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Abstract: The study of the EU’s external democracy promotion often refers to 

accession of new member states and the transition they undergo 

preceding their accession. But how does democracy promotion take form 

in countries that are not in the accession trajectory nor have the ambition 

to?  

This paper will present the conceptual framework for my research, which 

consists of a comparative study of Belarus and Azerbaijan. While both 

countries are considered to fall short from European democratic 

standards, the EU pursues a strong value-driven approach towards 

Belarus whereas the absence of democracy does not appear to be a 

hindrance for the EU to develop increasingly strong relations with the 

regime in Azerbaijan.  

Existing literature on democracy promotion explains this differential 

treatment by the EU only partially. One group of studies focuses on the 

question of why the EU abstains from active democracy promotion in 

certain undemocratic regimes. Using a rationalist approach, they argue 

that the EU acts geo-strategically, to protect its own interests. Another 

group of studies addresses the question of why the EU does apply an 

active democracy promotion strategy towards third countries, using a 

constructivist framework.  

To compare the cases of Belarus and Azerbaijan, however, one needs to 

address both questions: why does the EU make relations with Belarus 

conditional on democratic reform and why does it not adhere to a strict 

democracy promotion policy in the case of Azerbaijan? Moreover, 

rationalism cannot explain all aspects of the EU’s policy towards Baku; 

while constructivism cannot capture all EU policy-decisions regarding 

Minsk. It will therefore be suggested to combine rationalist and 



constructivist approaches in order to be able to incorporate all relevant 

aspects that may influence the EU’s policy-making towards its Eastern 

neighbours, including energy politics, discourse ‘entrapment’, regional 

stability, and political culture.  

 


