacebuilding framework. By 

borrowing Fisher’s (2012) concept of structural coercion, this research indicates that 

Palestinians are left with a limited choice of foreign support to help fulfil their statehood 

aspirations. Fisher (2013) uses the concept of structural coercion to explain why in some 

specific environments, people were overly accepting to take part in voluntary medicine 

research. He explained that the socio-economic conditions often limit participants’ freedom 
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and impact the individual’s ability to make a free decision (Ibid.). Due to increased poverty, 

participants in his study were much more likely to participate in the medical study, as they 

otherwise would not have had access to the same medicines used in the study (Fisher 2013; 

Farmer 2019).  

To some extent, a similar case can be found in the lack of US funding towards 

Palestinians while being one of the main funders of the Israeli state. In the absence of an 

independent economy in the Palestinian territories, Palestinians, especially those organisations 

aligning with the EU’s liberal framework, are more accepting of EU funding because there are 

no other preferable international donors for their organisations. In the interviewees' eyes, while 

they feel that the EU undermines their self-autonomy and freedom, the US is perceived as “very 

imposing on their regulations and controls every cent they aid towards Palestinians” (Hala, 

interviewee, 2021). Halla explains that the US regulations became so strict once Trump came 

into power that the organisations she works for had to “terminate employees” as they “could 

not pay their salaries anymore”. 

Interviewees perceive the US peacebuilding support as rapidly changing and unstable. 

They described the EU as having a more stable funding scheme that the SCO organisations, 

compiled with EU norms and values, could count on. Consequently, the analysis indicates that 

the EU’s liberal-peacebuilding approach only receives local legitimisation, when compared to 

less preferred coercive peacebuilders, like the US.  

The analysis indicates that the EU creates and uses ‘strategic coercion’ for its own aims. 

The term strategic coercion is best suited, as coercion in this framework first and foremostly 

serves the EU. Within this strategic coercion, the EU mainly relies on the deterrence strategy, 

a quite conservative strategy that contributes to keeping and protecting the status quo. While 

the attached conditions to EU’s funding can easily be mistaken as compellence strategy, the 

EU demands a particular behaviour from Palestinians and puts sufficient pressure on them until 
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they decide to yield. In this way, Palestinians’ dependency on foreign aid can be understood as 

pressure or force that contributes to Palestinian compliance with EU demands. The interviews 

suggest that EU’s overemphasis on financial assistance creates a financial dependency of the 

PA and CSOs yet has a little lasting effect. Moreover, it mainly serves the self-narrative of the 

EU, which confirms their normative identity within the global political arena. The lack of this 

efficiency undermines the argument of the EU being an actor that applies compellence 

(Schelling, 1966). Interviewees emphasised that the EU engages in activities that perpetuate 

the status quo by disproportionately focussing on internal stability within Palestine and not 

coercing security issues steaming from Israel.  

The existing traditional conceptualisations of coercion might seem suitable in 

explaining where and in which circumstances coercion appears in a very particular relationship. 

Nevertheless, they fail in giving an overarching explanation of how coercion from the 

libertarian understanding can be justified in those specific contexts. Definitions of Valentini 

(2011b) and Ball (1978) mainly engage with domestic state coercion, whereby based on the 

social contract, a state applies coercion over its citizens to protect the freedom of all. While 

libertarians are not de facto against state coercion, they even understand coercion as necessary 

to secure liberal rights for its citizens (Lake, 2010). Borrowing Valentini’s (2011b) 

conceptualisation comes with some limitations. While studying the EU’s peacebuilding 

activities and the exercise of coercion, the context does not form the state-citizen relationship. 

Instead, the context regards a highly asymmetric actor relationship between a foreign, 

supranational actor and a conflict-affected actor with no resources. The Palestinian territory 

resembles a contested state marked by structural coercion due to economic dependency and 

occupation. Nevertheless, through Valentini’s (2011b) understanding, it becomes evident that 

this case study constitutes a form of non-justified coercion. The EU, as a peacebuilder, is a 
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supranational organisation that does not hold the same credibility as state actors over their 

citizens.  

As Valentini (2011b: 5) states, coercion in the EU-Palestine peacebuilding context 

violates the liberal commitment to equal respect. The EU does not contribute to an equal 

distribution of resources and rights in the democratic sense. The EU instead determines how 

and where resources should go and which activities are rewarded. The judgment of this 

argument, of course, depends on the actor you ask. While the EU justifies coercion from a 

paternalistic argument, the interviewees’ perceptions indicated that Palestinians consider 

coercion in the peacebuilding framework as unjust.  

Coercion in this case study is a construct that evolves through interaction between 

different actors rather than a causal coercive relationship. Thereby, it is difficult to point out a 

responsible agent of coercion. While the interviewees perceive some acts as direct coercion 

steaming from the EU, which falls within the understanding of Valentini’s (2011b) 

‘interactional coercion’. However, that does not mean the EU always intentionally uses this 

coercion at first. The interviewees’ perceptions suggest that the dominating form of coercion 

is created through a coercive environment, inter alia created through the lack of coercion 

towards Israel. This coercive structure leads to a limitation of the Palestinians in performing 

self-autonomy and self-determination. Nevertheless, Valentini (2011b) argues that to speak of 

coercion, the consequences of the coercive act must be foreseeable and avoidable. It would be 

misleading to understand the EU as a non-coercive actor based on the EU’s short-sightedness 

of the consequences of their liberal-peacebuilding approach. The EU is highly motivated by a 

self-centred actorness motive, whereby its identity is constructed through the coercive 

peacebuilding structure. That allows the EU to impose its liberal framework and to increase its 

influence. By doing so, the EU not only receives local legitimacy as a peacebuilder but also 

increases its actorness and gains recognition as an influential agent in the global arena. 
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Assessing coercion through the Palestinians’ eyes helps determine, from a liberal argument, if 

we can speak of coercion as unjust. 

The EU and Palestine are interwoven in a socially constructed actor-network and cannot 

be understood as isolated entities. As Ball (1978: 106) puts it, “They encounter each other not 

as individuals but as players of roles”. Simply put, the EU cannot be a liberal peacebuilder 

without the social-political practice of peacebuilding and the subject. In this case study, a 

broader system ascribes the actors their roles and vice versa. As the analysis above has shown, 

Ball’s (1978) observations on the structural coercion model are applicable in this case study to 

look at the broader context and structures. Ball’s structural coercion model suggests that the 

EU, as a liberal peacebuilder, must gain from its activities.  

Furthermore, here comes the concept of actorness into play again. The EU creates and 

reaffirms its identity and role within a broader constructed structure through, among other 

things, its engagement with the MEPP. This is in line with Ball (1987: 106), who states, “The 

enjoyment of x (an activity, state or condition) being essential to A’s (the EU) very identity as 

A, and B’s (Palestine) being necessary for x, B is, therefore, an essential aspect of A’s identity”. 

In other words, without Palestine, the EU is not the EU as a liberal peacebuilder. Palestine, 

therefore, has become part of the meaning of the EU. The actors are, in this understanding, 

identified relationally due to social and political relations, whereby coercion comes forth 

through the EU’s actorness contestation. This case study does not fall within the traditional 

understandings of coercion that is narrowed down to intentional coercion (Valentini, 2011a), 

mainly actor-centred and with causality at its base. Moreover, coercion is a feature of 

structures, as coercion appears in a relational context. Causality does not necessarily play a 

significant role in making an argument about coercion in this case.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

This research asked, ‘How coercion appears in the liberal peacebuilding framework in 

Palestine after the Oslo Accords’. The peacebuilding scholarship lacks conceptual and 

empirical exploration of coercion in peacebuilding, specifically in the EU's peacebuilding role 

in the MENA region. Thus, this dissertation explores what role coercion plays in the EU’s 

liberal peacebuilding attempts in Palestine and how Palestinians perceive coercion in the EU’s 

peacebuilding framework. By integrating local voices of Palestinian peacebuilding 

practitioners and scholars, this research aimed to contribute towards a better understanding and 

conceptualisation of coercion within the peacebuilding scholarship.  Subsequently, the 

acquired knowledge can contribute to an improved understanding of the relationship between 

coercion and peace.  

The first part of the dissertation elaborated on how the EU’s peacebuilding approach 

constitutes a liberal one based on its most prominent activities in Palestine, namely the SSR, 

democratisation, institutionalisation, and the implementation of a rule of law-based structure. 

The EU holds on to the two-state solution whereby a democratic Israeli state coexists with a 

democratic Palestinian state, which resembles the traditional liberal interpretation. 

The second part of the research explored how coercion appears in the EU's liberal 

peacebuilding framework. Perception analysis concerning Palestinian peacebuilding scholars 

and practitioners shows that coercion appears on three primary levels, in this case, namely: (1) 

the SSR promotion, (2) the democracy promotion and (3) the interconnectedness of the actors 

and their relationships, especially with Israel. The latter suggests that coercion, in this case, is 

often relational and creates new opportunities for actors to apply coercion. According to the 

interviews, the outcome of coercion does not lead to sustainable peace but rather contributes to 

Palestinian financial dependency on foreign aid and an environment that diminishes 

Palestinian’s autonomy. 
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By taking narrow definitions from the traditional coercion debate, one could conclude 

that coercion plays only a minor to no role in the EU’s liberal peacebuilding framework, as the 

overall image of the EU is one of a non-coercive actor or soft-power actor (Cebeci, 2020). 

Orthodox conceptualisations of coercion look at the intentional use of coercion and exclude 

inducement and rewards as means to coerce. In line, several studies show that the EU has a 

laid-back approach within the MEPP, constituting a rather passive actor (Ibid.). The normative 

induced narrative of the EU is rhetoric it uses to present itself as an ‘idealised peacebuilding 

actor’ (Cebeci, 2020; Müller, 2019). Consequently, internally and externally, the EU is 

attributed as non-coercive, which bestows the EU with legitimacy as a just peacebuilder in 

other countries (Cebeci, 2020). In other words, the EU’s self has been constructed as a peaceful 

entity through regional integration and the perception of others within the EU as a peace union 

itself.  

However, this research has shown that the conceptualisation of coercion should be 

broadened as coercion, for the most part, appears exactly through the EU's soft-power approach 

and laid-back position with the MEPP. Within the MEPP, the EU lacks coercion towards Israel, 

maintaining the status quo and tightening the power asymmetry between Israel and Palestine. 

Subsequently, the analysis has shown that the EU exercises coercion on Palestine by giving 

Palestinians only a limited range of choice for activities, as the interference in the election 

results has shown. As such, the EU exercises direct coercion on Palestinians, what Valentini 

(2011a: 2010) refers to as interactional coercion. The EU contributes and uses the economic 

dependency of the Palestinians to exercise coercion in their peacebuilding framework. That is 

especially possible through asymmetric power structures, the financial dependency of 

Palestinians, and the reliance that occurs from a lack of support from other potential foreign 

supporters. 
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Nevertheless, the findings have shown that the more dominating form of coercion in 

this context is constituted through coercive structures in the MEPP.  The enlargement of the 

EU goes hand in hand with an increased actorness role in the MENA region, whereby the Israel-

Palestine conflict forms a suitable ground for the EU to enhance its influence in world politics 

and its recognition in the international arena. Thereby, the EU holds on to a liberal-induced-

norms and values-peacebuilding approach. Coercion in such contexts does not necessarily have 

to be interactional (Valentini, 2011). However, it results from a set of social rules created not 

by a single actor but through their relationships and interaction, as has been elaborated in the 

analysis above. 

To speak about coercion, the consequences of certain acts in a specific context must be 

foreseeable, avoidable, and non-trivial (Valentini, 2011). Reports from the EU show that the 

EU is aware of the dreadful economic situation in Palestine, the unemployment rate, and 

Palestinian economic dependency on foreign aid. While the EU might not intend the 

consequences of its liberal peacebuilding approach, namely Palestinians increased economic 

dependency; the consequences are foreseeable and avoidable. As such, coercion, in this 

context, emerges from an asymmetric interactional relationship between the EU and Palestine 

that again contributes to a coercive structure and from the structure itself, which often sets 

limits to Palestinians’ activities. The findings even suggest that the EU uses such coercive 

structures by applying financial incentives to implement its norms and values, which it 

perceives as just, to increase its global actorness. Consequently, the interplay between the EU’s 

peacebuilding activities and the socio-economic conditions Palestinians face results in a 

coercive structure that often leaves Palestinian CSOs no other choice than to comply with the 

EU’s peacebuilding agenda. 

This dissertation has revealed some aspects of where coercion appears in the EU liberal 

peacebuilding framework in Palestine. As presented in the analysis, examples, therefore, are 
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coercion exercised through the conditionality aspect in the ENP or setting a strict human rights 

induced agenda for the police through the EUPOL COPPS mission. Analysing the perceptions 

of Palestinian practitioners and peacebuilding scholars suggests that coercion, which appears 

in the form of interactional coercion and structural coercion, mainly hinders peace as it merely 

sustains the status quo. On the one side, interactional coercion, in the form of financial 

sanctions and incentives, diminishes Palestinian’s autonomy and hinders the possibility of 

creating a democratic Palestinian state that can coexist with a democratic Israeli state. On the 

other side, too little coercion in the MEPP against Israel hinders peace. This research indicated 

that the asymmetric exercise of coercion towards the two parties in conflict hinders potential 

changes that pave the way for peace. 

The findings have shown that the actor relationships in the peacebuilding context play 

a significant role in the EU’s legitimation of its peacebuilding activities. Compared to the US, 

the interviewees indicated to rather comply with the EU’s peacebuilding agenda, increasing the 

EU’s legitimacy. On the other hand, the EU’s rejection of the election results in 2006 limited 

Palestinian’s autonomy and simultaneously undermined the EU’s credibility as peacebuilder. 

The findings confirm the scholarship of Wolff (2016), who argues that states often use illiberal 

means to establish liberal values and democracy in post-conflict affected settings, which 

confirmed that external actors use coercive means for their aims. The findings suggest that 

coercion plays a relevant role in undermining legitimacy. Gippert (2017) states that moderate 

legitimacy, on the other hand, weakens the power to coerce. Further, research should be 

directed towards the relationship between legitimacy and coercion in the EU- Palestine 

peacebuilding context to understand how the two concepts influence each other and the EU’s 

peacebuilding effectiveness. Therefore, the political stance of the research participants should 

be taken into consideration, as the research findings suggest that the political stance of the 
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interviewees has a meaningful impact on their perception of the EU and coercion within the 

peacebuilding framework.  

The analysis above suggests that coercion appears through the interconnectedness of 

actors within the peacebuilding framework in the region. The main motivation by engaging in 

peacebuilding, however, is self-centred and serves the EU in creating its own collective identity 

and increasing its influence in world politics. The perception of coercion is, in this case, often 

created by putting different actors in relation to one another. On the one hand, all interviewees 

indicated that the EU neglects the cultural and societal structures at the base of the Palestinian 

community. This leads to undermining Palestinian autonomy and can be used for an argument 

of coercion. On the other hand, when putting the EU in relation to the US, the coercive aspect 

in the same peacebuilding framework is relativised. This suggests that the context in which 

coercion is studied has to be precisely determined and indicated. As such, it is necessary to 

determine the actors, their relation, the historical context, as well as the relationship between 

actors that influence the structure in a given system to study coercion in peacebuilding.  
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