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ABSTRACT 

 

The European Union foreign policy is a vast area whose objectives refer to 

promoting international peace, democratic principles and cooperation. Its most 

challenging mission is to develop dialogue with non-democratic states, such as Cuba.  

The purpose of this master thesis was to explore a social constructivist 

approach completed by a liberal institutionalist view of the European Union – Cuba 

nexus through the contribution of Spain as a Member state. For the exploration of this 

field, given the particularity of the problem, the research process consisted in a 

qualitative investigation through the case-study method, using interpretive techniques 

on the data.  

The process of foreign policy decision-making within the European Union 

institutions has been explored in order to determine how the actors construct their 

interests and policies, which was more obvious with the Spanish Members of 

European Parliament. 

Based on the analysis, Spain has demonstrated its role of mediator between the 

two political actors and the potential to influence the European Union policies 

towards Cuba to some extent, under particular conditions. 

The Spain – EU – Cuba triangle represents a complex framework that 

highlights the connection between national and European dynamics, the balance 

between the Council and the Parliament, as well as ideological clashes generating 

different kinds of policies. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The relations between Spain and Cuba are characterized by a complexity of 

historical, sociological, cultural, political and economic factors. First of all, Cuba is a 

former colony of Spain, its official language is Spanish and there have been many 

investments that Spain made on the Cuban territory during the last decades. These 

aspects improved their connection; therefore, it can be said that, having a strong basis 

of their cooperation, Cuba has developed ties with Spain more than with other state 

within the European Union. Cuba sees the EU as a potential ally - a key source of 

investments, imports and aid - that is willing to help, but still having many demands, 

especially when it comes to the regime change – democracy and human rights. Thus 

in this regard, Spain can represent a very important source of political and economical 

benefits for Cuba by strengthening their regional and institutional ties with the EU.  

Despite their close relationship, the political attitude of Spain within the EU 

policy has generally presented variations in its position towards Cuba. In general 

terms, there have been many changes in Spain’s national foreign policy, its position 

has been alternating in the EU between requesting cooperation policy with Cuban 

government and punishment for the way it acts with its people. 

Cuba is known as the only country in the Latin American region that has an 

authoritarian – communist regime since 1959 under the rule of Fidel Castro and of his 

brother Raul Castro since 2008. It is also the only country in Latin America and the 

Caribbean that does not have a formal agreement with the EU.  

The main obstacle that the EU has encountered in establishing a bilateral 

agreement with Cuba is the lack of democracy and of progress in the situation of 

human rights - political and civic rights and political reforms, as well. There have 

been several attempts of cooperation between them, but these were cancelled due to 

Cuba’s actions. 

The relations between the EU and Cuba are currently limited to the Common 

Position and the Council Conclusions that provide a regular assessment of the 

position, which is updated every six months. This document was a step that Spain 

made in 1996 and currently it makes efforts within the EU to change or cancel it. 

Therefore it is crucial to explore the aspects of Spain’s changes and what identity it 



reflects within the EU. Given that the EU has to show one single voice represented by 

its foreign policy, it has proved inconsistency towards Cuba several times, producing 

confusion on the international stage and especially with its interlocutor. The aim of 

this thesis is to explore the reason of the changes that Spain has shown within the EU 

structures regarding Cuba and if these changes have had any influence on the EU 

foreign policy decision-making about Cuba. 

I chose to explore this topic because it is an interesting subject of the 

international politics field that has an impact on present time. I find it interesting and 

challenging, given that the thesis brings into discussion important concerns of the EU 

– Cuba nexus, exploring a particular problem of this topic in which the main political 

actor of the case-study is Spain and the implications of its relations with each of them. 

The framework represents the situation between two opponent ideologies that are 

making efforts to cooperate with the central focus on Spain to discover if the bilateral 

relations it has with Cuba are able to influence in any way the EU foreign policy 

towards the Island and if Spain has indeed a role of intermediary, how it contributed 

to the strengthening/worsening the relations between the two political actors. 

 

1.1  Problem formulation and hypothesis 

The aim is to discover whether a Member state is able to influence the EU 

policy-making under special conditions and, in my particular case, to explore if Spain 

can shape the EU policies with regards to Cuba and to what extent. Therefore this 

dissertation paper´s research question is: 

How did Spain’s identity reflect in the European Union foreign policy 

decision-making towards Cuba, after 2003 until present? 

 In order for the analysis to provide a relevant and credible answer to the 

question, I will formulate a hypothesis that will have to be validated or falsified 

through the research process by interpreting the data using social constructivist and 

institutional liberalist views: 

 Spain has the potential of influencing the EU foreign policy decision-

making towards Cuba. 

 Testing the hypothesis will be possible by providing answers to the sub-

questions of each subchapter from the analysis part: 

 What does the Spain – Cuba bilateralism imply? 



 What policies regarding Cuba did Spain follow during its four EU 

presidencies? 

 How unitary are the Spanish representatives´ positions in the Council and the 

EP regarding foreign policy towards Cuba? 

 How do other MS react to Spain´s position towards Cuba? 

 What conditions are there for the negotiations for a Political Dialogue and 

Cooperation Agreement with Cuba? 

 

1.2 Problem area  

It is necessary to set the area of the problem in order to explain what the focus 

of the thesis is and who the important actors are in this framework of the conducted 

research. 

The analysis will discuss the implications of three political actors – Spain, 

Cuba and the EU within the same context. Given the particularity of the Spain – Cuba 

relations, the emphasis will be put on the contribution that Spain brings in the foreign 

policy decision-making process of the EU; especially on what positions it takes 

towards solving the Cuban problems. 

The starting point of the research is the hypothesis considering Spain the 

central element that leads the creation of the EU common identity in terms of foreign 

policy towards Cuba. Thus Spain will be analyzed as a part of the EU framework and, 

to a larger extent, actions of the EU policy concerning Cuba are to be taken into 

consideration in order to see to what extent it is compatible with the Spain´s 

requirements and if Spain is somehow giving incentives in creating a certain EU 

policy towards Cuba.  

The other political actor, the Cuban government´s actions are blamed of not 

respecting the democratic principles. Therefore, I find important to briefly explain the 

problems for which the EU has sanctioned Cuba and, more importantly, providing an 

explanation of the EU conditions to soften the relations with Cuba. 

 

1.3 Delimitations  

 The case study will be concerned with analyzing only Spain within the EU 

entity with regards to Cuba. The EU institutions that the analysis will refer to are the 

Council of the EU and the EP because these are the most reliable in providing 



relevant material for conducting the interpretation about Spain. This means that the 

Spanish EU presidencies will be an important element in the research process, 

discovering how they managed representing the EU and what consequences these 

actions had on their relations with Cuba. In the EP it is also important to specify that 

only the Spanish MEPs´ statements in the debates about Cuba will be analyzed, 

regardless of their political affiliation; and, for deeper particularization, amongst 

them, only the conservatives (EPP) and the socialists (PES) will be taken into 

account, because they represent the most powerful parties within the EP. The purpose 

is to emphasize the ideological differences that raise the possibility for Spain not to 

form a clear identity and policy about Cuba. 

 Given that the focus is on Spain, the other MS will be discussed only to offer a 

perspective upon the support that it has inside the EU regarding its solution proposals 

about Cuba. At the same time, Spain will be analyzed as part of the EU; therefore it is 

not relevant to discuss it as a separate entity. I found important to make this reference 

in the beginning of the analysis part in order to identify its own interests with Cuba to 

offer more clarity upon the impact it can have on the EU policies. 

 It is important to give an overview on the EU – Cuba relations in order to 

understand how the situation has evolved and also Spain´s role in the framework, but 

this presentation will be as brief as possible and will not involve US, although it is an 

important actor regarding its embargo against Cuba. 

 Regarding Cuba, the research will not concern its internal affairs and further 

problems, but only those that the EU consider impediments in signing a political 

agreement – lack of democracy and violation of human rights, stressing out the events 

after 2003, which will be presented separately. Moreover, the process of EU 

foreign policy making will be explained, but only to give an explanation of how the 

EU can spread its democratic values.  

  As it can be observed, the particularity of the problem explains itself the 

choice of the case study as strategy. 

 

 

  

 

 



CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

 The importance of the methodology chapter consists in presenting the 

structure of the thesis. Elements of research design, methods, as well as ontological 

and epistemological considerations, which are relevant for the thesis, will be 

described throughout this chapter in order to provide the theoretical analysis and 

transparency of how the research has been conducted.  

 

2.1 Methodological strategy 

First, it is important to give a clear image upon the notions of ontology and 

epistemology because “they shape the approach to theory and the methods which the 

social scientist utilizes (…) they are related, but need to be separated.”
1
 

Ontology is defined as the theory of being, concerned with the question of 

whether there is a reality that exists independently of our knowledge or constructed by 

social entities.
2
  

Two theoretical approaches have been chosen in analyzing the EU foreign 

policy in case study of Spain and exploring the problem formulation: the main 

approach is social constructivism, completed by the liberal institutionalist theory. 

Hence, a theory triangulation will be used in doing the evaluation, according to 

Patton, which means setting more perspectives to the same data.
3
 

In order to explore to what extent is Spain able to influence the EU policies, 

from the social constructivist standpoint, it is necessary to analyze how the Member 

states construct their interests through social interaction within the EU institutions, 

based upon norms, rules and values in order to form a common EU foreign policy 

towards Cuba and if the Spain’s word has weighted more. The theoretical focus is 

social constructivism because a normative interest in promoting social change can be 

identified, given the norms that rule the EU institutions and that made the MS decide 

upon the restrictive measures adopted against Cuba.  

                                                        
1
 David Marsh, Paul Furlong, Ch.1:“A Skin, not a Sweater: Ontology and Epistemology in Political 

Science” in ”Theory and Methods in Political Science”, Ed. By Marsh, D., Stoker, G. Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2002, pp.17-18 
2
 Ibid., p.18 

3
 Patton in Robert K. Yin, “Case study research: Design and Methods”, Third edition, SAGE 

Publications, Applied Social Research Methods Series, Vol.5, 2012, pp.100-101 



The liberal institutionalist view offers a complementary explanation of the role 

that Spain has in the EU - Cuba relations, by taking into consideration the principle of 

cooperation that the MS need to respect in order to reach a decision and project the 

EU common policy towards Cuba and how this single voice has been reflected 

towards Cuba. 

There are some aspects in which the two theoretical approaches have 

similarities and thus, can be complementary. Seen through the social constructivist 

lens, the Spanish initiatives within the EU policy are in a continuous process of 

construction and reconstruction, adapting to the context, which means constant 

change; this is also one of the important processes in the liberal institutionalist view.  

Social constructivism explains that the purpose is to shape a common EU 

foreign policy based on the values and norms of democracy and human rights through 

interaction among the MS in order to establish their interests. On the other hand, the 

institutional liberalists put emphasis on respecting the rules and laws in order to 

cooperate within an international organization such as the EU in decision-making of 

its foreign policy. Thus, according to both theoretical approaches, restrictive aspects 

are important: for social constructivists – norms and values - with a moral and social 

dimension; for the liberal institutionalists – rules and laws – a legal dimension. 

This theoretical framework, applied to this case, means constructing the reality 

(the EU foreign policy) through ideas and mutual interests as results of social 

interaction among the MS with the Spanish incentives by developing cooperation in 

an institutionalized environment.  

I find relevant to include elements of soft and hard power and the “stick and 

carrot” policy in exploring the problem, given the variations that have been observed 

in the EU foreign policy regarding Cuba in order to establish what contribution Spain 

had in softening/hardening the situation with the Island.  

If an ontological position reflects the researcher´s view about the nature of the world, 

their epistemological position reflects their view of what we can know about the world and 

how we can know it; literally, an epistemology is a theory of knowledge.
4
 

Within epistemology I approach the problem from an interpretivist 

(hermeneutic) view, which consists in the perception of the world as constructed 

through social phenomena; the focus is put upon the meaning of behavior.  

                                                        
4
 Marsh and Furlong, op.cit., p.19 



The aim in my research is to understand a real-world problem – if the EU 

foreign policy regarding Cuba is shaped by Spain and if it is the case, to what extent; 

to understand the reason of variations that took place between them and what was 

Spain´s contribution to that (in the Council and in the Parliament). It is important to 

mention that it is not possible to generalize for every MS, given that there are 

particular entities and conditions put forward in this problem – analyzing the EU 

foreign policy decision making towards Cuba through the lens of Spain. 

Therefore, interpretation is necessary in political sciences and, especially in 

the exploration of this problem, in order to understand how the EU policies about 

Cuba are decided and if there are any consequences in the EU framework of the Spain 

– Cuba bilateralism.  

Hermeneutics is the theory of interpretation and understanding. “It argues that 

we need to understand the meanings people attach to social behavior. So, 

hermeneutics is concerned with the interpretation of texts and actions”
5
 or “with the 

theory of and method of the interpretation of human action.”
6
 Thus, it involves the 

actors, conditions and the social, cultural, political, economic context in which the 

actions have been taken.  

That is the reason of observing the evolution of the EU – Cuba nexus and what 

did Spain in order to maintain these relations open by mainly interpreting official 

documents of the EU institutions, particularly, the Spanish MEPs statements within 

the EP and the reports of the Council concerning Cuba. In this regard, it needs to be 

added that double hermeneutic can be observed: “The world is interpreted by the 

actors (one hermeneutic level) and their interpretation is interpreted by the observer (a 

second hermeneutic level).”
7
 

 

2.2 Type of method and data  

Given the ontological and epistemological considerations mentioned above, 

the type of research I am conducting in my thesis is qualitative. From several 

definitions, the most suitable seems to be the next one: “Qualitative research involves 

                                                        
5
 Bevir and Rhodes in Marsh and Furlong, op.cit., p.27 

6
 Alan Bryman, ”Social research methods”, 4th edition, Oxford, 2012, p. 28 

7
 Marsh and Furlong, op.cit., p.19 



any research that uses data that do not indicate ordinal values,”
8
 meaning that the type 

of data used consists of text, images or sounds, emphasizing “words rather than 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data.”
9
 

I chose the case study as method of my qualitative research because I consider 

this the most appropriate method due to the uniqueness of the actors and conditions. 

The case study is defined as “an empirical inquiry which: 

 investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

especially when 

 the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.”
10

  

In other words, the contextual conditions are very important in analyzing the 

problem, given, for instance, the particular circumstances that made the Spanish 

government change its attitude towards Cuba and the EU´s as well – the political 

parties in power; or the violation of human rights in Cuba which determined the EU to 

apply restrictive measures. 

 

According to the research questions, there are three types of case study: 

exploratory (answering to “what” question), descriptive and explanatory (“why” and 

“how” questions). Therefore, given the research question of this thesis, the case-study 

method with descriptive and explanatory qualities
11

 will be used, taking into 

consideration the hypothesis that needs to be tested as well and, in order to do that, a 

thorough analysis of the phenomenon is required to validate/falsify it by providing a 

relevant explanation. The main weakness of the case studies, as mentioned above, is 

the inability to provide generalization in other cases, given the particular aspects. 

In order to provide relevant information, primary and secondary data will be 

collected in order to answer the research question, referring to Spain, the EU and 

Cuba. As primary data, relevant documents concerning the case study will be used in 

the analysis and discussions upon the matter. These consist in official EU documents: 

transcripts of the debates from the EP plenary meetings, statements of the MEPs or 

the EU press releases, questions and answers between the Council and the EP, official 

                                                        
8
 Nkwi, Nyamongo and Ryan in Greg Guest, Emily E. Namey and Marilyn L. Mitchell, 

Ch.1:“Collecting Qualitative Data: A Field Manual for Applied Science” in  ”Qualitative research: 

Defining and designing”, SAGE Publications, 2013, p.3 
9
 Alan Bryman, op.cit., p. 36 

10
 Robert K. Yin, op.cit., p.13 

11
 Charles Schell, The Value of the Case Study as a Research Strategy, Manchester Business School, 

1992, p.5, http://www.finance-mba.com/Case%20Method.pdf  

http://www.finance-mba.com/Case%20Method.pdf


EU institutions webpages, official webpages of the Spanish parties, strategic and 

action plans, legislation, annual reports, material from the EU website archives and 

mass media outputs. 

Secondary data will be analyzed as well, to give another interpretation or for 

further discussions on the authors´ statements: academic books, published scientific 

articles, journalistic sources and the VoteWatch website that keeps track of the EU 

institutions. Secondary data provides a valuable material for confirming or infirming 

the findings or interpreting it from both theoretical perspectives – applying a double 

hermeneutic in this case, as explained above. 

 

2.3 Validity, reliability and critics 

In order to meet quality, validity and reliability are important criteria that must 

be taken into consideration in qualitative research, depending on each other. 

Validity is difficult to define in qualitative research, but generally it refers to 

whether <<you are observing, identifying, or “measuring” what you say you are>>.
12

 

In other words, the findings are valid if they reflect correctly and in a proper manner 

the context of the case study. 

Reliability refers to the condition that the conclusions of this thesis being 

identical with the ones of another research conducted upon the same case study with a 

similar methodology. It also implies trustworthiness – what are the feasibility and the 

credibility of the findings.
13

 

Qualitative research is often considered to be too subjective, given the fact that 

it is emphasizing the word, the meaning and the interpretation of the researcher can 

many times be perceived as not reflecting the reality, but one´s own perceptions. 

The theory and data triangulation used in the research offer a major level of 

probability for these criteria to be met and manage to limit the author´s subjectivity 

upon the case study. The interpretation from two theoretical views of the primary data 

has the purpose of presenting the phenomenon from two different standpoints; the 

secondary data is collected as a confirmation, in some cases, of the findings or as a 

starting point of further discussions upon certain ideas relevant in answering the 

research question. 

                                                        
12

 A. Bryman, op.cit, p. 390 
13

 Idem 



In order to provide a good analysis, the theoretical approach must be 

correlated with the empirical part. In this case, within the liberal institutionalist 

framework, the EU institutions are very important to be analyzed regarding their roles 

and positions in the foreign policy making process towards Cuba: how are the debates 

created and maintained between the representatives of the MS, what are the 

conditions and decisions made by the EP and the Council of the EU, how the 

governments perceive the situation.  

The social constructivist approach is essential in this case because it shows 

how state`s interests are constructed through debates, talks – interaction, within a 

formal and institutional environment of a unitary actor which is the EU. Given that 

the focus of the thesis is how the EU is functioning and how decisions are made on 

the foreign policy level, this is also the reason of emphasizing the social constructivist 

theory that explains best these actions. Also the liberal institutionalist theory explains 

the multi-level cooperation that needs to be achieved inside the EU structures: first, 

on the level of each institution – EP and Council; then there must be an inter-

institutional cooperation in order to form a unitary EU policy to project towards Cuba 

which, depending on the nature of the foreign policy, refers to the aspect of 

cooperation with the Island. 

The descriptive part is necessary in order to provide a better understanding of 

the case study with emphasis on the EU external policy regarding Cuba, while Spain 

will provide the important interpretation upon the matter, will be the subject of the 

analysis itself. The explanatory aspect will be conducted in the analysis chapter. 

 

2.4 Synopsis  

As mentioned above, the purpose of the analysis is to explore a social 

constructivist complemented by a liberal institutionalist explanation of the role that 

Spain is playing in the EU foreign policy decision-making regarding its relations with 

Cuba. In order to accomplish this, it is necessary to discover what kind of benefits 

Cuba can provide for the EU and Spain in particular.  

The thesis is structured in 7 chapters and multiple subchapters that concern the 

same topic and contribute to answering the research question, by testing the 

hypothesis. 



The first chapter is the introductory one, presenting the interesting points of 

the relationship between Spain and Cuba within the EU framework and raising the 

problematic aspect of this bilateralism in contributing somehow to the EU foreign 

policy decision-making. It also includes the formulation of the research question, the 

hypothesis that must be tested and the limits that shape the problematic area of this 

thesis.  

The second chapter presents the methodological framework of the thesis in 

order to offer transparency and clarity upon how it has been created: what type of 

approach, method, data and strategy lead the research process. 

Chapter 3 is dedicated to defining the concepts used in the analytical part and 

setting the theoretical considerations by exploring the social constructivist approach, 

as well as the institutional liberalist theory with elements of soft/hard power. The 

main characteristics of each theoretical approach will be presented in order to clarify 

the views of each of them.  

The fourth chapter is concerned more with the EU institutions and procedures, 

by defining elements of its foreign policy and explaining how it is decided among the 

MS, mentioning also the important characteristics of the CFSP pillar. 

The next chapter provides a presentation of the context of the EU – Cuba 

relations, the conditions of their rapprochement in the 1990s and their evolution until 

nowadays, offering an overview of the nature and variations of their bilateralism, only 

as a background for the main concern of this thesis. 

Chapter 6 represents the analysis of the case study, the interpretation of the 

data regarding Spain. First, it is important to mention that Spain’s attitude will not be 

considered a single unitary position on a national level, given that the analysis will not 

resume to the Council, but will refer to the EP as well. It is necessary to observe if the 

Spanish national interests are compatible with the ones that the EU has, in order to 

determine the Spanish government`s behavior addressed to the Island and to find a 

relevant explanation for the variations that Spain has proved in its attitude towards 

Cuba, especially after 2003. 

Another element to discover and explore is the importance that the Spanish 

presidency showed to strengthening the relations with Cuba and how the ideology of 

the party in power influenced the EU direction at the time. Given the complicated 

situation regarding the human rights abuse and lack of democracy in Cuba – which 



are the most important values for the EU, their relations have had ups and down many 

times.  

Analyzing Spain means a complex process of interpretation on a institutional 

level, more specifically, of its activity in the Council and the positions that the 

Spanish MEPs adopted in the debates about Cuba, but implies an inter-institutional 

dimension in order to establish if there is a unitary voice of Spain in both EU 

institutions that can be projected as Spain´s identity inside the EU when it comes to 

Cuba. And to a larger extent, actions of the EU policy concerning Cuba are to be 

taken into consideration in order to see to what extent it is compatible with the 

Spain´s requirements and if Spain is somehow giving incentives in creating a certain 

EU policy towards Cuba.  

Given that the analysis will emphasize mainly the events starting from 2003, 

the last part will be focused on the recent event that has taken place at the beginning 

of this year, when both parties – the EU and Cuba agreed to start negotiations for a 

Political Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement and discuss the conditions that the 

European Commission had established in order for this further cooperation to happen. 

The final chapter presents the conclusions of the findings and aims at putting 

forward several perspectives about Spain´s further relation with Cuba and its effect in 

the EU framework. 

 The next scheme will illustrate the main idea of the thesis – that Spain as a 

Member State has representatives in the Council and Parliament and these institutions 

have to reach a consensus upon the policies, regardless of the national interests of 

Spain. 

EUROPEAN UNION 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SPAIN 
 

European 
Parliament 
EPP/S&D 

 

Council 

CUBA 



CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUALIZATION AND THEORETICAL 

APPROACHES 

 

I consider it is essential to define and discuss the implications of the main 

concepts and theoretical approaches that were used throughout the investigation in 

order to offer a complete explanation and a coherent interpretation upon the empirical 

data.  

3.1 Social constructivism 

In this thesis the main theoretical approach used in explaining how the foreign 

policy is created within the EU is social constructivism - which asserts that world 

politics is “socially constructed”, meaning that it is based on two main ideas: “that the 

fundamental structures of international politics are rather social than strictly material 

(…) and that these structures shape actors’ identities and interests, rather than just 

their behavior.”
14

 The international system is not just “out there“; it is constructed 

through the socialization process, through ideas and not material objects.
15

  

Therefore, the emphasis is put on the social dimension and it looks into the 

process of states’ constructing their interests through social interaction. 

Wendt considers that: “Identities are the basis of interests (…); they define 

their interests in the process of defining situations,”
16

 meaning that their identities are 

shaped depending on the interests they have in a certain context; their actions is what 

defines them, leading them to the perception in a particular way by the others. 

Risse and Sikkin have the same opinion of the correlation between the 

identities and interests of the actors on the international stage,
17

 given that wishes and 

preferences depend on the idea of defining the actor itself in the first place – what 

kind of power it holds, what potential it has and so on; there is a complementarity 

between these two notions. Identities are also important for the social division 

                                                        
14

 A. Wendt, Constructing International Politics, International Security, Vol. 20, No.1, 1995, pp. 71-72  
15

 Robert Jackson, Georg Sørensen, Ch.6 – “Social Constructivism” in “Introduction to International 

Relations Theories and Approaches”, 3
rd
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between “we” and “others“, including a matter of inclusion and exclusion in this 

regard.
18

  

As mentioned, interests are an important element of social constructivism; 

constructivists theorize about the meaning of the absent interests as well; they 

consider that missing interests are created as “produced absences, omissions that are 

the understandable product of social practices and structure.“
19

 An identity implies 

certain structures and actions and a level of consistence must exist between these 

social structures and the interests of the actor.  

According to the constructivist approach, state interests are made mainly of 

systemic structures consisting in social relationships; furthermore, social structures 

have three main characteristics: shared knowledge, material resources and practices. 

These components are dependent from each other in the context of producing social 

structures. 

First, as Wendt explains, social structures are represented by “shared 

understandings, expectations, or knowledge. These constitute the actors in a situation 

and the nature of their relationships, whether cooperative or conflictual.“
20

 In order 

for shared knowledge to exist, there must be a dependence of social structures on 

ideas - which leads to the similarity with idealism in this sense. This means that the 

main element that makes the structure social is the intersubjective quality.  

Second, the social constructivist admits that material resources are part of the 

social structures as well, but these structures receive a meaning in actors’ perceptions, 

as a result of shared understandings, in contrast with realists who prioritize materiality 

over sociality. The material resources as simple objects do not make sense; they have 

to be given a meaning by the social structures. Therefore, the material forces are 

important for the actors as well, but they are only instruments; they rely on the 

ideational basis that leads their use - the ideas and beliefs that give them a particular 

significance.
21

 

The third element in the existence of a social structure is represented by the 

practices; ideas and material capabilities are not sufficient for creating social 
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structures, but the process itself between the actors is a main component because this 

is the framework in which the social structures can exist.
22

 

The importance of social practices stands in “its capacity to produce 

predictability and so, order.“
23

 In the context of a socially constructed community, 

social practices can increase confidence regarding their actions and consequences in 

relation with the others. Karl Deutsch believes that an actor cannot act accordingly to 

its identity and be perceived in a certain way until ”the relevant community of 

meaning (…) acknowledges the legitimacy of that action, by that actor, in that social 

context.“
24

  

Although this theoretical approach supports the idea of constructing and 

reconstructing the reality, which means that change is possible, but is not a mandatory 

feature - as Wendt explains – because social structures can constrain and, thus, make 

transformative strategies impossible. This can be linked to the collective nature of the 

social structures that refers to the fact that there is a multitude of actors involved and 

”structural change depends on changing a system of expectations that may be 

mutually reinforcing.“
25

  

For instance, the political actors within the foreign policy field are constrained 

by social structures on a national, as well as international level. In this way, their 

socially recognized competence is defined, clarifying the limits regarding domestic 

and international political and economic spheres of practice. Ashley also considers 

that the practice of foreign policy depends on the existence of intersubjective 

“precedents and shared symbolic materials – in order to impose interpretations upon 

events, silence alternative interpretations, structure practices, and orchestrate the 

collective making of history.”
26

 

One of the fundamental principles is that actions towards other actors or 

objects in general take place depending on the meanings that those have for them, 

how they perceive them. An actor will behave in a particular way with a friend 

compared to an enemy. ”Actors acquire identities – relatively stable, role-specific 
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understandings and expectations about self – by participating in such collective 

meanings.“
27

  

For instance, states can have multiple identities such as sovereign, imperial 

power and so on; and each of these identities is given by the other actors in the 

context of categorizing them in the theories that they hold about themselves and one 

another, constituting “the structure of the social world.
28

 

There is interdependence between the notions of identity and roles as well. 

Roles are given on the basis of who the actors are, shaping their perception in a 

specific way. Hence it is crucial for the actors to succeed in playing the roles that they 

are attributed in order to be able to define the interests and situations, without any 

identity confusion.
29

 

As mentioned above, norms are also important in the construction of identities 

and interests because social identities are constituted by norms, giving the national 

interests their meaning. They consist in defining an identity through the actions that 

would make the others recognize it and react in a particular way.  

Finnemore has an interesting constructivist approach in this regard, with 

identities and interests of states as a starting point, but highlighting the importance of 

the norms of the international system which are able to shape states’ identities and 

interests. She considers that: 

The fact that we live in an international society means that what we want and, 

in some ways, who we are shaped by the social norms, rules, understandings, and 

relationships we have with others. These social realities are as influential as material 

realities in determining behavior.
30

  

This also leads to the idea that international institutions are crucial in diffusing 

the norms in order to shape identities and interests of actors. 

In the foreign policy area, constructivists consider that institutions are ”reified 

sets of intersubjective constitutive and regulative rules that, in addition to helping 
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coordinate and pattern behavior and channel it in one direction rather than another.”
31

 

And they also help in setting new collective identities, shared interests and practices.   

Therefore, the contribution of social constructivism in foreign policy decision-

making consists of three elements. The first one refers to the understanding of 

interests through a process of social interaction in which the material forces have their 

importance, but the social context is prioritized. Second, it refers to the understanding 

of decision-making through discussions and debates between actors with the aim of 

discovering their interests. This leads to the next idea that refers to the evolution of 

states in an interactive multi-level framework
32

 – on a national and international level.  

 

3.2 Liberal institutionalism 

 Given that the foreign policy decision-making is shaped in the 

institutionalized environment of the EU, I find necessary for the theoretical 

framework of this dissertation paper to include the liberal institutionalist theory as 

well. This claims that institutions represent the key to increased cooperation among 

states and that “the emphasis should be placed on global governance and international 

organizations as a way of explaining international relations.
33 

 First, liberalism presents several characteristics such as – individual freedom, 

political participation, private property and equality of opportunity – that are shared 

by all democratic states. Of all these principles, a liberal state is mainly defined by the 

principle referring to the importance of the freedom of individual. The idealist 

dimension is outlined in the consideration of treating the actors as ethical subjects and 

not as means, which is a similar aspect with social constructivism. Fundamentally, the 

extension to liberal institutionalism consists of promoting these basic liberal 

principles beyond the national level in the framework of institutions.
34

 

The main idea consists in that the international system is based on rules, norms 

and principles and they govern the interaction of the actors. This restrictive 

                                                        
31

 Ruggie in Emanuel Adler, “Constructivism in International Relations: Sources, Contributions and 

Debates“ in Handbook of International Relations, contributors: Walter Carlsanes & Thomas Risse & 

Beth A. Simmons, SAGE Publications, 2013, p. 25 
32

 Constructivism and Foreign Policy, PowerPoint presentation, 

http://instructional1.calstatela.edu/tclim/f09_courses/425f09_constructivism.pdf  
33

 R. Devitt, Liberal Institutionalism: An Alternative IR Theory or Just Maintaining the Status Quo?, 

University of Melbourne, April 2010, http://www.e-ir.info/2011/09/01/liberal-institutionalism-an-

alternative-ir-theory-or-just-maintaining-the-status-quo/  
34

 M. Doyle, St. Recchia,“Liberalism in International Relations”, published in Bertrand Badie, Dirk-

Berg Schlosser, Leonardo Morlino-International Encyclopedia of Political Science, SAGE 

Publications, Los Angeles, 2011, p.1434 

http://instructional1.calstatela.edu/tclim/f09_courses/425f09_constructivism.pdf
http://www.e-ir.info/2011/09/01/liberal-institutionalism-an-alternative-ir-theory-or-just-maintaining-the-status-quo/
http://www.e-ir.info/2011/09/01/liberal-institutionalism-an-alternative-ir-theory-or-just-maintaining-the-status-quo/


framework is necessary in order to ensure an appropriate environment in which the 

principle of equality among actors is respected and they are able to develop an 

interaction in order to reach an agreement. Cooperation is seen as a central method of 

protecting interests for the states.
35

 Therefore it is required to give a relevant 

definition of this notion.  

Cooperation is considered by the IR scholars as “occurring when actors adjust 

their behaviour to the actual or anticipated preferences of others, through a process of 

policy coordination.“
36

 This definition implies two elements – that the actors’ 

behaviour is directed towards specific goals and that its outcome provides the actors 

with rewards or gains. There are several ways in which cooperation can be achieved: 

it can be tacit – occurring without explicit agreement; negotiated – which implies a 

bargaining process where actors present their ideas that have a certain impact within 

the given community; or imposed when the stronger party is forcing the other party to 

alter its policy and it adjusts its own policy as well in order to have mutual gains.
37

 

Institutional liberals sustain that international institutions can help promoting 

cooperation between states through international norms and instruments are used to 

implement policies in order to govern in an effective way. Power is important, being 

exerted by institutions with a crucial role in cooperation among states “that enhances 

the interests of most, if not of all, people.”
38

  

In order to categorize the type of power that the EU is using with Cuba, it is 

important to explain the considerations of both terms of soft and hard power. In the 

terms of Joseph Nye there is hard power – based on making use of force and coercion, 

making someone do something. In opposition to hard power, there is soft power based 

on cooperation in order to achieve something.  

Soft power is, according to Nye, ”the ability to get others to want the 

outcomes that you want and more particularly the ability to achieve goals through 

attraction rather than coercion,”
39

 by its strategy of influencing countries in a friendly 

manner without threatening or using military force.  
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This second aspect of power – soft power – which occurs when one country 

gets other countries to want what it wants – might be called co-optive or soft power in 

contrast with the hard or command power of ordering others to do what it wants.
40

  

Therefore, the concept of soft power is close to the liberal tradition, even if 

”there is no contradiction between realism and soft power.”
41

 Soft power emphasizes 

the possibility of cooperation, in opposition to hard power; not military power, but the 

power of ideas.  

Furthermore to the idea of cooperation between states, there are three solutions 

that liberals propose to solve the problem of war. The first one is that democratic 

states maintain peaceful relations with other democracies because such a system is 

characterized by the possibility that people benefit from the basic freedoms and can 

claim peaceful means for reaching goals. Democracies are therefore more inclined to 

use soft power rather than hard power. Furthermore, Nye asserts that even in case of 

difficulties, a democratic state will not lose its soft power. For instance, ”in 

democracy, the presence of dissent and self-criticism can be beneficial: it enhances 

the credibility of messages.”
42

 Thus, when a policy is criticised, it may produce some 

soft power as the people from other countries may see that as a proof of authenticity 

and as a sign of freedom of speech. 

Economic interdependence, as the second solution to the problem of war, 

implies constraining states to cooperate with others from an economic point of view. 

This seems more to be coercion rather than attraction and this option would be 

therefore closer to hard power than soft power. According to Nye,  it is probable that 

a state that has significant economic resources will exert pressure and change the 

behavior of other weaker actors, economically speaking. However, economic 

resources can produce soft as well as hard power. They can be used to attract as well 

as coerce. Thus, a free trade economy will produce soft power, as it will attract others 

to its model.
43

 

The third solution posed by liberals to the problem of war is represented by the 

international institutions. They promote and engage in peaceful relations, respecting 

the principle of cooperation through common rules and norms. Nye agrees with this 
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argument and without forgetting that cooperation is difficult to achieve; he asserts, 

with Robert Keohane, that the simple establishment of institutions enables them to 

last: ”a set of networks, norms and institutions, once established, will be difficult 

either to eradicate or drastically rearrange.”
44

 

Furthermore, Nye affirms that ”institutions can enhance a country’s soft 

power.” Indeed, they are likely to promote a country’s values, ideas, policies, both 

with other members and countries outside the institution. Therefore, ”if a country can 

shape international rules that are consistent with its interests and values, its actions 

will more likely appear legitimate in the eyes of others.” Thus, as presented by Joseph 

Nye, soft power adopts a lot of liberal theory and particularly of liberal 

institutionalism.
45

 

 Given that the analysis of the case study will also use terms such as 

constructive or conditional engagement illustrating the balance between the two 

approaches of the EU foreign policy towards Cuba initiated or not by Spain, it is 

necessary to explain them in order to have an effective operationalization. These are 

terms used in the foreign policy making and define the main kind of policies adopted 

towards another political actor. 

Constructive engagement is perceived as ”an approach to security and strategy 

concerns; (...) it is rather a method or process for implementing policy” and its basic 

idea refers to a foreign policy method ”that lies between isolation and direct 

confrontation” and it is implemented by institutions. An important element implied is 

change – as an outcome of the adopted policy. Constructive engagement is based on 

the idea that it is possible ”to mediate to apply pressure that will result in constructive 

change.”
46

  

On the other hand, conditionality refers to the “use of fulfillment of stipulated 

political conditions as a pre-requisite for obtaining economic aid, debt relief, most-

favored nation treatment, subsidized credit, or membership in coveted regional or 

global organizations.”
47

 In the international relations sphere there are two types of 

                                                        
44

 R. Keohane and J. Nye in M. Gomichon, op.cit. 
45

 J. Nye in M. Gomichon, Joseph Nye on Soft Power, 2013, http://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/08/joseph-

nye-on-soft-power/ 
46

 Coker in I.Vodanovich, Constructive Engagement and Constructive Intervention: A Useful Approach 

to Security in Asia Pacific, Focus on the Global South, University of Auckland, New Zealand, 

http://focusweb.org/node/1254  
47

 P.Schmitter in J. Petrovic, Stick and carrot: All you wanted to know about the policy of 

conditionality but didn’t dare to ask, Public Policy Analysis, Western Balkans Security Observer, 

No.4, January 2007, p. 55  

http://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/08/joseph-nye-on-soft-power/
http://www.e-ir.info/2013/03/08/joseph-nye-on-soft-power/
http://focusweb.org/node/1254


incentives – positive - such as reward or promise - and negative – punishment or 

threat. 

These types of engagement are implying the stick and carrot policy, which 

refers to a combination of rewards and punishments in order to induce change in 

behavior. The stick is illustrated by the hard power, more specifically, conditional 

engagement which emphasizes the necessity of coercion - particular inducements for 

change of behavior; there are several forms of illustrating it such as: punishment by 

withholding which is the lowest degree of coercion or forcing a state under the use of 

force. The carrot implies soft power, by using attraction and persuasion as a method 

of inducing change of behavior for actors and can be, for instance, “public promise of 

a reward to a model or a mode of cooperation with the international actor, or 

admission to membership in the case of an international organization.”
48

  

To sum up, the theoretical framework consists mainly in social constructivism 

and liberal institutionalism in order to explain the EU foreign policy and its 

implications. The importance of social constructivism lies in explaining the 

construction of actors’ identities and interests, especially Spain; while liberal 

institutionalism prioritizes cooperation, both claiming the importance of norms and 

rules, as well as change. 

 

3.3 Limitations of theories 

Regarding social constructivism, given that it is a theoretical approach and not 

a theory, a weak point might be the fact that it relies on a multitude of notions specific 

to sociology or psychology that has human behavior as central element. This puts 

forward a challenging task of adapting this approach to the realm of international 

politics, by offering a relevant explanation of how identities and interests are 

constructed within the EU through processes of social interaction, by forming their 

identities and interests together. 

In spite of the debate between liberalism and realism, it seems that in the case 

of liberal institutionalism, it shares a few elements with the realist theory, which 

creates confusion when interpreting the empirical data. For example, one of the 

similarities is that they are both rationalistic, considering that states operate rationally 
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within the international institutionalized system, under particular conditions, having 

as guidelines EU principles, values and norms. 

But, moreover, I consider that the chosen theoretical approaches use different 

and relevant explanations of essential elements of the case study, offering more clarity 

and reliability on the research process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 4 

THE EUROPEAN UNION FOREIGN POLICY 

 
 

4.1 The EU institutions and actors involved in the process of foreign 

policy decision-making 

This section aims at explaining the procedures of the foreign policy decision-

making inside the EU and what are the contributions of each institution to this 

process. But first, a definition of the “foreign policy“ term is needed:  

We define foreign policy as that area of politics which is directed at the external 

environment with the objective of influencing that environment and the behavior of other 

actors within it, in order to pursue interests, values and goals.
49

 

 EU foreign policy must not be confused with EU external action; the former 

comprises the CFSP, the Community political external relations and EU trade, 

enlargement, humanitarian aid and neighborhood policy; while the latter represents a 

part of the Union’s external action, it is a subcategory of it.
50

 

 The main objectives of the EU foreign policy are preserving peace and 

strengthening international security, promoting cooperation, developing and 

consolidating: democracy, the rule of law and respect for human rights and 

fundamental freedoms.
51

 

The institutional structure of the EU was based on three pillars: the EC pillar 

which referred to the policies concerning the area of the EU; the second one was the 

CFSP/ESDP related to foreign and security policy and peacekeeping; the third one, 

PJCC – police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters. Given that a strong 

interaction and cooperation was needed in order to develop the EU foreign policy, the 

pillar system had often become less relevant. Thus an important change intervened, at 

least regarding foreign policy cooperation - Lisbon Treaty (2009) simplified this 

structure, reducing it to a single institutional framework, officially creating the EU 

entity.
52

 Other changes were creating the post of the EU High Representative for 
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Foreign Affairs & Security Policy and the European External Action Service – which 

is the EU’s diplomatic corps.
53

 

The Union is characterized as “single by name, dual by regime, multiple by 

nature“ which means that foreign policy decision-making is a complicated process 

developed in a single institutional framework, governed by two different policy-

making regimes. The first is the Community method, based on the principle of a 

common interest and the second one is the “intergovernmental method“ whose 

principle is that “governments retain control over policy-making“
54

 and characterizes 

the CFSP. This means that governments need to cooperate in the institutionalized 

framework of the EU in order to create and elaborate foreign policy.  

The European Council has a major role in the strategic development of the 

Union’s foreign policy. It brings together the Heads of State and Government of the 

member states with their Foreign Ministers, the President of the European 

Commission and one Commissioner, as well as the High Representative for the CFSP, 

being chaired by the President of the European Council. Its role regarding the CFSP 

refers to defining “the principles“ and “general guidelines“ and decides ”on common 

strategies to be implemented by the Union”, made on consensus.
55

 The European 

Council is more an institution that brings new strategies and offers incentives with 

regards to other regions, by “inviting“/”asking” the other actors for further elaboration 

on the topics rather than being a decision-making actor. The importance of the 

European Council meetings stands mainly in “making crucial intergovernmental and 

inter-institutional bargains (…) and conferring the legitimacy and visibility on 

decisions and policy documents.”
56

   

The Council of Ministers (of the EU) is the other main institution in which 

political consensus and directions regarding CFSP are developed and concerned with 

its formal mechanics. The Foreign Ministers meet once a month – the Foreign Affairs 

Council (FAC) where unanimous agreement among all MS is required in order to 

adopt a CFSP decision. These structures are supported by the Political and Security 

Committee (PSC) composed of ambassadors from the MS. “The PSC monitors and 

assesses international affairs relevant to CFSP, provides input into CFSP decision 
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making, and monitors the implementation of CFSP.“
57

 Given that this institution 

represents the 27 MS and their interests, it has to make sure that the actions of CFSP 

area are under their supervision and also is concerned with strengthening the 

systematic cooperation and coordination between the national foreign policies; it is 

mandatory for them to respect the CFSP principles and consult each other upon 

matters of general interest within the Council.
58

 The aim is to get to a consensus and a 

common EU interest. The role of the Presidency of the Council is representing the EU 

in matters regarding CFSP; consulting and informing the EP; conducting political 

dialogues with non-EU countries under the troika format – the Presidency, the next 

MS to hold the Presidency and the High Representative, operating with the 

Commission. It rotates every 6 months, which can generate confusion when it comes 

to implementing policies and conducting negotiations with third parties in the sense 

that:  

The Presidency also has an ambivalent ‘European’ statute. It is in essence a national 

actor even if it does temporarily assume a European role. Although the member state holding 

the Presidency is expected to promote and defend common European interests, it inevitably 

relies on its established relationships to do so, and will still be influenced by national 

interests and preferences.
59  

The HR/VP’s role is assumed by Baroness Ashton since 2009 and, besides 

assisting the Presidency, she has to be responsible for external action area, by 

contributing to the formation, preparation and implementation of the policies 

regarding third parties and also has to assume the role of full coordinator within the 

Commission.
60

 The EEAS has been created in order to help the HR/VP in fulfilling 

her mandate and it functions by working in cooperation with the diplomatic services 

of the MS formed by official from relevant departments of the General Secretariat, the 

Commission and their staff.
61

 

The Commission has a limited role in the CFSP area; according to the 

ambiguous statement in the TEU, the Commission has to be “fully associated“ to the 
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Presidency’s tasks about CFSP, meaning that the Commission’s level of involvement 

is set by the Presidency.
62

 

The EP does not have a major role in the EU foreign policy decision-making; 

some of its important actors are the EP’s Committee on Foreign Affairs, its 

subcommittees on Human Rights and on Security and Defence and other delegations 

and special committees for interparliamentary dialogue and diplomacy in case of 

Association Agreements or Partnership Cooperation Agreements. In the CFSP 

framework, the EP’s role is a marginal one – “a (very limited) consultative role”, 

given that the Presidency and the Commission are to keep the EP “regularly 

informed“ about the basic aspects and developments in the CFSP.
63

 The EP’s further 

actions consist in writing own-initiative reports, resolutions, parliamentary questions 

and recommendations to the Council.  

However, the EP benefits from two instruments for influencing the EU foreign 

policy decision-making: the consent procedure, meaning that the EP must agree on a 

Council draft act regarding different types of agreements. Several times, the EP chose 

to refuse/delay its assent as a protest regarding problems with non-EU states, mostly 

human rights and democracy related. The other foreign policy tool is its role as one of 

the two budgetary arms of the EU, the other one being the Council and this has often 

generated tensions between them. The EP voice has influenced the EU foreign policy 

through its focus on dimensions regarding democratic principles in its questions to the 

Council, its Annual Report on Human Rights in the World, its Sakharov Prize award. 

Furthermore, this leads to the idea that, given the limited role of the EP in the CFSP 

area, the EU framework has a “democratic deficit“.
64

 This means that the EU lacks of 

consistency at institutional level, not being able to agree on certain policies and reflect 

the EU common objective/interest.  

One of the four types of Decisions considered CFSP tools are the Common 

Positions, as present in the case study, that mainly state the EU’s objectives and 

define a collectively agreed diplomatic approach to a particular region or country. By 

using these types of CFSP Decisions, the EU addresses a problem related to a foreign 

                                                        
62

 Ibid, p.92 
63

 Ibid., p.94 
64

 Ibid., pp.95-96 



government that does not respect the principles of human rights, democracy, rule of 

law, or international law.
65

 

 

4.2 The EU as a normative international actor 

The EU entity has been established on democratic principles and it functions 

on the basis of several core values – “human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, 

the rule of law and the respect for human rights”
66

 – defining the main objectives of 

the Union as well. Promoting peace and stability and constructing a world based on 

respect for human rights, democracy, rule of law represent the normative dimension 

of the EU.  

These are also the core values that guide the formation and implementation of 

EU foreign policy. All of them are considered universal values of which some are 

practiced, others not. The EU considers that its interlocutors should prioritize the 

importance of democracy as well. The reason simply lies in its definition – the EU is 

perceived as a political entity founded on democratic principles and cooperation with 

states that have other regimes brings many difficulties.  

The European Union has an identifiable and coherent international identity that is 

not a synonym for ‘foreign policy’ or ‘external relations’ (...) In defining the concept of 

international identity there is an interrelated requirement to explore how this international 

identity is both constructed and represented.
67

 

In other words, it is expected from the EU’s side to a have a reaction when 

foreign governments are not respecting fundamental rights, because the EU is 

represented by these norms. For the EU to achieve its purpose and spread its values, a 

powerful internal cohesion must exist in order to be reflected in the exterior and a 

complex process of constant interaction between the internal and the external 

structures and policies as well. The importance of these norms is that they make 

possible the process of the EU’s identity construction on the international stage. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE EUROPEAN UNION – CUBA FRAMEWORK 
  

 Before introducing the analysis part, it is necessary to make a brief 

presentation about how the relations between the EU and Cuba have started and how 

they evolved in order to place the essential actor – Spain - in the middle of the 

interpretation process, but in relation with the given context. 

 

5.1 The evolution of the EU – Cuba nexus 

The EU has had a complicated political relationship with Cuba since the 

beginning and one basic reason is that they present fundamental ideological 

differences, based on distinct principles and governmental systems. Therefore, the EU 

policies have been characterized by variations from constructive to conditional policy 

depending on several elements such as the actors involved, the internal situation of 

Cuba and so on.  

The EU – Cuba nexus has begun in the early 1990s, given the hard situation of 

Cuba at the time: losing its main partner – the Soviet Union, Cuba suffered a severe 

economic crisis. Since then, the EU has become an important support for Cuba. 

In 1993, the EU began to provide humanitarian aid to Cuba through the 

European Union`s Humanitarian Office and support initiatives and projects that 

would make Cuba a more open society. During the Spanish presidency, the EU started 

to make efforts in the sense of normalizing the relations with Cuba; thus, the EU 

adopted the “exploratory talks“ with Cuba in order to set an appropriate framework 

for initializing cooperation.
68

 In November 1995, on the recommendation of the EP, a 

EU Troika went to Havana for a discussion with the Cuban government about further 

cooperation. Even if the report was encouraging for further negotiations upon the 

matter, there was the problem of democratic principles that was the impediment for 

collaboration. In order to deepen the relations, a political change was necessary, 

according to several reports of the Commission and the Council.
69

 

The main objective of the EU approach was to achieve democratization and 

respect of human rights, but the EU did not commit to a framework that would help 
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the Island reach these, a lack of institutionalization was identified. Certain and 

effective outcomes were difficult to reach without clear, long term goals and projects 

to sustain these objectives.
70

 

This policy made the EU reduce its commitment to provide Cuba with 

development aid, given the dramatic reduction in Community aid, from 30 million 

ecus in 1995 to 8 million ecus in 1997, coinciding with the adoption of the Common 

Position. An EU official confirmed that “the dramatic reduction of aid was a clear 

political move.”
71

 

The conditionality that the EU imposed on the granting of a formalized 

framework of cooperation was somehow opposite to its commitment to a cooperation 

of favoring political and economic progress in Cuba.  

In 1996, at the Spanish Prime Minister’s initiative, a Common Policy was 

signed between the EU and Cuba which put pressure for a radical change of the EU 

position towards Cuba. As a result, there was a change of policy that was 

characterized as a dramatic and harsh towards Cuba. It claimed that:  

The objective of the European Union in its relations with Cuba is to 

encourage a process of transition to pluralist democracy and respect for human 

rights and fundamental freedoms, as well as a sustainable recovery and improvement 

in the living standards of the Cuban people.
72

 

In 2000 the Belgian presidency had engaged in great efforts to normalize 

relations with Cuba. In order to precipitate a closer relationship, the Belgian Vice 

Premier and Foreign Minister Louis Michel, holding the presidency of the EU, visited 

Havana in 2001. This period was satisfactory, being called ”honeymoon”.
73

 

Inconsistency in the EU`s behaviour has been noticed with the beginning of 

the Spanish presidency in the first semester of 2002, when Jose Maria Aznar 

announced suspension of Spanish assistance to Cuba, except for humanitarian aid. 

Many opinions are in the favor of the idea that the Spanish leader put in jeopardy the 

special relationship it had with Cuba. Given that the presidency is important for the 

promotion of individual member states` interests, many oscillations in the EU`s 
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representation of its position to Cuba have been observed.
74

 In the same year, the EU 

announced the opening of a full Delegation in Havana which was inaugurated in 

March 2003 by the EU Commissioner Poul Nielson. 

 

5.2 The Cocktail Wars 

March 2003 in the Cuban context defines the Black spring when the 

government imprisoned 75 political dissidents in 29 trials with ”sentences ranged 

from 6 to 28 years with the average being 15-20 years” and the conditions in which 

these trials took place rose serious concerns, in the conditions of denial of access for 

the EU ambassadors. Also, three people accused of kidnapping a boat were 

executed.
75

 Therefore, the EU needed to react to these events and on 5 June 2003 

imposed several restrictive measures.
76

 

After two years, the EU’s restrictive measures on Cuba were ”temporarily 

suspended” in January 2005, by releasing 14 of the 75 jailed Cuban dissidents.
77

 

When the European Council reviewed in June 2007 the suspended measures and the 

Common Position, no changes were made. Still, the EU offered Cuba the opportunity 

to send a special delegation to Brussels to discuss all matters of mutual concern. After 

Fidel Castro resigned for health reasons and was replaced by Raúl Castro in February 

2008, some reforms were introduced in the country. Given that on 4 March Cuba 

signed two UN human rights pacts, the EU aid commissioner stated later that: ”the 

time is right for the EU to begin a dialogue with Cuba towards normalizing ties and 

removing sanctions.”
78

 

In the following months, there were further developments which improved 

economic freedom in Cuba, and Raúl Castro released a number of political prisoners. 

At the European Council meeting in June 2008, the EU decided at Spain 

government’s recommendation, that the restrictive measures would be removed, but 

subject to a review a year later at which time Cuba must meet several criteria in the 

field of human rights and democratization. 
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A stable period followed until the death of a dissident in 2010, when the 

situation became tensioned again, leading to the EP resolution against Cuba and 

demanding the release of political prisoners. 

 Currently, negotiation directives for bilateral Political Dialogue and 

Cooperation Agreement have started between the two actors – which is clearly a 

progress of their relationship. 

 

 

5.3 Sakharov Prize winners from Cuba 

Sakharov Prize is “the highest tribute to human rights endeavours the 

European Union accords. The Prize is awarded annually to honour individuals or 

organisations for their efforts for human rights, fundamental freedoms.”
79

 All the 

winners represent people who protest in different ways against the Cuban 

government. 

 2002 - The first official move that the EP has done in showing its disapproval 

towards the Cuban regime was made in 2002 when the political activist and 

dissident Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas was awarded with the Sakharov Prize 

for Freedom of Thought. The speech that he gave in the EP has pointed out the 

most important principles that led him in forming the Varela Project under the 

manifesto “Todos Unidos”– desire for “the right to rights”, respect for all the 

Cubans, openness and solidarity, mentioning that his aim is not to condemn 

the Cuban government, but to reach the change that Cuba needs.
80

 

 2005 – The Sakharov Prize was won by Damas de Blanco – Ladies in White 

as a way of acknowledgment of their efforts and actions of defending the 

fundamental freedoms in Cuba. This group was formed in early 2004 of 

women who are relatives of the political prisoners and they brought 

international attention through peaceful protests by wearing white as symbol 
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of the innocence of the imprisoned; they require immediate and unconditional 

release of the dissidents.
81

 

 2010 – The winner was Guillermo Fariñas, an independent journalist and 

political dissident that suffered of hunger strike as a method of protesting 

against violation of human rights. He ended his 135
th

 day of hunger strike 

when the Cuban government announced the release of 52 prisoners, on the 8
th

 

of July 2010.
82

 

The Sakharov Prize is an incentive and an action of the EP aiming at 

encouraging people to stand up and fight for the human rights and freedom of 

thought. It reflects once again the importance that the EU is giving to the democracy 

and freedoms.  From a theoretical point of view, it is a method of rewarding, of 

compensation for those who bring remarkable contribution in this regard, being an 

inspiration for an entire generation. This official reward is perceived as a way for the 

EU to promote its principles and values. And given that Cuban dissidents have been 

awarded three times with this Prize, this only reflects the emphasis that the EU is 

putting on its nexus with Cuba.  

To sum up, the EU – Cuba framework is characterized by a complexity that 

raised many questions and produced confusion especially regarding EU foreign policy 

- which often has simply been difficult to be understood, by showing notable changes 

in the reflected identity. It is clear that Spain is an actor whose presence has been very 

valuable within this context, by taking many iniatives in Cuba direction, regardless of 

their effect.  

 The next chapter is concerned with the case study, analyzing more thoroughly 

the role of Spain in the context of the EU – Cuba relations after the 2003 events in 

order to test the hypothesis formulated above. 
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5.4 The Member States 

The matter of serious breach regarding human rights in Cuba, especially after 

2003, has generated mainly the same reaction amongst the Member states within the 

EU – and that is the condemnation of the Cuban government for the bad treatment to 

its people. The problem was identified and the wanted outcome was obvious for 

everybody – the EU had to act in order to ensure an efficient transition towards 

democracy for Cuba.  

Each MS perceived differently the actions of the Cuban regime. Some of the 

MS chose to have a more tolerant approach; others, on the contrary, let themselves 

driven by a more drastic policy based on restrictive measures. Basically, it may 

depend on to what extend each state develops bilateral relations with the Island. 

Obviously there are representatives of the countries that are subjective to some point – 

presenting and defending their national interests, especially in the Council; that is the 

reason of debates and votes in the EP. 

Based on the evaluation of the Common position in 2006, Susanne Gratius 

made a categorization of the EU MS in her analysis on this matter and found four 

types of states.
83

 

1. The “advocates of human rights” – the Nordic countries and the 

Netherlands, which put emphasis on respecting the human rights above all. 

The author explains that their reluctance towards Cuba is not based on 

ideological matters or differences – because all of them are democratic 

states, but on those of principles and norms, given that their foreign 

policies are led by conditionality about ethical criteria. These states have 

reached a certain high level of development of their societies based on 

democratic principles and that is the reason of putting so much emphasis 

on them. The states reflect this objective attitude in the EU institutions by 

having a stricter position while treating problems of fundamental rights in 

Cuba. 

2. The “engaged” states – Spain, Belgium, Italy, France, Portugal - which are 

led by Spain in this regard; their aim is to facilitate dialogue and 

cooperation between the two political actors and to distance the EU policy 

from the rough policy adopted by the US towards Cuba for many decades. 
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These states proved to adopt more of a defender role for Cuba and one of 

the main reasons is that there are also national interests in the middle, 

bilateral relations being developed between them and Cuba.  

3. The “Atlanticists” – are the ones that tend to align with the Washington 

policy because they partially identify themselves with the US, politically 

and ethically speaking - the UK, Germany and Austria - and they disagree 

with the concept of cooperation with Cuban government. 

4. The “hardliners” – some of the wave of East European states that became 

EU MS in 2004, driven by the Czech Republic in opposing Cuba. 

According to Gratius, they are favoring the US policy and the adoption of 

sanctions for Cuba. One of the main reasons is the fact that these countries 

had experienced the government of a socialist regime until 15 years ago 

and being driven by this ideology made them underdeveloped in many 

aspects and had important effects on their evolution ability and capacity of 

transition to democracy.
84
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CHAPTER 6 

- SPAIN - 

 MEDIATOR BETWEEN THE EUROPEAN UNION AND CUBA? 

 

Seen from EU – Cuba relations’ perspective, Spain is an active player in this 

direction, whether positively or negatively. The aim is to discover further if Spain’s 

policy is contributing to some extent to the creation of the foreign policy of the EU 

towards Cuba, by influencing it. Therefore, the next hypothesis will be tested by 

providing a social constructivist explanation of the implications Spain has in the EU 

foreign policy decision-making towards Cuba by emphasizing the national – 

European dynamics and how it is created. 

Spain has the potential of influencing the EU foreign policy decision-

making towards Cuba. 

By testing the hypothesis, the answer to the research question will be 

provided: 

How did Spain’s identity reflect in the European Union foreign 

policy decision-making towards Cuba, after 2003 until present? 

The next subchapters are covering aspects of Spain’s involvement in the EU 

system in order to answer to each of the questions that will eventually help to reach a 

validation/falsification of the formulated hypothesis. 

 

6.1 Spain and Cuba – bilateral relations  

What does Spain – Cuba bilateralism imply? 

The focus is to analyze the bilateral relations that Spain has as a single actor 

with Cuba, what interests it has towards the Island and how is trying to pursue them – 

softening the interaction with Cuba to reach a cooperation agreement through the EU 

or hardening the conditions regarding human rights and democracy. 

As mentioned before, Spain and Cuba have strong ties, which is given 

primarily by the cultural aspects that Cuba is a former colony of Spain, having a 

strong Spanish mark imprinted in the Cuban culture and that the official language in 

Cuba is Spanish. 

From an economic point of view, Spain is the third most important trade 

partner of Cuba with 9.8%, after Venezuela and China, given the fact that it is a main 



investor in the tourism industry. It is also one of the most valuable donors for Cuba, 

offering around  €12 million per year (and around €45 million  as a MS).
85

 

After losing its main partner - the Soviet Union, Cuba began to prioritize a 

policy of attracting investors. Therefore, Spain was amongst first a few states that 

made a bilateral cooperation agreement with Cuba in 1994. 

The official document – “Agreement on the promotion and reciprocal 

protection of investments” – was signed in Havana on 27 May 1994 and came into 

force on 9 June 1995, which was the date when both states notified each other of the 

fact that they had completed their constitutional formalities. The purpose of the 

agreement has been explained by referring to the next objectives:  

 desiring to intensify economic cooperation to the mutual benefit of both countries 

 seeking to create favourable conditions for investments made by investors from each 

Contracting Party in the territory of the other, and 

 recognizing that the promotion and protection of investments in accordance with this 

Agreement will stimulate initiatives in this area
86

 

During the 1990s, the Spanish investments expanded fast on Cuban territory, 

which transformed Cuba towards the end of this decade into a “respectable market for 

Spanish industrial exports“.
87

 Spain has an important role to play in the tourism field, 

which represents an essential source of income for Cuba. There are many Spanish 

hotel chains – Iberostar, Iberian Travel - led by Sol Melia group, dominating the 

tourism industry of Cuba.
88

 

The 2000s have also been fruitful in terms of Spain – Cuba collaboration. For 

instance, a series of agreements between Repsol-YFF, a Spanish-Argentine oil and 

energy company and Cuban state-owned Cupet have been signed including 

“exploration, production, refining and marketing of oil products, as well as 

development of natural gas and production of electricity.
89
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According to the Country Strategy Paper and National Indicative 

Programme,
90

 their cooperation had never been stopped - despite the events in 2003 

and the sanctions that the EU put on Cuba suspending any activity - especially 

regarding Spanish regions or universities, that include scholarships – “amounting to 

some €15 million per year during 2003-2007”.
91

 

Furthermore, the relations had strengthened by signing an agreement in 2007 

through the Spanish Cooperation Agency (AECID). Therefore, their cooperation has 

increased since then – “between 2007 and 2009, €45 million were committed at 

central level through AECID and €38 million in decentralized cooperation.”
92

 

The funds that AECID provides are focusing on several sectors:  

 Rural Development Programme for Eastern Cuba/ Rural East 

Program, set to function from 2010 until 2014; its purpose is to 

encourage the local development processes that are sustainable and 

equitable promoting the use of the resources in rural area of eastern 

Cuba.  

 Environmental sustainability, combating climate change and habitat 

provides another sector that is essential for the construction of a 

process of social, economic development and environmentally 

sustainable approach to the Strategy for Environment and Sustainable 

Development of the Spanish Cooperation.
93

  

 Social Development Program aims to reaching a high level of social 

development and to strengthening the basic social services in Cuba on 

key matters such as education – where the main goal is to develop the 

national education system - and health – wanting to improve the health 

of the Cuban population.  

 Equal opportunities between women and men is a development goal; 

therefore, the objective of the Gender in Development sector of the 

AECID in Cuba is to contribute to achieving the full realization of the 
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rights and citizenship of women through empowerment, which is also 

considered a mechanism to overcome poverty, injustice and inequality 

of the women in gender relations.
94

 

 AECID is concerned with the conditions of living in Cuba – which is 

addressed through the Heritage Development Program, pursuing the 

objectives of human and social development priority for creating and 

improving living conditions from which the poor population would 

mainly benefit 

 Interuniversity Cooperation Programme (ICP) aims at developing the 

educational and research system providing four types of grants in order 

to improve the Cuban universities: joint research projects; training 

projects; preparatory actions and integrated actions for scientific and 

institutional strengthening.
95

 

 Ibero-American Specialized Technical Training (PIFTE) is another 

program whose objective is the education and training of human 

resources in the public institutions of Latin America and institutional 

strengthening through development policies in each area of the public 

sector. Cuba participated at every PIFTE event that took place at the 

training centers and in Spain, as well.
96

 

An important linkage between the two is also the migration from Cuba to 

Spain of the recent decades. It has been reported in 2007 that a major increase has 

been observed in the Cuban migration process during the last decade and that main 

country of destination for Cuban people in the EU is Spain, represented by a majority 

of young people between 20 and 40 years old. Therefore, social constructivism 

explains the migration flow having an important impact on cultural aspect by 

developing interaction between people belonging to different societies and, more 

especially, under distinct political regimes.  

From a liberal institutionalist point of view, Spain is making efforts in order to 

develop viable cooperation with Cuba through agreements that would provide the 

norms and rules and would form the relevant and appropriate framework for their 

relations. The institutions mentioned above are the instruments that are taking action 
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and trying to materialize the ideas by creating projects that can provide mutual 

benefits.  

As observed, Spain and Cuba have had important elements to share and their 

bilateral relations have strong grounds. The historical and cultural aspects form a 

social context for the closeness between the two countries, with regards to their 

people. On the other hand, this link has been extended to the material resources as 

well – their cooperation is grounded on the purpose of obtaining mutual gains, given 

the Spanish investments and Cuban accessible conditions of work. Therefore it is a 

win-win situation. 

 Given that the relationship between them has been explored and Spanish 

interests in Cuba have been identified, furthermore, it is necessary to show the the 

implications of Spain within the EU, which will be analyzed starting with exploring 

how the situation has evolved regarding Cuba, in the context of the Spanish 

Presidencies within the Council, by emphasizing the differences between the main 

political parties. 

 

6.2 The importance of Spanish EU Presidencies and variations in 

Spain`s attitude towards Cuba 

In this sub-chapter the answer to the next question will be developed: 

What policies regarding Cuba did Spain follow during its four EU 

presidencies? 

Spain has held the presidency of the Council of the European Union four times 

until present. The first two of them were during January-June 1989 and July-

December 1995 held by the socialist Felipe Gonzalez. The Spanish EU Presidency of 

2002 (January-June) was held by the conservatives with Jose Maria Aznar as a 

representative and the last one, in 2010 (January-June) – by socialists (Jose Luiz 

Rodriquez Zapatero). Therefore, three times out of four, the socialist ideology was in 

power and, at least theoretically, more in favor of the communist Cuba than the 

conservatives.  

Each of these presidencies has functioned under different circumstances and in 

distinct conditions. There was a mix of remarks regarding the outcomes of the 

Spanish presidencies terms, which have been visible each time, showing their 



importance and the way they managed to shape the situation with Cuba in the way 

that the heads of Government considered best at the time. 

It is important to mention that the ideologies of the parties that were in power 

at the time of every presidency have managed to indicate the direction for Spain with 

regards to Cuba, meaning that there have been crucial variations in Spain – Cuba 

relations which produced a lot of tension between the leaders, at some point. For 

instance, the PSOE leaders have tried to approach Cuba by finding a solution that 

included cooperation to soften the ties with the EU, even despite the difficult situation 

regarding the problems with human rights and democracy and not agreeing with the 

drastic measures taken in Cuba. On the other hand, the conservatives did not show 

any kind of willingness, being determined not to let Cuba unsanctioned upon these 

matters.  

 

6.2.1 The 1989 and 1996 Socialist Presidencies 

In 1989, Spain held the presidency for the first time and the aim was to 

demonstrate certain ideas – first, that it has potential and it is worthy of this chair and 

second, that it is truly a powerful country after a short period since its accession in 

1986; not among the big and powerful states and not among the small and weak ones 

either, but a state that would be taken into consideration. The purpose was built on the 

basic idea that Spain was a country coming out of a dictatorship from almost a decade 

and a lot of political and economic reforms and struggle given its isolation, focusing 

on foreign exposure.
97

 Spain saw an opportunity at that time to move towards 

modernization, progress and to prove it through the Spanish presidency of the EU 

Council.  

Spain’s situation can be effectively explained by the liberal institutionalist 

theory, given that, along with its EC membership, it gained a status that allowed 

cooperation with the other Member states mainly under the rules and norms of an 

international institution.  

Therefore, the socialist Gonzalez took the chair for 6 months and presented an 

ambitious set of priorities and key issues for directing the EU policies. Given that the 

EU relations with Cuba were very uncertain, from the perspective of Spanish 
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presidency, Spain did not take actions for approaching Cuba directly within the EU 

framework. The only contact was through the interest that Spain had in the whole 

region of Latin America and the technical and financial cooperation it had provided, 

according to a report for the Commission. It is stated in the paper that the 

implementation in this area has been made properly, but improvements are still 

needed.
98

  

It would have been expected for the socialist power of Spain to draw more EU 

attention on Cuba, given the partial ideological similarities, but in a much softer way. 

But the first Spanish EU Presidency did not have a direct approach towards this 

country because it made efforts to create its identity within the EU. It has to be once 

again taken into consideration that the accession of Spain in the EU was still recent 

(1986), not sufficient for forming its own image to be perceived by the MS and 

demonstrate its abilities of initiator of policies. 

Even if it concerns only Spain, it is important to mention that from the 1990s 

onwards, the relations between Spain and Cuba have been considered as complicated 

due to certain events, in order to give a better insight of the next actions that Spain 

took regarding Cuba within the EU. For instance, in July 1990, the tension became 

obvious given the situation that took place in Havana when the Spanish embassy had 

been occupied by Cuban asylum-seekers. As an outcome of this event, the Spanish 

People`s Party called for a break in diplomatic relations with Cuba.  

The year of 1995 was very significant for Spain because the second EU 

Presidency meant a change of its perception as a MS – the socialists wanted to change 

the strategy, but continue his European policy. The first presidency consisted in a 

strategic policy of accommodation and proving its efficiency and reliability as a 

European partner, which ended with an interesting statement of Spain:  

Now we know how a Presidency works and the importance of pacts in order to 

obtain agreements on the major issues and we can participate in the day to day 

negotiations and decisions with a knowledge of the interna1 dynamics of the E.C., 

and more fluid personal contacts between our officials and their colleagues in the 

other Member States, in the Commission, the Council or in Parliament.
99
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Given that this time was the second presidency, Spain wanted a change of 

status – being recognized as a European power. After 6 years since the first 

presidency, it wanted to consolidate its identity within the EU. At the same time, a 

turn in its own policy occurred because Spain started to take more into consideration 

its national interests than it did in the 1989 term.  

It was also different because Spain had trespassed a period of economic 

development and heavy modernization under a policy of liberalization. Therefore, 

from a liberal institutionalist point of view, mutually beneficial cooperation was 

taking place on matters including security, finances and trade, but on the basis of it 

were self-interest and reciprocity.  

Therefore, at the domestic level, Spain was moving fast with Cuba through the 

economic agreement that has already been discussed in the first sub-chapter, but at the 

EU level, Spain was cautious by taking small steps. That is the reason for approaching 

the Latin American area first: “It was labeled a ‘Latin American Presidency’ marked 

by the launching of the so-called “Fourth Generation” Agreements with Mexico, 

Chile, and MERCOSUR.“
100

 

Given that the EU – Cuba relations had just started to be closer, Felipe 

Gonzalez has been responsible for the first two Spanish EU Presidencies and for 

making a good image of Spain within EU, but especially regarding Latin America 

and, in this case, Cuba by emphasizing a constructive engagement with it through aid 

cooperation and its economic investments. The EU troika (to which Spain 

participated) that visited Havana in 1995 for discussing a further cooperation 

agreement had a good result: “The report of the Troika, although encouraging Cuba to 

cooperate with the EU, acknowledged that further reforms were needed.
101

 

The socialists had a good strategy – in the first place, they did not extend their 

area of concern towards foreign countries (Cuba) because, Spain had to fit in the EU 

framework first, to construct its identity along with the other MS, to keep up with 

them and reach the position in which it could make suggestions regarding foreign 

policy. The second term was to continue this strategy, this time by showing its quality 

of initiator in foreign policies in the Latin American countries, making a slow, but 
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secure progress towards Cuba through means of interaction with the Cuban 

representatives.  

 

6.2.2 The 2002 Conservative Presidency 

On the background of the 11 September 2001 events in USA, the fight against 

terrorism became a priority in the international relations. Therefore, security took 

place in the Spanish government`s agenda and started to act in order to show its 

support towards the US, even in the aspect of supporting its actions of foreign policy 

such as the intervention in Iraq.  

On these events as background, the Spain`s Popular Party came to power 

holding the third EU Presidency in 2002 and his policy has been characterized as 

being one of continuity and change. Its different ideology – a conservative one – has 

influenced Spain`s decisions and actions heavily. It can be considered as the element 

that brought change in the social structure of the EU. 

Until the third EU presidency of Spain, some important events occurred. From 

March 1996, People`s Party took office in Madrid and there has been a radical change 

in the Spanish policy towards Cuba domestically. One of the first actions was to 

suspend the official aid to the Island. This attitude was reflected at the EU level as 

well. On the consideration that Cuba should make more political concessions, Aznar 

presented a proposal of a Common Position between the EU and Cuba, as discussed 

in a former chapter.  

The talks that were generated on this topic have eventually reached signing the 

Common Position in 1996. This step was of great significance for both parties 

politically and economically speaking, whether in a positive or negative way, forming 

the first official and concrete proof of the progress of their nexus.  

As mentioned above, the Common Position was the incentive needed for 

further cooperation. This whole new approach in the EU affairs and mostly towards 

Cuba was especially directed to human rights problem and lack of democracy. But, 

seen from another angle, the Common Position did not leave too much space for the 

other party – Cuba, being constrained by conditions that referred to its regime. In 

other words, by applying the theory, it means that the Common Position represents an 

instrument of hard power, a material resource with meaning – the meaning of 



conditionality, implying that the EU is a more powerful actor that has the right to put 

conditions for cooperation. 

Given that this was his proposal, it meant that Aznar did not show such 

tolerance to Cuba regarding these aspects as Gonzalez did, despite his disapproval of 

the Castro regime`s violations, as well. 

An important proof of this is during the 6
th

 Iberoamerican Summit in Santiago 

de Chile 10-11 November 1996, when PSOE was already in power in Spain. At the 

time Aznar made his point very clear that he is not an enemy of Cuba itself, but he 

declares himself against the Cuban government. Aznar stated that his intentions are to 

have an active and progressive policy towards Cuba, but in order for that to happen, 

some modifications from Cuba`s side are needed, such as a gesture of political 

openness, softening the regime and being more tolerant about people`s rights and 

freedoms. He completed that if Castro makes a move (democracy), he would also 

make a move (aid), which would mean support from Spain and, by extension, from 

the EU as well.
102

  

This example illustrates the statement of the Aznar government towards 

Castro before its EU Presidency, which makes the situation clear about the intolerance 

of Spain. This approach is clearly one of hard power that proposes another kind of 

cooperation. By this, he clearly made a move of hard power by pushing Cuba into 

softening its regime, by putting conditions and somehow constraining the other party 

to allow them to reach their goals. 

It is important to mention that the attitude and the actions Aznar took against 

Cuba had already formed a negative perception of the Island and, on this background, 

the events from 2003 have been more than sufficient – an incentive – for the EU to 

take action in the sense that there were restrictive measures taken against Cuba in 

order to release the prisoners, another proof of making use of hard power, by 

punishments. 

In 2013, in the context of a meeting to pay posthumous homage to Oswaldo 

Paya, he made a reference to the EU policy towards Cuba, emphasizing once more 

how the conservatives perceive the situation, eliminating any possibility of 

cooperation:  
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The spirit and the foundations on which the European Union's ‘common 

position’ toward Cuba relies upon, must live on. The EU cannot have a normal 

relationship or cooperate with Cuba without an effective and verifiable respect of 

human rights, political pluralism and freedom.
103

 

Conservatives eventually reflected their intolerance towards Cuba, considering 

that turning the carrot that Spain had been using during the two previous EU 

presidencies into stick is a more effective option for the openness of the Cuban regime 

towards democracy, being forced by the pressure of the EU. The whole time that 

Spain was ruled by the conservatives, its policy has proven a tendency of using tools 

that would coerce Cuba to change its behavior. 

 

6.2.3 The 2010 Socialist Presidency 

The Zapatero government of PSOE can be characterized by attempts of re-

approaching Cuba, which was very difficult to achieve on the background of the 

methods that Aznar used to coerce the Island.  

Besides that, it was also the pressure of having to fully function under Lisbon 

Treaty, which entered into force in 2009; Spain’s duty was very difficult by making 

sure of conditions that would not “create tensions with the new institutional 

settings.
104

  

Zapatero aimed at returning to a constructive engagement, but the situation 

was still on fragile ground given that there had been only two years since the EU 

showed some willingness in terms of lifting the restrictive measures against Cuba. 

And it was also the internal situation of the EU – the economic crisis – that had to be 

solved. But since Cuba`s leader had become Raul Castro, the regime seemed to be 

more tolerant, given that a number of prisoners were released. 

It can be said that, from a constructivist point, Zapatero`s goal is to initiate 

debates, discussions within the EU to improve the external situation with Cuba 

regarding economic and political matters. He is also taking into consideration the 

national interests, aiming at generating processes that would allow the MS to 

construct and to agree through cooperation for the approach that seems the most 
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appropriate with regards to Cuban regime – if EU should return to imposing 

restrictive measures until their conditions are satisfied or make use of a constructive 

engagement. 

Zapatero`s attempts of reshaping Spain`s foreign policy consisted in initiating 

talks within the EU that would take further the cooperation with Castro, but this 

approach was unsuccessful and Spain founds itself in minority in the Council.
105

 

Another purpose that the PSOE leader had was to bring to discussions the possibility 

of a change of the Common Position that was signed in 1996.  

Although his intentions were basically directed to a good relation with the 

Island, especially with the advantage of a bit softer regime of the new leader, 

Zapatero`s efforts of only six months of presidency did not have fruitful results at the 

time in the front of the hesitant representatives of the MS.  

 

6.2.4 Spanish Socialist Workers` Party (PSOE) and People`s Party 

(PP)   

The alternation of the PSOE and PP governments has had important effects in 

the Spanish foreign policy and, implicitly, on the EU level. While the PSOE had 

aimed at developing a constructive engagement with Cuba and ease the EU reluctance 

given the Cuban regime, the PP government acted quite the opposite, even being the 

initiator in several actions against Cuba. The reason stands in the different ideologies 

that they embrace. 

On one side, the leaders of the Spanish Socialist Workers` Party – Gonzalez 

and Zapatero – tried to maintain cordial relations and to emphasize engagement over 

sanctions with Castro. This is generated from the ideas and values that are, to some 

extent, similar and closer to the Cuban regime. The PSOE is a centre left, progressive 

and social-democratic party, meaning that among their considerations, they see the 

state as being the central notion in a society, with the purpose of defending the 

interests of the working class.
106

 They are looking to provide social equality and 

improve aspects related to the social sphere such as: education, health care, public 

services and immigration.  
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Therefore, even if the Cuban regime is a communist one, there are a few 

mutual elements between them from which the most obvious one is the importance of 

the working class. This has been an important incentive in the political support that 

Spain has shown to Cuba within the EU institutions. 

On the other hand, the PP is totally opposed to it. It is defined as a centre-right 

conservative and Christian democratic party
107

 and it is known for its strong 

Atlanticist ideology. The PP is emphasizing its policy around liberal economic 

considerations, limiting the state intervention in the economy. They declare 

themselves against immigration. Issues such as privatization, capitalism and reduction 

of the policies in the social sphere are the key elements in their beliefs. In this respect 

the PP is much alike the USA policy. It is not a coincidence that Aznar has presented 

the proposal of the Common Position in 1996 – the same year that the Helms-Burton 

law has been adopted regarding Cuba. 

At the EU level, these ideological differences have demonstrated 

inconsistency in the Spanish foreign policy and made unclear the position with the 

Island. Spain has benefited from closeness to Latin America and, especially, to Cuba, 

which had many times offered it a liberty of initiating policies in the EU framework. 

And the contradictions it has proved until present in its policy show that Spain has a 

different identity along with every different government in power.  

PSOE saw the national interests compatible with the EU ones, having the 

purpose of building a new identity for Spain in terms of Europeanization; on the other 

hand, the conservatives did not identify a match between the national and EU 

interests, aiming at closer ties with the US. They considered building the identity of 

Spain through economic achievements, not political ones. And for PP, another aspect 

of great importance was security, and hence, the integration of Spain in the NATO 

structure was vital for Aznar.  

  

The identity that Spain presents is of a political actor that has the potential of 

facilitating the communication between the EU and Cuba; in other words, it can 

provide the most efficient way to spread the values that the EU is based on and 

promotes. And in Cuba there are the human rights problems and lack of democracy 

that have always represented an obstacle for their collaboration. 
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Spain`s uniqueness is given by the fact that it plays a key role in generating 

and developing the EU policies towards Latin America and, especially, Cuba. Its main 

distinctiveness is that Spain has maintained a foreign policy that would relate with the 

EU decision-making and promoting its own interests within the EU, at the same time. 

This has been possible by actively participating in the debates and foreign policy 

decision-making within the EU institutions, regardless that the interests have been 

different from one government in power to another. 

Since it became a MS in 1986, Spain has been going through several processes 

of transition. First of all, coming from a restrictive regime, it has put efforts in fitting 

into the EU framework along with the other Member states. As Sanahuja considers, 

Spain has experienced a process of downloading – the Europeanization of Spain - EU 

norms, rules and values and uploading – its goals in terms of foreign policy and a 

“Ibero-Americanization” of the EU
108

, which consisted mostly of initiating a 

cooperation between the EU and Cuba. Therefore, Spain had to redefine its identity 

and role within the EU to be able to have a foreign policy that would align with its 

domestic and EU interests. 

From a social constructivist point, the foreign policy of a state defines its 

identity, what it represents, the regime it has adopted, what kind of values and rules 

does it follow in order to maintain its status on the international stage and in its 

external relations. Spain`s attempts are aiming to successfully shape its attitude and 

relations with Cuba taking into consideration its EU membership as well. As a 

consequence, its interests are constructed based on the social dimension in the 

framework of the EU. It has to protect its investments in Cuba, but it also has to take 

into consideration the supranational aspect, given the difficulties that this country 

presents according to the EU law and values – the institution that it is a part of.  

From a liberal institutionalist standpoint, the aspect of cooperation is crucial. 

In this case study, in order to reach a mutual agreement inside the EU institutions with 

regards to the situation with Cuba, the MS must discuss and find a solution that would 

benefit the EU in the first place, meaning that that the MS seek to gain as much as 

possible from the relation with Cuba and for that, they look to find the best approach 

in order to put the grounds for an official cooperation agreement with the Island. 
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The main problem is that Spain does not have a specific policy concerning 

Cuba and this is originated from the fact that there have been so many changes and 

ups-and-downs in their nexus and therefore, it is difficult to define it. As mentioned 

above, the governments that were in power at different times in Spain have imprinted 

somehow the policy with the Island. For example, the drastic turn with Aznar meant 

the end of the constructive engagement that the previous government had been 

developing with Cuba.  

The outcomes of this hardening of the Spanish bilateral policy towards Cuba 

were the adoption by the EU institutions (uploading) of this attitude by signing the 

Common Position in 1996, which was afterwards downloaded by the other MS. But it 

seems that the Common Position has been a restrictive act in this regard, because, 

although it was the first official document that stated a link between the EU and Cuba, 

it had put many conditions regarding the Island, mainly referring to improvements on 

its internal situation. The fact that the new policy the socialists were proposing when 

they came in power again did not echo inside the Council can be explained by the fact 

that the MS have downloaded the former Spanish conditional policy with regards to 

Cuba. The difficulty to adapt to these changes lies in the big difference of the policies 

that Spain shows with each government.  

The main points of this sub-chapter are referring to the fact that the balance 

between hard power initiated by the conservatives and soft power used by the 

socialists has produced confusion about Spain’s identity within the EU and, at a 

complex level, in the Cuban government, as well.  

The next chapter analyzes the internal situation of the EU institutions with 

concern to the situation in Cuba after 2003 and the possibility of signing an official 

political agreement. 

 

6.3 Spain within the EU institutions and foreign policy decision-

making regarding Cuba 

How unitary are the Spanish representatives´ positions in the Council and 

the EP regarding foreign policy towards Cuba? 

 The institutions of the EU have treated the subject of Cuban regime`s matters 

which they consider problematic as one of the main concerns of the EU`s external 

relations, especially since 2003, when the Black Spring had occurred. The official 



opening of the EU Delegation in Havana was a sign of willingness from the EU`s side 

of opening bilateral talks and rapprochement with Cuba.  

From an institutional liberalist perspective, the permanent representatives of 

the EU in Cuba meant a step forward to their cooperation, the EU increased its 

possibilities of spreading its democratic values and basically, considering it a 

facilitator in the positive influence it could have on the Cuban regime.  

But this seemed to have no significance from the moment that the dissidents 

have been imprisoned. The EU considered this a serious violation of fundamental 

freedoms and therefore, took action immediately by imposing restrictive measures 

regarding Cuba. Despite the fact that between the two parties there is no political 

agreement yet, the EU considered these violations to be unacceptable. Starting from 

the idea that the EU itself has been built on democratic principles, in order to maintain 

peace through cooperation, these elements remain the most important for defining a 

framework, which includes the EU. And considering that Cuba did not respect these 

crucial conditions, a lack of balance that had already existed was emphasized in their 

relations – democracy vs. communism. 

  

 6.3.1 The Council of the European Union decisions 

 The Council`s reaction regarding the situation in Cuba after the events of 

March 2003 was more aggressive than it had been until then, because, according to 

the Deputy Foreign Minister of Greece (the state which held the EU presidency at that 

time), the EU condemned firmly these actions, demanding the immediate release of 

the prisoners. It has also been stated that: “These latest developments which mark a 

further deterioration in the Human Rights situation in Cuba will affect the EU`s 

relationship with Cuba and the prospects for increased cooperation.”
109

 

On 5 June 2003, the Greek EU presidency made an official declaration on 

behalf of the EU and the acceding states as well showing its regret about the Cuban 

events:  

The EU, deeply concerned about the continuing flagrant violation of human rights 

and of fundamental freedoms of members of the Cuban opposition and of independent 
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journalists, being deprived of their freedom for having expressed freely their opinion, calls 

once again the Cuban authorities to release immediately all political prisoners.
110

  

 The restrictive measures the EU imposed are the following:  

- limit the bilateral high-level governmental visits 

- reduce the profile of member states' participation in cultural events 

- invite Cuban dissidents at national days` celebrations 

- proceed to the re-evaluation of the EU common position
111

 

This approach of the EU can be seen as a turning to the stick policy by 

applying punishments to the Cuban regime as a form of hard power, trying to induce a 

change in the behavior of the communist state by respecting the fundamental rights of 

people and democratic principles, in order to re-launch their talks for a further 

cooperation.  

While during the year of 2003, the Council was strict in its declarations by 

condemning without questions the measures that the Cuban regime is taking with the 

dissidents and emphasizing the aggravation of the abuse in this regard, in the next 

evaluations of the human rights issue in Cuba, the EU started to advance the 

possibility of maintaining a dialogue for cooperation with Cuba. In the next several 

reports, there have been statements from the Council that:  

Constructive engagement remains the basis of the EU’s policy and that it 

would reconsider a cooperation agreement under the condition for Cuba of releasing 

all the political dissidents and improving the human rights matter.
112

 

A certain situation during a UN General Assembly meeting in New York has 

made Cuba look even worse in front of the EU when Spanish Foreign Minister 

Miguel Angel Moratinos approached his Cuban counterpart to release a certain 

dissident and a famous writer – Raul Rivero; and the response from Perez Roque was 

that if members of the opposition were to be invited at the Spanish embassy in 

Havana for the Spanish national day, 12 October, no prisoner would be released. 

Regarding this situation, the conservative Jose Ribeiro e Castro addressed a question 
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to the Council about details of this event. He stated: “The situation described 

represents unacceptable blackmail“, which put Cuban leaders once again in a very bad 

light. And at the same time, given that the Zapatero government was making efforts in 

order to restore good relations with Cuba the conservative has implied that this is be a 

pressure to which Spain would yield. But the Council`s response to this situation was 

limited, suggesting that it is a debate that concerns only Spain.
113

 Given that this 

occurred with no implication of the EU and out of its context, during a UN meeting, it 

is clear that it does not concern the Council and only the Spain national institutions.  

In 2005, the EU has decided to suspend its restrictive measures against Cuba 

given that a number of prisoners were released, stating one more time that the EU is 

prepared to strengthen ties with Cuba if the internal situation would be solved.
114

 

After two years, when Raul Castro became the Cuban leader, the MS that 

made a move with the purpose of easing the tension between the two political actors – 

the EU and Cuba - since 2003 was Spain with the visit of Spanish Foreign Minister 

Miguel Angel Moratinos who stated:  

Today we start a new phase in which we will express our opinions, which do not 

always converge but always seek understanding, through firm, open dialogue(...) It is 

absolutely unthinkable for Spain not to maintain, defend and develop an intense, constructive 

and policy of dialogue with Cuban authorities (...) And we also hope to discuss what the 

relations between the European Union and Cuba should be, given the international context.
115 

 

Spain had the main purpose to begin to cooperate in order for the both parties 

– the EU and Cuba - to obtain advantages from a political and economic point of 

view, which coincides with the liberal institutionalist principles.  

From a constructivist perspective, for Spain was very difficult to be taken into 

consideration and to initiate a more tolerant view upon the Castro regime within the 

Council, especially in the first few years after the events of the Black Spring. The 

reason for this is that Spain was passing through major changes domestically once 

again, given that PSOE came to power in 2004 under the leadership of Zapatero and 
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was starting the process of transition in its foreign policy as well. Spain was 

practically beginning to build a new identity under the principles of the new 

government – that needed to be reflected in the external policies and inside the EU 

institutions. 

With Spain being an initiator for the normalisation of the relations and as a 

continuation, 2008 was the year that made possible the closeness between the EU and 

Cuba, given by the incentive of the EU Commissioner for Development and 

Humanitarian Aid, Louis Michel`s visit in Havana. He described the meeting with the 

Cuban Foreign Minister Felipe Perez Roque as ”positive and encouraging”, stating 

that the main goal of this visit was a constructive dialogue/engagement with the 

government of Raul Castro and that their meeting has treated topics of mutual interest 

such as human rights or climate change.
116

 

But important efforts had to be made, on the background of conservatives` 

harsh measures against Cuba. In other words, Spain had a major responsibility 

because the new government had to change and correct the mistakes of the former 

one. Therefore, it can be said that it had lost its credibility to some extent in front of 

the other MS.  

The most important thing to stress is that Spain has once again been the actor 

that played a key role in making an approach towards Cuba and made an advantage 

out of its double status - of a singular state and a MS. Therefore, the Spanish 

government`s actions and initiatives with regards to Cuba have been crucial in terms 

of the EU policy.  

  

6.3.2 The European Parliament debates 

 The EP is the institution within the EU framework that reflects best the 

democratic principles through its own nature – of discussions in order to represent the 

rights and fulfill the will of people through legislative power. Therefore, this context 

is more favorable to discovering and exploring the contribution of Spain vis-à-vis the 

EU-Cuba relations through its members of the EP (MEPs) by analyzing their 

speeches, opinions, arguments of sustaining or acting against Cuba. 

 Seen through the lens of social constructivism, the purpose of the debates 

within the EP is to construct mutual interests among the MS, to discuss and reach 
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decisions that are reflected in the resolutions that would influence the EU-Cuba 

relations.  

And the social constructivist view is effectively completed by the liberal 

institutionalist perspective given by the fact of providing the proper framework of 

cooperation between MEPs through debates.  

The rules and norms have an important role - especially in the EP which 

represents the legislative power in the EU - that being the reason of putting so much 

effort within the EP and through consultation with the other EU institutions. 

Eventually, this theory is applicable in this case because, as it was already 

mentioned, the purpose of the EP and the EU – in general - regarding Cuba is being 

able to reach a beneficial political agreement that could favor both parties. And the 

EU means all the MS, implicitly, Spain. According to liberal institutionalism, Spain is 

looking to maximize its gains about Cuba in their bilateral relations, and, in this 

context, it has to seek the best approach towards Cuba and make its position clear 

without harming its own relation with the Island. 

 Given the serious problems that Cuba had raised worldwide in 2003 regarding 

human rights, this topic was obviously a priority amongst the debates within the EP. 

Furthermore the statements of the Spanish MEPs will be analyzed and how they are 

approaching the Cuban internal situation in the context of the democratic EU.  

In the EP framework, the political affiliation of the MEPs is the most 

important aspect. They bring different arguments, although the main problematic 

aspect of the violation of human rights by the Cuban government is mainly 

condemned with a single voice, the difference lies in the approach: the conservatives 

want to adopt hard power, while the socialists are aiming at a constructive 

engagement with the Cuban government. The focus is discovering the solutions that 

the Spanish MEPs propose through their speeches in order to reach an optimal 

solution in the Cuban problem. Given that in the EP, the representation of the political 

affiliation is more important than that of the MS, the conservative/socialist 

perspectives – regarding Spanish MEPs - will be more relevant; hence, this part of the 

analysis will rely more on this aspect, stressing out the differences between the parties 

and the way each perceives the situation of Cuba. 

 

 

 



 I. Human rights in Cuba - 10 April 2003  

For instance, one of the most important debates regarding Cuba after the 

March 2003 crackdown in Cuba took place in order to discuss what the EU`s position 

would be in this situation. Therefore, on 10 April 2003, the MEPs brought their 

statements forward to decide upon the resolution upon human rights in Cuba and 

eventually, create an official reaction in the name of the EU.
117

 Some of the main 

points of the EP resolution were: condemning the events in Cuba, calling the 

immediate release of the dissidents, urging “the Council and the Commission to 

continue their efforts to promote positive change in Fidel Castro's regime on the basis 

of the universal principles concerning respect for human rights and democratic 

values”.
118

 The last aspect - “positive change” - has different meanings for the MEPs: 

the conservatives think it is better to take a clear opposite position in front of these 

actions of the Cuban government, using the hard power instrument of putting Cuba’s 

request for Cotonou Agreement
119

 on hold; while the socialists choose to enhance a 

constructive engagement with the Cuban leaders. 

The Spanish PPE-DE
120

 MEP, Jose Ignacio Salafranca Sanchez-Neyra made 

clear his point of view by condemning the human rights violation in Cuba and making 

reference to the political dissidents that had been imprisoned unfairly. His strong 

arguments consisted in reminding the sentences of some of the political dissidents and 

emphasizing that a nonexistence of a political agreement between the EU and Cuba is 

due to this kind of “regrettable events” that usually happen there. The politician ended 

his statement by suggesting the firm condemnation of the Cuban regime and solidarity 

with the Cuban people in the name of freedom.
121

 He makes reference to the 

principles as the basis for any interaction between the EU and Cuba, excluding the 

latter state for any possibility of cooperation. 

 The other Spanish representative of PPE-DE who participated at the debate 

was Concepcio Ferrer and she adopted basically the same firm position as her 
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colleague Salafranca with the mention that the approach should be taken further than 

just condemning. Her suggestion was to reject Cuba`s request to participate in the 

Cotonou Agreement “if by the time the request comes up for consideration repression 

still persists and those detained have not been released”,
122

 proposing a conditionality 

consisting in a negative incentive. 

 From another angle, the Spanish PES representative in the debate, Miguel 

Angel Martinez Martinez began by stating that agrees with condemning these events, 

but during his speech, he tried to be more tolerant and put the Cuban regime in 

another light – the one of the victim of aggression of the US. He went even further by 

mentioning the nature of the foreign policy of president`s Bush which was taking a 

more aggressive turn and, hence, the MEP made reference to the possibility of a US 

military invasion – ”given the philosophy of pre-emptive wars which is now the 

official doctrine of the White House”
123

 - and the necessity of Cuba to act by adopting 

certain defence mechanisms that may not be the best choice, as happened with the 

events. His approach was to find a logical explanation of the Cuban regime`s 

behavior. By mentioning the word “defence“ that has a strong moral dimension, 

Martinez implies the fact that Cuban government’s actions are based on its insecurity 

regarding US, putting Cuba in a position of victim that acted in order to defend itself. 

 As a comparison between the two points of view – PPE-DE and PES – 

Salafranca and Ferrer adopted a tougher position, reflecting the general attitude of the 

conservatives towards the Cuban regime, while Martinez gave a totally different 

picture of the events. They transmitted quite clear the standpoint of their political 

affiliation by adopting this attitude. Conservatives are more open to the capitalism and 

relying more on economic relations – which is obvious in their speeches when 

suggesting that Cuba`s request of joining the Cotonou Agreement has to be rejected, 

considering that this is the most important aim for Cuba at the moment. Theoretically 

speaking, this proposal is an approach that is very close to hard power by implying 

that this would be a way of limiting or even isolating the Island - a sort of punishment 

for the Cuban leaders. In this way, this demonstrates the closeness to the Atlanticist 

behavior that Aznar had at the time - especially in Salafranca`s firm condemnation - 

trying to have a similar approach towards Cuba.  
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 In his speech, the PES politician Martinez stated:  

We cannot endorse the arrests and trials taking place in Cuba. We certainly 

condemn them. Nonetheless, we feel it is wrong to take these events out of the current 

context within that country. It is unfair and often perverse to do so.
124

  

It was obvious that the tolerance was the main message, the one that PSOE is 

transmitting generally to Cuba. He proposes a kind of soft power by adopting a 

permissive attitude, seeking solution in cooperation with the communist government. 

The explanation he provided for the Cuban government`s behavior was related to the 

US opposition – this element proved the difference of perspectives and ideologies 

between the parties – while PP is an US follower, PSOE totally opposes its policy. 

That brings in discussion the next point – the fact that the PES politician proposed as 

solution a further cooperation between the EU and Cuba. From a liberal 

institutionalist point of view, Martinez practically suggests that through the EU, 

cooperation provides the main method of solving the problem and it should be a 

priority, especially in this context; isolation of the Island should not be taken into 

consideration at all.  

 The EP framework forms a social structure in which the actors – the MEPs – 

have shared knowledge about the situation in Cuba and shared expectations in the 

sense that they see that there will be a change about Cuba, whether bad or positive; 

but they do not share the understandings because they the two political parties 

interpret differently the way to Cuba’s progress. 

Eventually, the EU decided in June 2003 to apply the restrictive measures 

upon Cuba, considering a grave breach of fundamental rights. Eventually the EU 

adopted for a conditional policy by applying these sanctions to Cuba. There have been 

four important resolutions taken by the EP until the present: in 2004, 2006, 2007 and 

2010.  

 

 II. Situation in Cuba – 16 November 2004 

 The conservatives maintained their firm position by denying the need of a 

positive change in the EU`s attitude by reducing/lifting the sanctions arguing that a 

EU policy change should be the result of a Cuban internal situation change, while the 

PES representatives` views are completely different. They consider that a change in 

                                                        
124

 Idem  

 



the EU policy is necessary – Martinez speaks about the change in the way EU is 

perceiving the Cuban problem - too drastic in comparison with other countries, by 

suggesting a discriminatory attitude that could be associated with the US policy. 

Garcia used the same approach by using another argument – the necessity of a change 

in the case of the Common position, which should be a priority, given that being in 

the same framework since 1996 has only worsened the relations. Eventually, the 

mutual condition that they presented for progress was cooperation. 

The debate was opened with a statement of the Commissioner Nielson who 

sustained that situation in Cuba is starting to have a good direction given the fact that 

Cuba had released some of the political prisoners and the solution is to maintain a 

policy of constructive engagement based on the Common position since 1996, 

stressing at the same time the importance of the EU Delegation in Havana.  

In this context, the conservative Salafranca (PPE-DE) restated his opposition 

towards easing the measures taken against Cuba, arguing that releasing all the 

prisoners is needed in order to be speaking of a change. He made his point by using 

radical terms about what is suggested through these resolutions: “To cooperate and 

talk with the villains and mock the victims? To be complacent towards those who 

oppress them? To seek a policy of appeasement and friendship with tyranny?”
125

  He 

referred also to the fact that Oswaldo Paya, the Sakharov Prize winner of 2002, has 

not been allowed by the Cuban government to attend the ceremony. 

Another conservative, Antonio Lopez – Isturiz White, maintained this position 

against Cuba, completing his former speech in which he accused the Spanish 

government of certain activities such as “behind-the-scenes maneuvering” by 

”providing Fidel Castro’s bloodthirsty Communist regime in Cuba with oxygen.”
126

 

But, above all, he stated that a political transition towards democracy would be 

possible with the first step of ceasing the violence against the dissidents. Eventually, 

he ended by asking to his colleagues to support him in these ideas.
127
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On the other hand, Martinez (PES) offered another perspective of the situation, 

by bringing into discussion the fact that the EU policy shows a stricter attitude with 

Cuba than with other states - such as China, Iran, Israel, Syria - that present similar 

problematic aspects regarding human rights and there should not be a differentiation 

between them. He states that: 

The European Union’s dialogue and cooperation with all the countries of the 

world includes a chapter on the human rights situation. It is an extremely important 

chapter, but there are others. Only in the case of Cuba is the human rights chapter 

exclusive, precluding any other chapter, which should exist in our relations with that 

country. Furthermore, with all the countries of the world, the European Union’s 

dialogue and cooperation is aimed at overcoming shortcomings in the field of human 

rights. Only in the case of Cuba do those human rights shortcomings become a prior 

condition, preventing dialogue and cooperation.
128

 

In other words, the politician makes reference to the idea that this approach 

could be considered as closer to the US policy – that the EU itself is condemning and 

hence, minimizing its credibility, claiming once again that the solution is further 

dialogue and cooperation between them.
129

 

His PES colleague, Luis Yáñez-Barnuevo García, considered that a condition 

for the progress in the relations with the Island is related to the Common position – 

whether it should be changed or not, but emphasized the necessity of its evaluation. 

His argument aimed at simplifying the situation and limiting the difficulty of the MS 

deciding upon a common EU policy towards the Castro regime to the EU 

framework.
130

 

In this debate as well, the opposition between the two parties was obvious in 

showing the different approaches that the EU should engage into regarding Cuba. The 

main observation is that the arguments were different this time, especially from the 

PES side, given that the problem is the same – human rights in Cuba, but highlighting 

the Common position`s contribution in the Cuban situation.  

As it can be seen, the notion of ”change” is perceived in different ways. One 

party – PPE-DE – considers that Cuba is unworthy of this action; while the other one 

– PES – sees it as a necessity which should be an incentive from the EU`s side. 
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Furthermore, this idea can be linked to the institutional liberalism given that the EU – 

as an international institution – has to maintain its relations with Cuba in particular 

conditions depending on the evolution of their nexus. According to the theory, the EU 

is the one with a superior status between the two political actors by its own nature – 

international institution – in which cooperation is the central focus. Therefore, in 

other words, the Spanish PES representatives` opinions are relevant by suggesting 

that the EU should make the first step by easing the situation and returning to a 

constructive engagement with the Island. 

According to the VoteWatch website
131

, from the Spanish MEPs, there were:  

 24 socialists (1 vote against, 1 non-voter and 1 absentee) 22 votes: 21 PES 

members have aligned to the political party they belong and to the national 

majority, the way that colleagues from the same MS have voted.  

 24 conservative votes that proved to be loyal to their ideological affiliation and 

rebel to their national majority 

 6 MEPs belonging to other parties 

Regarding the national cohesion, in total, there were 54 Spanish MEPs, having 

2 non-voters and 1 absentee, thus 51 Spanish votes including 26 who voted the same 

as their co-nationals and 25 rebel votes resulting a level of 26,47% of the national 

delegation voting as a block. It is necessary to take into consideration that there were 

also MEPs from other parties, but this will affect the percentage only to a small 

extent. Therefore the ideological criteria ruled over the nationality, as expected in the 

EP framework. 

Eventually, the EP resolution
132

 appeared to be quite different this time, 

because it has been made a reference to another actor: “Stresses that the current 

embargo imposed on Cuba by the USA is counterproductive and should be lifted.“ 

Besides condemning the actions of the Cuban government, through this statement, the 

EP decision implies that the hard power that the US is using against Cuba through 
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isolating it from an economic point of view is damaging; this idea is contrary to the 

liberal institutionalist principle of cooperation between political actors.  

In 2005 the EU has announced the temporary suspension of the restrictive 

measures, which was a reaction to the first move of the Cuban government of 

releasing some of the dissidents.
133

 

 

III. Cuba – 2 February 2006  

In 2006 heated discussions were generated by another wave of prisoners and 

by the fact that the Cuban government did not allow the members of the Ladies in 

White group –which were the winners of the Sakharov Prize in 2005 - to be present at 

the ceremony, as in the case of Paya in 2002. 

The problem was mainly the same, but the EP put it from a different 

perspective – that Cuba wasted the opportunity that the EU had offered to prove itself. 

The incentive for this debate was represented by the MEPs from the ALDE group 

have risen, given the following:  

In January 2005, the Council changed its policy towards the Cuban Government (...) 

The hope of a more open attitude from the Castro regime side has apparently not been 

fulfilled. On the contrary, the human rights situation has deteriorated.
134 

As a proof of this, the Council presented the situation as ”no satisfactory 

progress on human rights in Cuba.”
135

 In this situation, the EP had to launch another 

round of discussions in order to reach to a consensus upon the further EU policy 

through voting the resolution.
136

 

The conservative MEP Salafranca spoke on the behalf of the PPE-DE group 

and has implied in his statement that these effects are the obvious ones in the context 

of the suspension of the restrictive measures by the EU in 2005, highlighting once 

again the strong opposition of the conservatives to this, showing its disagreement with 

the way that the Council acted by suspending the restrictive measures:  
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I would like to remind you, Mr. President-in-Office of the Council, that when 

you approved the lifting of the measures that accompanied the Council's common 

position, you called for the immediate and unconditional release of the people who 

had been detained, and now their situation has worsened.
137

 

In this debate there is an important observation regarding the PES group`s 

Spanish MEPs. This time, they did not seem to reflect a unitary vision of the events. 

Raimon Obiols i Germa spoke in the name of the PES group and admitted the difficult 

situation that Cuba presents, but considers that through dialogue instead of isolation, 

progress can be achieved. Furthermore, PES suggests that the Council should have 

two priorities in this regard:  

Firstly, to continue to call strongly for human rights to be respected in Cuba, the 

release of prisoners of conscience and of the peaceful opposition and respect for democratic 

freedoms and, secondly, to maintain and increase relations and dialogue with all of the 

political and social sectors in Cuba that are involved or interested in relations with Europe 

and the development of the country and the inevitable changes that we are going to see in 

Cuba in the near future.
138 

The MEP Martinez seemed to be having a different position from the PES 

leader and his colleagues. According to him, there is much emphasis on the human 

rights problem, without taking into consideration other achievements of Cuba, such as 

its actions of cooperation with other Latin American countries or: “208 000 blind 

people from those countries had had operations in Cuba free of charge.” Martinez 

finds the resolution “pointless” and considers that it reflects a weak EU, substantially 

losing its credibility on the international stage. Emphasizing again that this approach 

would represent “an extension of the interests and strategies of the Bush 

administration”, the MEP sees this resolution only a way to discriminate Cuba.
139

 

Although the PES identity was partially altered by different positions of the 

members and the group did not show such a powerful cohesion this time, the attitude 

towards Cuba was basically to defend it, but in different ways – Martinez in a more 

passionate way by mentioning Cuba`s successes in other domains, while other PES 
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members agreed with the resolution, but encouraged the Council to maintain its 

cooperation with Cuba. 

Regarding the voting results
140

, there were: 

 24 socialists (1 vote against, 3 non-voters)  21 voters: 20 PES members have 

aligned to the political party they belong and to the national majority 

 24 conservative (4 absentees, 1 non-voter) 19 voters that proved to be loyal to 

their ideological affiliation and their national majority as well 

 6 MEPs belonging to other parties  

From the 54 Spanish MEPs (5 non-voters and 4 absentees), there were 43 who 

voted the same as their co-nationals and 2 rebel votes resulting a level of 93,33% of 

the national delegation voting as a block. Even with the percentage given by the 6 

MEPs from other political parties, this would not change the fact that this time, the 

voting for this resolution has proved a high level of national cohesion in the Spanish 

case, showing a unity in their interests regarding Cuba. 

Eventually, the 2006 resolution was adopted; its main points referred to the 

release of prisoners, the EP urging  

(…)the Council and the Commission to continue to take whatever action is necessary 

in order to require the release of political prisoners and to ensure that an immediate stop is 

put to the harassment of political opponents and human rights defenders.
141

   

Other conditions were the condemnation of travel ban on the 2005 Sakharov 

Prize winners – Damas de Blanco and renewal of its invitation to Oswaldo Paya, but 

it did not bring any major changes; therefore, another round of debates and votes took 

place in 2007 when the same problems were discussed – urging Cuba to release its 

political prisoners. 

 

IV. Cuba - 10 March 2010  

Despite the fact that the leader had changed in Cuba, no crucial changes have 

been observed, indeed some of the political dissidents were released, but the 

treatments continued. 
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The EU answered to this step with lifting the restrictive measures against Cuba 

in 2008 and also gave an opportunity to Cuba to prove another kind of dictatorship. 

But a new wave of protests appeared when one of the political dissidents – 

Orlando Zapata – died of hunger strike. This was another sign that the situation had 

been aggravated in Cuba. This generated a heated debate in March 2010 and many 

MEPs, especially those who were representatives of the parties – conservatives in this 

case - that wanted to punish Cuba in a drastic way and responded firmly in front of 

the other EU institutions about not taking into account their statements in the previous 

debates and easing the relations with the Cuban regime. 

For instance, Salafranca tried to emphasize the loss by reminding the House of 

the 2002 Sakharov Prize winner`s words in the EP and the ones of 2005 – Damas de 

Blanco - who were not able to benefit from their fundamental rights and be present at 

the ceremonies. He condemned firmly the death of Orlando Zapata and encouraged 

the EU to show its solidarity with the Cuban people: “Now we will unfortunately not 

be able to hear the voice of Orlando Zapata, but soon we will be able to hear the 

voices of many more Cubans.”
142

  

His PPE colleague, Francisco José Millán Mon, talked about the breach of the 

main democratic principles and the status of Common position which, in his opinion, 

is not negotiable at the moment, despite the Spanish government`s or, more clearly, 

the socialist`s Zapatero wish to cancel it,
143

 referring to the efforts of the socialist to 

return to a constructive engagement with the Island. 

On the other hand, Luis Yáñez-Barnuevo García spoke in the name of the 

S&D
144

 group urging the EP to focus on the human rights problem and leaving the 

Common position aside for the moment: 

For the moment, let us not enter into a subject that divides us: whether the common 

position should be maintained or not. Let us focus now on saving lives and on human rights. 

Let us also open up a period of calm reflection in which we seek out points of agreement on 

future policy regarding Cuba.
145
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He also motivated this request as a condition for the EU not being associated 

with the policy of “Yankee imperialism”. Another element the MEP pointed out is the 

need of not accusing the S&D of being an accomplice of the Cuban communist 

regime, in the idea that this judgment is often made, given the partly similarities in 

their ideologies. 

Maria Muñiz De Urquiza (S&D) considered this event an incentive for acting 

and stop talking about the human rights. In this regard, her suggestion referred to the 

Common position framework, explaining the necessity of evaluating and eventually 

changing it, given that this document currently is an ”outmoded, outdated instrument 

adopted last century by 15 Member States of the European Union” and at the time the 

EU was enlarged to 27 MS. The Spanish MEP aimed at convincing the House of the 

need of a new mechanism of constructive engagement with Cuba, given the new 

context, motivating that the Spanish government`s success in rapprochement with 

Cuba lies in this approach – dialogue and cooperation.
146

  

It is clear that in this context, the gravity of the situation generated a more 

emphasis on the values and human rights than ever. Both parties PPE and S&D 

showed their compassion and regret for the tragic event and shared the idea that an 

action must be made in order to put an end to this situation, but it seemed their 

approaches were different again.  

Regarding the results of the voting process, the data from VoteWatch
147

: 

 21 socialists (1 non-voter, 1 absentee) 19 voters have aligned to the political 

party they belong and to the national majority 

 23 conservatives (1 vote against, 4 absentees) 19 voters: 18 EPP members 

proved to be loyal to their ideological affiliation and their national majority as 

well 

 6 MEPs belonging to other parties 

From the 50 Spanish MEPs (1 non-voter and 5 absentees), there were 42 who 

voted the same as their co-nationals and 2 rebel votes resulting a level of 93,18% of the 

national delegation voting as a block. In this situation, the national cohesion has 

resulted a high level. 
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Seen through the lens of the social constructivism, the reference PPE members 

made to the EU system of values illustrates the importance that the PPE group gives to 

the improvements on human rights and democracy, which are the main values of the 

EU political entity. And in this regard, they were on the same side with the S&D group. 

The values and ideas uniting the MEPs in the House create the environment that 

generates a certain responsibility of the EU towards the Cuban people.  

The mutual element they realized in these circumstances is that the EU needs a 

change in attitude, behavior towards the Island. And also, the EU is superior in the 

sense that it is an international institution and has the power of disseminating values, 

ideas and norms and also instruments in order to facilitate this spreading and 

adjustment to them.  

The difference stands in the approaches. The Spanish conservatives consider 

they should not make concessions when it comes to the human rights and democracy 

issues, given that in the past, the EU has shown tolerance towards Cuba and its leader 

has given nothing in return. In other words, it can be said that the scenario - in which 

the easy-going EU backs off and Cuba starts to solve its internal problems regarding 

fundamental rights and democracy – did not have an satisfactory outcome for the EU, 

on the contrary, it led to its loss from the point of view of spreading and applying the 

EU values, according to the conservatives. 

Given the emphasis the conservatives put on the economic part, it is obvious 

that they see the practical aspect – if Cuba does not align to the EU requests, it will 

have to be punished (based on the Common position) and if it respects the EU 

demands, it benefits from political and economic perspectives. Therefore, it is a 

conditional agreement that limits Cuba. 

On the other hand, the Spanish socialists consider that it is time for a change 

and they see the cooperation as the only solution. The constructive engagement they 

put forward in most of their statements illustrates the principles that PSOE is based on, 

especially regarding Cuba. It is important to mention that the socialists do not 

necessarily underline the actual outcomes of the EU – Cuba and they tend to be more 

tolerant, given the fact that the EU represents a political actor which has more power 

than Cuba as a state as explained above – therefore the socialist ideology in which the 

state is a primary element, their tendency is to be more understanding towards Cuba.  

As seen above, the main advantage is being able to see the basic differences 

about Cuba between the parties – Spanish PPE and S&D representatives (on the 



national level – PP and PSOE) – regardless of their nationality. This context proves that 

the principles and norms of every ideology are more important than the country of 

origin – MEPs must be united /in opposition in their opinions or approaches for the 

people whose interests they represent. 

 

6.5 Starting negotiations for a Political Dialogue and Cooperation 

Agreement with Cuba – conditions  

What conditions are there for the negotiations for a Political Dialogue and 

Cooperation Agreement with Cuba? 

The balance seems to have appeared after 2009 - with an improved 

institutionalized framework - having Catherine Ashton as the HR/VP who has 

managed to reach an agreement for cooperation between the two political actors 

eventually.  

The situation between the EU and Cuba evolved in the sense that in the 

beginning of 2014 the official agreement for an agreement has been adopted. On 10 

February, the Council has adopted the directives for negotiating for bilateral Political 

Dialogue and Co-operation Agreement with Cuba. According to the press release, 

Lady Ashton stated that she is confident in the progress of the situation, but despite 

that, the conditions regarding the human rights from the past are given the same 

importance. The EU considers that strengthening the relations between the EU and 

Cuba facilitates the promotion of the democratic values.
148

 

There have been another two attempts of this kind of rapprochement in 1995 

and 2000, but with no success. But the current situation seems to be different, at least 

in the opinion of Susanne Gratius who identifies several essential factors that are in 

the benefit of Cuba: the support that supposedly Cuba has from other Latin American 

countries such as Brazil and Mexico – trade partners of the EU; the current 

modernization process in Cuba; the signs of change from the US side, given that 

Obama administration is more pragmatic and more open towards Latin America, 

which is encouraging and also a proof of progress in its vision regarding Cuba.
149
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The first round of negotiations on a bilateral agreement on Political Dialogue 

and Cooperation between the EU and Cuba has already taken place in Havana on 29-

30 April. The representatives of the parties were the EEAS Managing Director for the 

Americas, Christian Leffler and Cuban Deputy Minister, Abelardo Moreno. The focus 

of the meeting consisted in setting the modalities and the main elements for 

negotiations. “An understanding was also reached on the overall structure of the 

agreement, after which the parties held a first exchange of views on the main chapters 

and elements.”
150

 

The progress in the context of this constructive engagement that is starting to 

materialize by pursuing small steps is a very different approach that the EU started to 

show towards Cuba. In this way, the EU has demonstrated its commitment to helping 

Cuba in its transition to democracy, offering also an instrument to implement these 

policies and not only make requests to Cuba and expect it to comply.  

Furthermore the final conclusions of the case study will be presented, in order 

to set the validity of the hypothesis and shape an answer to the research question.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

                                                        
150

 PRESS RELEASE: EU and Cuba launch talks on new agreement, 

http://eeas.europa.eu/top_stories/2014/050514_cuba_en.htm  

http://eeas.europa.eu/top_stories/2014/050514_cuba_en.htm


CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
7.1 What are the possibilities for individual Member States to influence 

the EU foreign policy decision-making? 

 

The complexity of the European Union foreign policy decision-making is 

given mainly by the fact that there are two dimensions involved, two levels of context 

in order for the policy to be materialized. 

 The first one refers to the EU framework. Constructivism explains that the 

first level consists in how MS interact within the EU structures and how they 

construct the type of policy they would adopt in the external area. The procedures, as 

seen, are aiming at providing collaboration for consensus in order to project a unitary 

voice out of the EU; but the difficulty lies in the clash between interests that reflect 

the ideological differences (in the EP, as well as in the Council).  

The second level of context refers to the external area - what particular policy 

has been adopted and based on that, what instruments are going to be used in 

approaching the non-EU actor, mainly how is the specific policy going to be 

implemented. In addition to this, the political regime of the EU’s interlocutor is an 

important factor because it is much accessible for democracy to get along with 

democracy than with socialism.  

As this case study has shown, when there is a situation of ideological frictions 

- as the EU with Cuba, given their different meanings on the same principles – and 

cooperation between them is sought, there must exist an intermediary actor, a mutual 

entity that has developed activities with each of the parties and in this case, that is 

Spain. 

That does not imply the fact that the mediator can act only positively. Spain 

has demonstrated that during the times of progress with Cuba, but also of conditional 

engagement, these policies towards Cuba have been developed on the basis of 

Spanish incentives. Whether proposing use of tools of hard power, coercive measures 

like the Common position or developing rapprochement through opening EU 

Delegation in Cuba, these were policies that the EU adopted eventually as 

punishments or rewards, at Spanish suggestion or recommendation, depending on the 

power at the time. 



Spain’s approach as a MS towards Cuba after several years from accession 

seems logical in the sense that it needed to fit in the EU framework first. It trespassed 

a complex transformation because needed to be able to form its own identity within 

the Union and to complete its modernization process before initiating any policy, 

which lasted a few years. During first years, the socialist strategy was to fulfill its 

national interests, which meant self-development. Spain had to go through a process 

of downloading the EU structures: norms, values and procedures in order to construct 

its image within the EU, before uploading any incentive or policy.  

This idea confirm the liberal institutionalist view that the importance of the 

international institutions stands in the fact that they are able to transform state 

identities and interests. Furthermore, once integrated in the EU, Spain has to act in 

order to obtain mutual gains - for the Union, as well 

Afterwards, on the background of bilateralism between Spain and Cuba, as an 

effect, the former actor made a step further to the Island, by consolidating its identity 

of developed MS. This was also an opportunity for Spain to demonstrate its ability of 

engaging policies on behalf of the EU. 

Within the EU structures, Spain is split in order to make effective decisions. In 

the Council the alternation of the Spanish governments showed to have implications 

in the EU framework because confusion was created not only with Cuba, but also 

inside the EU, given the different strategies of Spain’s governments. An actor is 

normally perceived in a certain way as a result of its actions, what does it provide in a 

certain social context. The change that the conservatives have brought regarding Cuba 

meant a drastic turn point in the EU policy, which had been transformed from 

constructive to conditional in a short time, meaning opposite approaches. 

In the context of the Parliament, the concept of social interaction has been 

explained and applied. The debates provide the environment in which social 

knowledge is interpreted and meanings are given, perceptions are formed because the 

EP is the only EU institution with a high level of transparency. Even if the two 

political parties are separated by their political affiliation, there are situation which 

confirm that they can agree, according to the votes. In two out of three voting 

procedures, the cohesion regarding national majority has shown a very high level.  

As presented in a previous chapter, the EP has a limited role when consulted 

about the foreign policies, but its role is important in the fact that the Council needs 

the EP’s consent on its Draft in order to be adopted. Given that the EP is the 



quintessence of the democracy by representing the interests of people, it seems a bit 

unrealistic that it does not share the same role as the Council or Commission, meaning 

that the possibility for the national interests to be pursued increases in the foreign 

policy decision-making.  

The international norms in this case study have shown to be extremely 

important because it shaped the actors identities by coercing them or conditioning 

them somehow, such as the Common position which, in spite of being an official 

document between them, it imposed the status of Cuba as tolerated in relation with the 

EU.  

Therefore, Spain can influence EU policies towards Cuba, as it has been 

proved in the positive and negative sense; but it cannot be generalized for any MS that 

it is able to influence the EU foreign policy making because there are some criteria in 

this case study: Cuba is a former colony of Spain, they have strong cultural ties which 

have evolved in bilateral economic investments providing benefits to each of them; 

they develop cooperation on a high level, beyond the political problems. Another 

element is that Cuba still represents the only state in the Latin American region that 

did not sign a cooperation agreement with the EU.   

Under all the conditions presented above, the hypothesis formulated in the first 

chapter claiming that Spain’s contribution to the EU foreign policy making on Cuba 

has a significant role was confirmed through the analysis. 

 

7.2 How could Spain further participate in strengthening the relationship 

between the two political actors? 

 

As demonstrated, Spain’s involvement in the EU policies towards Cuba has 

been reflected in many occassions until present. On the background of beginning to 

construct a favourable context for the negotiations for a political dialogue, the EU and 

Cuba are acting progressively.  

A first step that Spain could make in strengthening the relationship between 

the two political actors, or at least, in continuing the negotiations, would be to be 

more involved in the process, to mediate and to supervise the actions. 

The present EPP Prime Minister Rajoy, who was elected in 2011, will be in 

power until 2015, when it is possible for some changes to occur regarding the 

evolution of this political agreement, depending on the elected government. 
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