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Globalisation may affect but does not reduce the importance of having power. As the 

division of power develops, the concept of multipolarity seems to refine in multiple 

options; states, regions and international organisations all can be actors and all want 

to see some of the world power being distributed to them. This sparks the debate on 

whether states or regions will be more powerful. One regional organisation (the 

European Union) and one state (Democratic Republic Congo) will be considered in 

this essay and will be linked to the concepts of ‘power’ and ‘state’. The frustrating 

effects regional and international involvement can have on states will be discussed in 

the light of regions influencing states to the point where the emergence or failure of 

states depends on regions and the international community.  

 

Firstly I will consider the European Union (EU) and the possible ways of executing 

regional power. Forming a regional body through cooperation while maintaining 

control over the state’s sovereignty seems revolutionary considering history, where 

many empires (such as the Roman and the Ottoman empire), emerged through 

conquest. Several changes regarding to classical warfare have had impact on modern 

security systems; decline in the incidence of war between states, de-legitimisation of 

conquest, a change in the tasks and purposes in the use of armed forces and the 

normative development that the use of force can only be legitimated by collective 

authorisation of states or other international bodies
1
. The emergence of the EU as a 

powerful supranational and regional actor in global politics has sparked a debate 

among international politics scholars on what role the EU assumes on the global 

stage. The EU gaining power would imply the emergence of common foreign policy 

objectives, which could lead to a new kind of foreign policy
2
. In 2009 the Lisbon 

Treaty entered into force and with that a common EU foreign policy was consolidated 

by the creation of the function of a High Representative of the Union for Foreign 

Affairs and Security Policy
3
. The EU now has a legal personality as stated in article 
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46a of the Lisbon Treaty, which means the EU can enter into international 

agreements. In the light of the international relations debate regarding the 

regionalisation of the EU Ian Manners in 2002 introduced the concept on Normative 

Power Europe. Manners formulates his concept as follows: 
 

‘The central component of normative power Europe is the assumption that it 

exists as being different to pre-existing political forms, and that this 

particular difference pre-disposes it to act in a normative way’ 

and: 

‘Have the ability to shape conceptions to normal.’ 
4
 

 

Manners’ definition raises the question of how an actor in international politics can 

act in a normative way and more specifically how the EU could act as a normative 

power. Acting as a normative power would mean the will to spread one’s norms, 

values and ethics as well as acting accordingly to those norms. This theory contradicts 

other international relations theories that state that security (realism) or economy 

(liberalism) are the main priority of a state. 

If the priorities of regions are different from the priorities of states, it might be 

possible that they use their power in different ways. Several forms of power can be 

distinguished; according to Diez there are three different ways to interpret power. 

First power can be described as a particular kind of role (acting as a certain power in 

international politics). Secondly power can be described as the characteristic of a 

relationship. Diez here cites the Weberian sense of power as A being able to make B 

do what he would otherwise not have done. Lastly power refers to means, in relation 

to normative power this would refer to norms achieving something that otherwise 

would be achieved with military or economic means
5
. Acting as a normative power 

and having normative power are therefore not the same and should be distinguished.

 The possibility that regions have different functions in international relations 

than states and that therefore a different power mechanism is adapted between regions 

and states should be considered in the multipolarity debate. 
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Secondly I will discuss the Democratic Republic of Congo (henceforth: DRC) and the 

concept ‘state’. Providing security and delivering positive political goods to the 

people are characteristics of non-failing states. In these states the government has a 

monopoly on violence, controls the violence executed by the military force and is 

therefore legitimate. According to Foreign Policy Magazine ‘Failed States Index 

2011’ there are eleven failed states in the world
6
. One of those states is the DRC, two 

of the other states (Central African Republic and Sudan) border DRC. The least failed 

state in this index is Finland. The category ‘Most Stable’ contains nine other 

countries, two of which border Finland. This seems to imply that the stability of a 

state is not so much a national affair as it is a regional matter. Border control is an 

essential part of stability of a state since it diminishes the chance of illegal goods 

(such as weapons) getting into the state and valuable goods (such as minerals) being 

smuggled out. Not surprisingly the issue of border control is almost diminished in the 

EU by the Schengen agreement, but forms a great problem in Central Africa. If 

stability and development of a state depend on the stability of bordering states there is 

no promising outlook for states in an area with the highest failed-state density of the 

world. This suggests that instability in a state cannot merely be contributed to poor 

governance but should also be considered in a regional perspective. Regarding this, 

strong states also benefit from strong or at least stable regions.  

What is the opposite of a failed state? Maybe it is a stable state, maybe it is a 

state that provides political stability and public security, maybe it is a whole different 

concept from what we know as the nation-state. In academics and within the UN a 

well-functioning, democratic nation-state seems to be the holy grail of governance. In 

Africa, where all countries inhibit more than one nation, a nation-state in the classical 

definition as a self-determined state of a nation seems a backward concept. The ideal 

form of state for DRC from a national perspective does not seem to be considered in 

international politics. President Joseph Kabila claimed in La Revue magazine “Je 

veux faire du Congo la Chine de l'Afrique.” (I want to make Congo the China of 

Africa).
7
 This may imply many things but it certainly shows that the USA or 

European states are not necessarily considered role models when it comes to state 
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building. The fact that there are different ideals affecting the concept of ‘state’ seems 

obvious yet is often overlooked.  

This is particularly important regarding the normative power perspective 

discussed earlier. From the normative perspective of the international community 

many actors have interfered with the governance of DRC; it is now under national 

trusteeship. This means that major decisions are out of the hands of the government. 

Education, health care and even the legal system, all economic decisions, and the 

infrastructure are managed by external actors, all there seems left to manage for the 

government is the military. This fungibility causes a lack of accountability, which has 

two consequences. Firstly, when there are elections, what do people vote for? What 

are the responsibilities for which the government can be held accountable? 

Democracy is here considered as a result of accountability; people vote and want to 

be elected because there are certain responsibilities that the government fulfils. 

Secondly, NGO’s that are present in a country do not represent the inhabitants of that 

country; in the end they are only responsible and accountable for the funds of their 

donors. This means that there is no set mechanism for democratic decision-making 

with which the local community can approve or disapprove of the programmes and 

interferences of NGO’s. The government of DRC is not able to provide fundamental 

elements, such as security, infrastructure and health services, that a government is 

supposed to provide. To bridge the gap created by this lack of governance the 

international community, in the form of the UN, NGO’s and states via bilateral 

agreements, steps in and provides human needs. This creates a deadlock, because the 

people of the DRC cannot hold anyone accountable for what is happening in their 

country. Spreading the EU’s normative values such as human rights and democracy 

might end up frustrating the state building in DRC. 

 

The power of regions can be executed as a normative power, by prioritising and 

promoting norms and values. Not merely pursuing security or economic goals may be 

regarded as positive, but it should not undermine or frustrate the development of 

states that do not necessarily share those norms and values. The changes in warfare 

and the rising of powerful regions changes the division of power, this could lead to 

one region imposing a dominant set of norms onto other states. Preferably however in 

a multipolar world it would lead to an exchange of values and a settlement of 

common norms. 


