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Abstract
This article examines the European Union’s (EU) image as a normative power in Azerbaijan. Among the 
five current participants of the Eastern Partnership Initiative, Azerbaijan is the only country where the EU’s 
norm promotion efforts have been thwarted over the past decade. In the context of the ruling elite’s shifting 
discourses on the EU, the latter is facing trust and visibility challenges, not only among ordinary Azerbai-
janis, but also among pro-democracy civil society organisations. A closer look into the civil society perspec-
tives indicates the EU’s decline as a normative actor in the country, not least due to its continued pursuit of 
pragmatic energy interests that do not presuppose the institutionalisation of democratic norms.

Introduction
Due to its success in development based on the prin-
ciples of peace, democracy, rule of law, and social jus-
tice, the European Union (EU) is often referred to as 
a ‘normative power’ in international politics in general 
and in its eastern neighbourhood, including the South 
Caucasus, in particular (Manners, 2012; Bengtsson/ 
Elgström, 2012). Being seen as a normative or trans-
formative power, the EU has proven itself capable of 
influencing the perceptions in other countries about 
what is ‘normal’ (Manners, 2002: 253) and undertaken 
a mission to diffuse the above-mentioned norms outside 
its borders. Apart from negotiations and agreements with 
political elites, development aid, and regional integra-
tion projects, one way in which the EU diffuses norms is 
by engaging with domestic civil societies for democratic 
reforms. However, in some neighbouring countries, such 
as Azerbaijan, the EU’s capacity to act as a norm pro-
moter has met significant challenges.

Over the past decade, the relationship between 
the EU and Azerbaijan has developed in a  perplex-
ing manner, entailing elements of burgeoning coop-
eration in the trade sphere and persisting disaccord on 
the normative aspect. Relying on its bargaining power, 
the political leadership in Baku has resisted undertak-
ing reforms necessary for democratic development and 
closer engagement with the EU, despite Azerbaijan’s par-
ticipation in the Eastern Partnership Initiative (EaP)—a 
regional framework that envisages the development of 
market economies, the rule of law, and civil society in the 
region. At the stage of consolidating authoritarianism in 
the country, survey data (from the Caucasus Research 
Resource Centers, CRRC, and EU Neighbours East) 
shows that perceptions of Europe have become ambiv-
alent in Azerbaijan, with enfeebled interest in EU mem-
bership and limited trust in the EU compared to other 
EaP countries. This can be at least partially ascribed to 
the incoherencies of EU engagement in Azerbaijan, as 
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well as the framings of Europe in the country’s domi-
nant elite discourse—both political and cultural.

Against this background, pro-democracy civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Azerbaijan have been vital socie-
tal advocates of European integration, promoting EU 
norms and visibility as well as pushing for a respective 
institutional reform agenda. Seen as domestic partners, 
the CSOs benefited from dynamic relations with the EU 
until 2013, when the authorities started to target civil 
society through increasingly restrictive legislation and 
repression (Pearce, 2015; Geybullayeva, 2015; Vincent, 
2015). Contrary to normative expectations, the EU has 
shown restraint in publicly pressing for a value-driven 
policy in defence of domestic civil society and demo-
cratic institutions in Azerbaijan in light of its leader-
ship’s increasing authoritarianism. Instead of rendering 
the energy cooperation, development assistance and par-
ticipation in regional projects conditional on enabling 
environment for civil society, rather, Brussels has con-
tinued to pursue pragmatic energy interests accommo-
dating the ruling elite (Alieva et al., 2017). This behav-
iour has clearly left the remaining CSOs increasingly 
disillusioned and evidently diminished the EU’s visibil-
ity as a normative power.

Based on original survey data collected from a variety 
of traditional NGOs and new civic initiatives in Azer-
baijan, this article explores the EU in the discourses of 
civil society in the post-crackdown period. Taking into 
account the elite discourse and public opinion is impor-
tant for studying the EU’s external perceptions (Elg-
ström/ Chaban, 2015); the article acknowledges that 
in the Azerbaijani context, the normative expectations 
from the EU on the part of the country’s government and 
civil society vary significantly. Thus, the article firstly 
provides a background of elite framings of Europe and 
their impact on public opinion, and then presents the 
civil society perspectives. It concludes that ‘conflicting 
role conceptions’ (Bengtsson/ Elgström, 2012: 93) exist 
regarding the EU as a norm promoter due to the inco-
herence of its assumed role and existing practices in its 
relations with Azerbaijan.

Shifting Elite Discourse and Public Opinion
It has been 25 years since the signing of the Partnership 
and Cooperation Agreement which laid the foundation 
of EU–Azerbaijan relations in the economic and political 
spheres. At the time, the agenda of European integration 
was deeply embedded in the development orientation of 
Azerbaijan, as the EU was seen as an economic and nor-
mative great power. ‘We see the future of our country in 
[European] integration’, Ilham Aliyev affirmed one year 
after taking office as president in 2003 (Aliyev, 2011).

The attractiveness of Europeanisation in the region 
led Azerbaijan to join the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy 

in 2004, followed by the membership in the EaP in 
2009. Associations in both initiatives meant that Azer-
baijan committed to prioritising democratic norms in 
the country, along with market liberalisation and closer 
integration with Europe. Indeed, trade between Azer-
baijan and the EU has proven the strongest dimension 
of cooperation: with 51% of Azerbaijan’s export share in 
2021, the EU has steadily turned into the country’s big-
gest trading partner. Over 90% of Azerbaijan’s exports 
to the EU are in the form of crude oil and natural gas, 
the main trading partners being Italy, Greece and Ger-
many. In the meantime, ironically, Azerbaijan’s ruling 
elite has sought to downgrade relations with the EU to 
an  ‘interest-based partnership’ while broadly under-
mining Europeanisation (Simão, 2018).

The complex geopolitical neighbourhood of Azerbai-
jan, and especially the country’s ambition to maintain 
a balanced foreign policy between Russia and the West 
for state and regime security and stability, is commonly 
acknowledged as the main reason for its restrained 
engagement with the EU. Particularly in the wake of 
the Russian–Georgian war in 2008, the EU—unable 
to serve as a guarantor of security in the region—had 
partially lost its political clout in the eyes of Azerbai-
jan’s elites (Valiyev, 2009). Moreover, when it comes to 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Azerbaijan’s key policy 
priority, the EU has not offered the support the govern-
ment counted on. Although Brussels fully endorsed the 
principle of territorial integrity in the cases of Georgia, 
Moldova, and Ukraine, it did not offer the same clear 
stance towards Azerbaijan and its issue with Nagorno-
Karabakh (Simão, 2010).

Although geopolitical reasoning has played the larg-
est role in the discussions of Azerbaijan’s distancing from 
Europe from a foreign policy perspective, including the 
refusal to pursue the Association Agreement with the 
EU in 2014, domestic reasons have been responsible 
for the authorities’ reluctance to internalise European 
norms through bilateral agreements and the EaP frame-
work. Emboldened by significant economic growth rates 
driven by export of oil resources (and the peak prices 
of the period 2004–2014), Aliyev’s ruling elite saw the 
opportunity to take an  authoritarian turn and con-
solidate the regime through seeking rents, bolstering 
patronage networks, and investing in its security infra-
structure while withering independent societal actors 
(Guliyev, 2013). The willingness of the EU to continue 
energy cooperation despite the government’s increased 
violations of fundamental political freedoms (including 
election-rigging) has been a major contributor to the 
emergence of a new vision in which democratic values 
have not been a necessary element of cooperation.

Although the EU has cemented its significance as 
a stable market for the export of fossil fuels as well as 
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an aid provider, it has failed to make these economic 
relations conditional on Azerbaijan’s political reforms—
especially in the judiciary (van Gils, 2017). Invigor-
ated by this fact, Aliyev’s elite started to frame the EU’s 
norm promotion efforts—not only criticism of human 
rights violations, but also support for civil society—as 
an interference into the country’s internal affairs (Umu-
dov, 2019). Moreover, in the official discourse, the EU 
was accused of double standards with regards to the 
Karabakh conflict, and this was used to target the EU 
as a normative actor and to justify Azerbaijan’s non-
democratic political system (Delcour/ Hoffmann, 2018).

Instead of focusing on developing direct coopera-
tion with Brussels, the Azerbaijani leadership sought 
to build up or strengthen bilateral partnerships with 
individual EU members, such as Italy, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic. However, it has remained impor-
tant for the Aliyev regime to maintain a positive image 
and be accepted as a  legitimate player in Europe. To 
secure such recognition, Azerbaijan put significant effort 
into its hosting of mega-events such as the Eurovision 
song contest in 2012 and the European Games in 2015 
(Ismayilov, 2015). Furthermore, several corruption scan-
dals have revealed that the Azerbaijani elite funnelled 
money to some European politicians to whitewash its 
image in European capitals.

In domestic politics, by contrast, anti-EU sentiment 
has grown and been reinforced by top officials, particu-
larly targeting the normative image of Europe. ‘Shall we 
integrate to a place where there is no difference being made 
between men and women? We definitely shall not [integrate 
to Europe]’, Aliyev said in his address to students in Baku 
in 2019 (Samadov, 2019). The president’s remarks gave rise 
to homophobic speech among officials asserting that homo-
sexuality is an ‘immoral political game’ and a ‘destructive 
force’ imported by the West to undermine the traditional 
values of Azerbaijan (Rashidova, 2022). This was not only 
used to discredit the EU norms, but also to justify persecu-
tion of the LGBT community in the public eye.

The nation-building in Azerbaijan under the Ali-
yev family has been an ‘elite-driven’ process (Ismayilov 
2015), hence the discursive framing of Europe for local 
citizens. This is also demonstrated in the finding of the 
EU Neighbourhood survey report in 2020, according 
to which 73% of Azerbaijanis who heard about the EU 
did so through national television (EU Neighbors East, 
2020). Although this share is declining in light of the rise 
of online media, the television channels—all of which 
are controlled by the state—still have the far-reaching 
ability to manage the population’s access to information 
about the EU. It is also important that official Baku has 
never painted a unified picture of Europe, and that sen-
timents tend to depend on the state of relations with the 
EU and its leading member states.

Data from an EU-supported opinion survey shows 
that, still, the three most attributed values to the EU are 
human rights, the rule of law, and economic prosper-
ity (EU Neighbours East 2020). However, the ideals of 
Europeanisation, which were once embraced by almost 
all segments of society, are now deemed a  failed ven-
ture due to the absence of progress in the elimination 
of systemic corruption, development of welfare as well 
as free-market economic opportunities, and provision 
of democratic rights in a country now independent for 
three decades. At the stage of authoritarian consolida-
tion in Azerbaijan, the public trust in the EU and inter-
est in being part of it clearly declined. For instance, sup-
port for the country’s membership in the EU decreased 
from 50% in 2011 to 34% in 2013 (CRRC, 2011; CRRC, 
2013). Meanwhile, trust in the EU among the Azer-
baijani public was the lowest among South Caucasus 
states, with as few as 24% of respondents expressing full 
or partial trust in 2013 (CRRC, 2013). This period in 
Azerbaijan’s history was marked by elevated state prop-
aganda against Western values to the backdrop of pro-
democracy mobilisations both in Azerbaijan and the 
wider region.

Furthermore, compellingly, there has been a sharp 
decline in the share of respondents who recently came 
across EU-related information, from 48% in 2016 to 
26% in 2019, indicating a reduction in EU-related topics 
in the public narrative. Without causation being implied, 
the EU has been facing a visibility challenge in Azerbai-
jan in the aftermath of the government crackdown on 
civil society and the independent media—the key part-
ners of the former in norm promotion (whose own per-
ceptions of the EU have also worsened, as will be dis-
cussed in the next section).

Frustrated Civil Society
In spreading democratic norms in its Eastern Neigh-
bourhood, the EU has attached crucial importance 
to civil society, which is also presented in official doc-
uments as ‘a promoter of EU visibility’ (Böttger/ Fal-
kenhain, 2011; Luciani, 2021). The 2006 EU-Azerbaijan 
Action Plan, jointly adopted based on ‘partnership, joint 
ownership and differentiation’, emphasised strength-
ening civil society in order to improve and safeguard 
human rights and the rule of law in the country in line 
with Council of Europe standards.

Moreover, the Eastern Partnership Civil Society 
Forum (EaP CSF) was created in 2009 with the inten-
tion to facilitate communication among non-governmen-
tal organisations (NGOs) in the region and strengthen 
their dialogue—both with their respective governments 
and the EU. Under EaP CSF, a national platform con-
sisting of domestic NGOs was established in Azerbaijan 
to coordinate and facilitate the implementation of the 
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EaP agenda at the domestic level. Despite the differences 
in political development trajectories among EaP states, 
in its updated regional policy ‘Beyond 2020’, an inclu-
sive environment for CSOs remains one of the EU’s 
five priorities for helping to strengthen resilience in the 
region, including Azerbaijan (European Council, 2020).

Similarly to the other EaP member countries, Azer-
baijan’s once lively civil society had been a vocal pro-
moter of the idea of European integration (Alieva, 2014). 
In the past, non-governmental actors united around 
umbrella organisations to express European aspira-
tions and continuously called on the government to 
sign an ambitious Association Agreement with the EU. 
Being part of Europe had been central in the narratives 
of Azerbaijan’s liberal and progressive civil society, albeit 
less so over the past decade. Before elaborating on the 
multiple reasons for this, it is essential to outline some 
caveats of EU-civil society engagement.

Firstly, since the beginning, the EU’s various forms of 
assistance for civil society has mainly been channelled to 
registered NGOs with the professional capacity and pro-
ficiency to deliver large project outcomes (Aliyev, 2016). 
Professionalisation of CSOs, driven by the bureaucra-
tised relations with and financial dependence on the 
EU, in turn, resulted in further disengagement from 
the local society (Luciani, 2021). Additionally, although 
the EU developed several instruments for civil society 
support, its direct engagement mainly benefited NGOs 
with policy relevance, expertise, and channels of com-
munication with the authorities, despite the closedness 
of the authoritarian regime to genuine dialogue with 
independent groups. Thus, the EU’s direct aid policy not 
only disregarded grassroots and community-based civil 
society development, but also strengthened a number of 
government-organised NGOs dominating the National 
Platform (van Gils, 2017). Moreover, although the EU 
emerged as a top funder of civil society in Azerbaijan 
with an allocation of EUR 13 million in direct assistance 
from 2007 to 2013, this was only 30% of its democracy 
support to the country: the remaining 70% went to the 
government (Shapovalova/ Youngs, 2012). These issues 
notwithstanding, independent CSOs had still enjoyed 
a relatively free operational environment and good con-
nections with the EU, which allowed some of them to 
work on crucial areas such as media freedom, election 
observation, judicial reform, transparency, non-formal 
education, and more, until 2013.

Since 2013, however, the Azerbaijani government 
has targeted civil society by implementing restrictive 
NGO laws that curbed the ability of CSOs to register 
and receive Western funding on the one hand, and tar-
geted known human rights NGO leaders on the other 
(Ismayil/ Remezaite, 2016). Western civil society sup-
port was not only curtailed — its non-governmental 

recipients were also stigmatised in official discourse as 
‘foreign agents.’ With its lacklustre response to the leg-
islative changes that severely restricted basic operations 
of civil society, leading to the exodus of foreign donors, 
the EU started being perceived as a weak actor, failing 
to prevent domestic changes that directly contradicted 
its values. Azerbaijan’s civil society, decimated by polit-
ically motivated arrests and harassment by local law 
enforcement, increasingly began to lose trust in the 
EaP process. The situation has slightly improved since 
2016, when imprisoned civil society leaders were released 
and new civic actors started to enter the stage, but there 
has been no major change to the institutional environ-
ment. To be sure, in recent years the EU has updated 
its civil society policy and has been increasingly sup-
portive of independent community initiatives through 
third parties. However, these efforts remain low-profile 
and are not visibly linked to the EU in the public eye.

The sense of disillusionment with the EU has been 
pervasive among CSOs in Azerbaijan. The findings of 
the authors’ recent survey among a diversity of CSOs 
in Azerbaijan confirm that the latter’s view of the EU 
as a normative actor has plummeted in the post-crack-
down period. Conducted online in July 2021 in Azer-
baijani and English, the survey drew 53 responses from 
‘traditional’ NGOs—both registered and unregistered—
and new civic communities established after the crack-
down (for details, see Zamejc, 2021). The areas of organ-
isations’ activities vary from human rights and social 
rights to the arts, environment, gender, youth capacity-
building, student activism, citizen journalism, research, 
and more. According to the respondents, the three most 
significant challenges of civil society in Azerbaijan are 
restrictive legislation (75%), limited funding (56%), and 
political discrimination (48%).

Although the awareness among civil society of the 
EaP framework is very high, one-third of the respon-
dents said they have never participated in any EU-organ-
ised or supported activity. Interestingly, all respondents 
belonging to this group are CSOs that have been estab-
lished after the crackdown, and the EU’s perceived ‘with-
drawal’ from democracy promotion in the country. Espe-
cially in its time of crisis, at the point when civil society 
expected more explicit support from the EU, instead, the 
latter’s attention was diverted to the Association Trio: 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine, which the EU viewed 
as having a more promising environment (Zamejc, 2021). 
Overall, responses to the open-ended survey questions 
reflect a shared belief within civil society that the EU 
has scaled down norm promotion activities and is not 
using avenues of political conditionality to help over-
come challenges of democracy in Azerbaijan:

‘At the time when restrictive legislation on free-
dom of assembly and association was enforced, 
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when limitations were imposed on the activities 
of political parties and funding of civil society, 
the EU acted more as an observer and failed to 
use any effective tools’ (Respondent #5: unreg-
istered NGO director, Baku).
‘Because the European Union attaches great 
importance to oil and gas deals with Azerbai-
jan and it ignores its key goals.’ (Respondent #7: 
Think tank director, Baku)
‘The EU has the potential to influence; its role 
may be great, but it puts its interests above values. 
The EU has the power to influence the state of 
civil society. There must be a strategic approach 
not only at the level of expressing concern or 
recommendation, but also at the level of con-
crete steps’ (Respondent #10: registered NGO 
director, Baku).

Asked to identify three major challenges facing Azer-
baijan today, the CSO respondents pointed to increas-
ing authoritarianism, corruption, and poverty. Accord-
ingly, among its priority areas, Azerbaijani civic actors 
expect the EU to pay more attention to civil society par-
ticipation (91%), democracy (83%), and economic sus-
tainability (45%) in the country. Thus, despite recent 
disappointments, civic actors maintain normative expec-
tations from the EU. In the common view of the respon-
dents, the EU should level up pressure to change the 
NGO legislation, increase its visibility and seek alterna-
tive mechanisms to engage with Azerbaijani civil society.

‘[The EU] must take a  principled stand to 
influence the government and implement alter-
native mechanisms to support civil society’ 
(Respondent #29: social entrepreneur, Baku).
‘I think there is a need to increase the visibility of 
the EU in society. In addition, I believe that there 
is a need to improve the representation mech-
anisms of local NGOs in the National Platform 
[of EaP CSF] and to provide opportunities for 
independent and new NGOs to be represented 
there’ (Respondent #38: representative of a new 
civic platform, Baku).
‘I think in order to solve problems, one needs to 
understand them. It would be very good if the 
Baku office of the European Union first met with 
local initiative groups and identified their needs. 
[…] A clear strategic plan should then be devel-
oped in an inclusive manner’ (Respondent #36: 
leader of a new civic initiative, Baku).

According to a recent report, apart from energy interests 
overshadowing democracy promotion and dysfunction-
ality of the National Platform of NGOs in Azerbaijan, 
another reason for the EU’s diminished image, as seen 

by civil society, lies in the EU’s failure to demonstrate 
a consistent approach to the solution of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict (Zamejc, 2021). Although this is an over-
lapping frustration of both the government and CSOs, 
in general, normative expectations from the EU at the 
levels of the autocratic elite and pro-democracy civil 
society in Azerbaijan are markedly different. These ten-
sions in expectations have pushed the EU to move the 
democratic agenda to closed-door initiatives such as the 
Human Rights Dialogue with the government; starting 
in 2019, it however has not paved the way for any pos-
itive political development to date. This approach has 
added to the sense of being side-lined on the part of civil 
society, further contributing to the disillusionment of 
the latter about the significance attached to it.

Concluding Remarks
This article has presented civil society perspectives on the 
diminishing normative power of the EU in the broader 
context of shifting elite discourses shaping public opin-
ion. Our findings are in line with Bengtsson/ Elgström 
(2012: 94), who argued that ‘incoherence between self-
perceptions and others’ perceptions of EU actions may 
create tensions that influence the interaction between 
the parties and that hinder EU efforts to spread values 
and norms’. In the case of Azerbaijan, such incoherence 
is stemming from the EU’s assumed role as a norm pro-
moter and its actual performance in doing so—a gap 
between words and deeds.

While intending to promote its ‘normalities’—
namely, peace, democracy, and human rights—with 
bilateral agreements and regional integration frame-
works (Bengtsson/ Elgström, 2012), the EU has over the 
past decade found itself tacitly supporting the author-
itarian rule of the Azerbaijani government by prioritis-
ing energy cooperation despite systematic undemocratic 
developments. Thus—with the suspension of Belarus—
Azerbaijan remains the only EaP country in which the 
situation for civil society has in fact worsened since 
joining the programme. As a  result, available public 
opinion data and our civil society survey results show 
that the EU is facing a  trust and visibility challenge, 
not only among ordinary Azerbaijanis, but also among 
members of CSOs.

Meanwhile, Baku has been engaged in closed-
door negotiations with the EU since 2017 over a new 
partnership agreement. Delays in the adoption of the 
new framework may indicate difficulties in reaching 
mutually accepted priorities for cooperation. Notwith-
standing the domestic anti-EU narrative, the govern-
ment expects the new agreement to open pathways for 
further economic cooperation and investment—while 
local civil society hopes the partnership framework can 
help lift some restrictive policies and reopen Azerbai-
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jan’s civic space. Following the war in Ukraine and the 
Western sanctions on Russian oil and gas, the energy 
security agenda is certain to play a prominent role in 
EU–Azerbaijan ties. However, this approach risks fur-
ther softening of the EU stance on the country’s (un)
democratic performance and the further decline of its 
image in the eyes of civil society.

In fact, as an attractive economic partner and increas-
ingly important geopolitical player, the EU has signifi-
cant bargaining power to merge its pragmatic interests 
with the norm promotion dimension. The EU’s biggest 

asset is its sizeable export market, strong development 
assistance and investment potential, as well as the policy 
know-how necessary to boost lagging reforms in key sec-
tors such as education and healthcare. Last but not least, 
the war in Ukraine makes it even more important for 
Azerbaijan to strengthen its ties with Brussels to counter-
balance Russian ambitions in the region. These strengths 
could be instrumentalised by the EU in the negotiations 
to regain its normative visibility in the country and over-
come its hitherto restrained approach in terms of direct 
engagement with pro-democracy actors.
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