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LISBETH AGGESTAM*

The peaceful unification of our continent has been our great achievement, and now our main 
challenge is to act as a credible force for good. From a continental agenda, we should move 
to a global agenda. From building peace in Europe to being a peace-builder in the world.

Javier Solana, EU High Representative for the CFSP and ESDP, autumn 20071

It is ironic that at a time when the momentum for integration in Europe is at one 
of its lowest ebbs for a long time following the debacle of the European Constitu-
tion, the EU is seeking to position itself as a global player with a broad spectrum 
of civilian and military capabilities—an ambition which touches on the highly 
sensitive issues of member states’ sovereignty and nationhood. The Union of 27 is 
in search of a new sense of collective purpose and legitimacy and this, it appears, 
is to be found in foreign and security relations. This external role is articulated in 
a discourse of universal ethics which defines the EU as a ‘power for good’ and a 
‘peacebuilder’ in the world. The acquisition of a military capability has gone hand 
in hand with an emphasis on the EU as a ‘force for good’, thereby justifying these 
new power capabilities in European foreign policy.

Underpinning this notion of ‘ethical power Europe’ (EPE) is a conceptual 
shift in the EU’s role and aspirations from what it ‘is’ to what it ‘does’: from 
simply representing a ‘power of attraction’ and a positive role model to proac-
tively working to change the world in the direction of its vision of the ‘global 
common good’. In the words of the European Security Strategy, the EU should 
be more ‘capable’ and ‘responsible’ and take on new tasks in the areas of crisis 
management, peacekeeping, state-building, and reconstructing failing states—
complementing the important role it has already played in the fields of develop-
ment aid and humanitarian assistance.2 According to this discourse, in conceiving 
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and pursuing a wider vision of European interests, the EU is also contributing to 
a ‘better world’ by strengthening justice (human rights) and order (effective multi-
lateralism). To paraphrase Robert Cooper, the EU is stepping out of its ‘post-
modern’ paradise to bring its message of peace and justice to the ‘modern’ and 
‘pre-modern’ worlds.3

This special issue of International Affairs critically examines this self-image of the 
EU as an ethical power ‘doing good’ in the world. The notion of ‘ethical power 
Europe’ is not seen as a statement of empirical reality, but rather as a concept that 
opens up new lines of critical reflection. Can we analytically, descriptively and 
normatively conceive of the EU in these terms? Indeed, is it desirable and realistic 
for the EU to have such a mission in the world? After all, the world is a complex 
political arena with competing visions of order and justice in the aftermath of 
the Cold War. The discussion of ‘ethical power Europe’ thus feeds into a wider 
policy debate at the dawn of the twenty-first century about the scope for ethical 
considerations in international politics, and whether such ethical ambitions repre-
sent progress or simply a dangerous utopianism.

The articles in this issue offer a wide range of theoretical and empirical perspec-
tives on what we understand by ethics in foreign policy. They examine the nature 
and content of ethical values; the relationship between ethics and interests; the 
exercise of power, particularly the just use of military force; and the problems 
inherent in pursuing a consistent ethical foreign policy. Encouraging these multiple 
and, at times, deeply contending approaches to the study of the EU as an ethical 
power can shed important light on the EU’s international role. Such debates also 
open up new lines of enquiry by situating controversies about that role within 
broader debates currently under way in the discipline of International Relations. 
In so doing, they help move the discourse beyond the rather introspective level 
that has tended to predominate in European Studies’ analysis of the EU’s inter-
national role.

‘Ethical power Europe’: exploring a new research agenda

It is natural that concepts of the EU’s international role tend to be conditioned 
by the particular historical conjuncture in which they are articulated. François 
Duchêne’s original concept of civilian power reflected the constraining context 
of the Cold War, while that of ‘normative power Europe’ in turn grew out of 
the idealism and ‘constructivist turn’ that followed the end of the Cold War.4 In 
the same way, the concept of EPE has come about as a depiction of the growing 
strategic role the EU wants to play in the world by acquiring a broader spectrum 
of power capabilities. In contrast to civilian and normative power, concepts of EPE 
encompass both civilian and military power, as well as social and material power. 
This reconceptualization opens a new and distinct research agenda on European 
3 Robert Cooper, The breaking of nations: order and chaos in the twenty-first century (London: Atlantic, 2003). 
4 François Duchêne, ‘Europe’s role in world peace’, in R. Mayne, ed., Europe tomorrow (London: Fontana, 1972); 

Ian Manners, ‘Normative power Europe: a contradiction in terms?’, Journal of Common Market Studies 40: 2, 
2002, pp. 235–58. 
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foreign and security policy. This special issue does not, however, seek to forward a 
single definition of EPE to which all the contributors subscribe. Ethics is a deeply 
contested subject, and this is reflected in different understandings of ‘ethical 
power Europe’. The articles that follow open up a new research agenda about the 
EU’s international role, using ethics as the starting-point for analyses exploring a 
number of key research questions. Before considering these research questions, we 
shall briefly consider why the debate on Europe’s international role needs to move 
beyond the concepts of civilian and normative power Europe. 

Transcending civilian and normative power Europe

While there is obviously a clear overlap with concepts of civilian and normative 
power, there are five main reasons why the time has come to move the debate 
beyond these concepts in order to be able to raise some critical questions about the 
EU’s international role. ‘Ethical power Europe’ helps us do this.

First, EPE seeks to problematize the power of the EU by focusing on the agency 
involved—moving from its institutional make-up (what it ‘is’) to its behaviour (what 
it ‘does’). The EU increasingly seeks to exercise power proactively by becoming 
a global player on the international arena. The overwhelming number of studies 
of civilian and normative power are institutionalist accounts that assert that the 
‘EU exercises influence and shapes its environment through what it is, rather than 
through what it does’.5 The development of a strategic role for Europe, however, 
seeks to make the EU more ‘capable’ in order to engage in conflict prevention 
around the globe. This approach grew out of the painful experience of the former 
Yugoslavia, in which the EU’s inability to apply its power with greater effect had 
a formative impact on the subsequent development of the EU as a strategic actor. 
Hence, rather than examining the EU in terms of indirect or passive power, the 
research agenda on EPE focuses on the intentions and purposes behind the active 
exercise of the EU’s power.

Second, the distinction between civilian and military instruments so central 
to the concepts of civilian and normative power does not capture more recent 
developments within the EU that have led to the launch of the European Security 
and Defence Policy (ESDP). Moreover, these two concepts are not able to take full 
account of the changing role of military force itself since the end of the Cold War. 
Both civilian power Europe and normative power Europe are concepts premised 
on the idea of the declining utility of military power in an increasingly domesti-
cated world of international relations. What the contributors to this special issue 
seek to do is not to rehash arguments about whether the EU is still a civilian or 
now a military power, but rather to focus on the ethical dilemmas involved in 
choosing either the military or civilian instrument in foreign policy: that is, on the 
justifications behind the exercise of power.

Third, EPE conceives of the EU’s role in a broader international context, 
rather than simply focusing on the Union’s internal characteristics and assuming 

5 Hanns Maull, ‘Europe and the new balance of global order’, International Affairs 81: 4, 2005, p. 778.
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that these determine its role. In accounts of civilian and normative power, ethics 
are intrinsic to the identity of the EU. In other words, ethics and the EU are 
 inextricably entwined. While the normative domestic basis is undoubtedly very 
important for the evolution of the EU, EPE focuses attention on how the context 
of normative globalization after the end of the Cold War enabled the EU to 
assume a more proactive international role by drawing on an international ethics 
largely, but not exclusively, institutionalized within the UN system. Arguably, 
this emerging normative international context, with its emphasis on responsi-
bility beyond borders, brought issues like human rights, humanitarian interven-
tion, international criminal justice, international economic justice and democracy 
promotion onto the agenda of foreign policy.6 EPE reverses the argument that 
this development reflects the ability of the EU to shape what has come to pass as 
‘normal’ in international politics (the idea of the EU domesticating international 
relations in its own image), and suggests instead that this normative development 
on the international level has had a profound effect in legitimizing and enabling 
the EU to assume a more assertive role in foreign, security and defence policy.

Fourth, it follows from this that we have to question the assumption made by 
proponents of civilian and normative power that the sui generis character of the 
EU, its ‘normative difference’, makes it act in a distinctive way, different from 
any other foreign policy actor.7 To be sure, the EU is a unique hybrid interna-
tional polity with significant supranational competence, but the jury is still out 
on whether this ‘difference’ produces a distinctive normative foreign policy unlike 
that of any other international actor. We should not insulate our debate about the 
EU’s international role from valuable comparisons with other actors or historical 
cases, as Tim Dunne reminds us in his article.

Finally, EPE not only seeks to bring the ‘international’ back into concepts of 
the EU’s international role, it also aims to bring back the ‘national’, member-state 
dimension. The literature on civilian and normative power explicitly seeks to 
conceptualize Europe’s role beyond the state. It thereby consigns to sealed black 
boxes the underlying dynamics represented by the member states in the constitu-
tive politics and processes of European foreign policy. The EPE research project, 
on the contrary, originated in findings drawn from a comparative foreign policy 
analysis where a significant convergence was found in British, French and German 
concepts of Europe as an ‘ethical’ power.8 The member states’ perspective also 
reminds us of the continued role of interests in the dynamics of European foreign 
policy. The concept of EPE recognizes that material interests and ethical consid-
erations tend to be closely intertwined and that the EU therefore is likely to have 
mixed motivations—a point to which we will return below.

6 Jean-Marc Coicaud and Daniel Warner, Ethics and international affairs: extent and limits (New York: United 
Nations University Press, 2001), p. 5.

7 Manners, ‘Normative power Europe’, p. 240.
8 Lisbeth Aggestam, A European foreign policy? Role conceptions and the politics of identity in Britain, France and Germany 

(Stockholm: Akademitryck, 2004).
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Ethics and worldviews: progress or tragedy?

One of the reasons why ethics is so deeply contested in international politics is 
that it tends to be closely associated with particular worldviews, each with its own 
assessment of the feasibility of change in the international system. Bringing ethics 
into the equation is an intrinsically normative undertaking. Worldviews deter-
mine whether we perceive an ethical ‘duty’ to bring about justice in the world, or 
whether, like the philosopher John Gray, we believe that these ethical ambitions are 
a dangerous illusion based on unrealizable dreams.9 The EU, however, suggests ways 
in which progress is indeed possible. That peace was achieved in war-torn Europe 
generates a powerful ethical imperative in European foreign policy for the Union 
to become a peacebuilder in the world. Nonetheless, the question remains: can this 
experience be transposed to other parts of the world? Or is the attempt to do so a 
misguided policy of good intentions that may lead to tragic  consequences?

How we conceive of an ethical foreign policy is not simply dependent on how 
we understand the EU’s international role, but is intimately bound up with our 
conception of the kind of world we envisage the EU will be part of in the twenty-
first century. Our concepts of order are closely associated with notions about what 
kind of justice we deem achievable. The contributors to this special issue cover the 
whole spectrum of views from realism to idealism. At one end, we find Adrian 
Hyde-Price’s concept of the kind of ethics that is possible within an anarchical 
system—a concept on principles of prudence, scepticism and reciprocity. At the 
other end, Ian Manners outlines his idealistic and normative view of the EU as 
a power able to change what passes as ‘normal’ in international relations. These 
two positions are difficult to bridge, given their profound ontological differ-
ences. The other contributors to this issue, however, tend to congregate on or 
around a pragmatic middle ground situated between these stark realist and idealist 
positions. Tim Dunne explicitly seeks to formulate a pragmatic middle-ground 
position based on the solidarist and pluralist traditions within the English School, 
which envisages ethical duties but which sees them constrained in significant ways. 
Hartmut Mayer argues that Europe’s role should be conceived in terms of a new 
modest understanding of ‘global responsibility’ in ‘one world of many worlds’.

While it could be argued that all theories are normative to some extent, in 
that they build on key assumptions about the nature of international relations, it 
is important to consider more systematically the methodology we use to analyse 
and explore the empirical world. A charge often levelled at academics who seek 
to evaluate the EU’s international role is that they fail to agree on a set of explicit 
methodological rules by which to analyse EU foreign and security policy. Conse-
quently, they run the risk of simply confirming political, subjective assumptions, 
rather than opening up their analyses to the possibility that their findings can be 
refuted by empirical evidence. This is why, as noted above, the concept of ‘ethical 
power Europe’ is posed as a theoretical and empirical question to be explored 
rather than a  political statement of reality.

9 Interview in the Guardian, 7 July 2007, ‘Apocalypse now’, Stuart Jeffries.
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What kind of values?
The EU has responsibility to work for the ‘global common good’. That is a fitting way of 
describing the EU’s global role and ambition.10

What principles and norms does the EU seek to enforce and uphold in the interna-
tional system, and why? The self-image of the EU as a ‘force for good’ is constructed 
with reference to a universal ethics—the ‘global common good’—which demands 
more critical scrutiny. What are often proposed as ‘universal’ values are in fact 
widely contested, and in some parts of the world seen as little more than an 
imposition of western values. Indeed, as Lisbeth Aggestam and Christopher Hill 
explore in their article, these values may even be contested within an increasingly 
multicultural Europe.

Is there a legitimate basis on which the EU can claim to be a universal force for 
good—or is this claim simply a reflection of a particular European conception 
of the ‘good’? This question addresses themes that are part of a deeper debate in 
political philosophy. This debate revolves around the further question of whether 
ethical principles can be considered universal natural rights (the cosmopolitan view) 
or whether they are confined to a specific cultural context (the communitarian 
view). While there is no scope in this special issue to do justice to this debate, it is 
important to consider on what ethical discourses the EU draws, given that these 
provide insights into how the EU as a foreign policy actor may be conceived.

It is evident that with the conceptual shift in the EU’s role from what it ‘is’ 
to what it ‘does’, a greater importance has been given to justifying this behav-
iour in terms of responsibilities or duties beyond Europe’s borders in defence of 
universal values, such as human rights, physical security, economic prosperity, 
democracy and social well-being. The pursuit of these values is a ‘moral duty’ 
and a responsibility for everyone. As Janne Haaland Matlary shows in her article 
on human security, this post-national security discourse focuses on individuals 
rather than states as the referent object of security.11 These ‘global public goods’, 
to borrow a phrase from Joseph Nye, are seen as universal in the sense that every 
individual is seen to be entitled to them.12 From this cosmopolitan perspective, 
universal values are objective and exist independently from the specific identity of 
an actor. Academically, this discourse of international ethics is closely associated 
with normative rationalism.13

However, coexisting with this universalist discourse is the deeply rooted image 
of the EU as a role model and example, drawing on the specific European experi-

10 Javier Solana, ‘Shaping an effective EU foreign policy’, speech at the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, Brussels, 
24 Jan. 2005.

11 See also Mary Kaldor, Mary Martin and Sabine Selchow, ‘Human security: a new strategic narrative for 
Europe’, International Affairs 83: 2, 2007, pp. 273–88.

12 Joseph S. Nye Jr, ‘The American national interest and global public goods’, International Affairs 78: 2, 2002, pp. 
233–44. On cosmopolitanism and the EU’s international role, see Helene Sjursen, ‘Doing good in the world? 
Reconsidering the basis of the research agenda on the EU’s foreign and security policy’, RECON online 
working paper 2007/09, http://www.reconproject.eu/main.php/RECON_wp_0709.pdf?fileitem=4866323, 
accessed 1 October 2007.

13 See e.g. Toni Erskine, ed., Can institutions have responsibilities? Collective moral agency and international relations 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).
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ence in achieving peace and reconciliation. The distinct way in which the EU 
exercises power, be it civilian or military, is increasingly phrased in terms of a 
‘European way’ of conducting its international relations, implying the existence of 
an emerging system of European values that determines rules governing external 
action.14 This suggests a more communitarian view of the values underpinning a 
European foreign policy. It assumes that the success with which European countries 
were able to establish a security community among themselves is transposable to 
other parts of the world. The problem with this ambition to shape the world in 
Europe’s image is that it is based on an assumption that European values and ways 
of doing things are intrinsically superior. This raises the troubling prospect that, 
without greater self-reflexivity, this conception may easily lead to an ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
identity discourse and could be perceived as an incipient cultural imperialism. The 
notion of projecting European values and ideals in foreign policy suggests a view 
of others as in need of change. Speeches on EU enlargement frequently convey 
this message: ‘fundamentally it is values that make the borders of Europe. Enlarge-
ment is a matter of extending the zone of European values, the most fundamental 
of which are liberty and solidarity, tolerance and human rights, democracy and 
the rule of law’.15 The problem with this view is that it communicates a message 
of Europe as morally superior and an image of others as ruled by the ‘law of the 
jungle’. 

From a communitarian perspective, values are rooted in distinct cultural 
communities and hence a global consensus on universal values is nigh on impos-
sible.16 The world is a complex, heterogeneous place where many traditions of 
justice and ethics exist, leading to different understandings of the good life. Ethics 
from this standpoint is endogenous, constitutive of identity and interests, and thus 
ultimately grounded within a particular community. In contrast to normative 
rationalism, which emphasizes ethics as moral choices, a communitarian approach 
emphasizes how the identity of a particular actor tends to predispose it to act in a 
particular ethical way. Using a constructivist methodology, this approach can help 
us to understand how particular actors come to conceive of certain behaviour as 
ethical and just. In this sense, the EU’s experience in developing a regional political 
identity has largely shaped the kind of role the EU should have in the world.

There clearly is a tension in the discourse on the EU’s role in the world between 
universalist aspirations and the impulse to draw on a distinct European experience 
to shape the world in its own image. One of the tasks of this issue is to explore this 
conundrum further.

14 Javier Solana talks of ‘a “European model”, both as a way of organising our societies and in approaching inter-
national affairs’: Solana, ‘Shaping an effective EU foreign policy’; see also Mark Leonard, Why Europe will run 
the 21st century (London: Fourth Estate, 2005). 

15 ‘Values define Europe, not borders’. Article by Oli Rehn, member of the European Commission responsible 
for Enlargement, www.delmkd.cec.eu.Int/en/, accessed 15 January 2007. 

16 Chris Brown, ‘Universal human rights: a critique’, in T. Dunne and N. J. Wheeler, eds, Human rights in global 
politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 103–27.
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Ethics, power and interests: a contradiction in terms?

The concepts of ethics, power and interests seem at first sight to be odd bed fellows. 
A basic premise in an ethical account is that it draws on empathy and a more 
extended conception of interest to include ‘others’ and the idea of ‘doing least 
harm’.17 Power and interest, on the other hand, tend to be associated with more 
instrumental and self-centred concerns. Yet a distinctive feature of both national 
and European foreign policy discourse since the end of the Cold War is the 
extent to which ethics, power and interests have been brought closer together. 
This obser vation can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, it reflects the 
greater prominence ethical concerns have been accorded in foreign policy agendas, 
indicating an underlying shift towards what is portrayed as a ‘defence of values’, 
rather than simply interests. On the other, it could be argued that the ethical agenda 
has been ‘hijacked’ for instrumental reasons to legitimate and generate support for 
policies that ultimately serve European interests.

It is important to point out that an ethical foreign and security policy is not 
necessarily premised on altruism and moral absolutism in terms of self-sacrifice at 
all times, nor is it devoid of interests. Material interests and ethical considerations 
tend to be intertwined.18 Thus, we need to recognize that the EU, like any other 
international actor, has mixed motives. Yet, for analytical purposes, it is useful to 
try to examine the different ways in which ethics, power and interests are inter-
connected. Three different avenues are suggested here for elaborating on these 
problems.

First, we could conceive of European foreign policy goals as being driven by an 
honest concern for the well-being of others in an altruistic sense. From this stand-
point, the EU would be an ‘ethical power’ because it employs its power for the 
good of others, namely, in the universal pursuit of peace, prosperity, democracy 
and human rights. The emergence of the EU as an agent with power is strictly 
defined in terms of duties and responsibilities to ‘others’. Alyson Bailes explores 
the problems associated with developing a European Security and Defence Policy 
in these altruistic terms in her article.

Second, we could take the opposite view: this would be one in which the 
EU seeks to combine ethical considerations with strategic and instrumental 
interests. Esther Barbé and Elisabeth Johansson-Nogués bring to our attention 
the manner in which the European Neighbourhood Policy framed the EU as ‘a 
force for good’ while also serving European interests by creating a ring of well-
governed democratic states. It could be argued that this is a ‘win–win’ situation 
which benefits all parties concerned, but this implies a more conditional view of 
the ethical imperative of ‘doing good’ for ‘others’. In many ways, this relation-
ship between ethics, power and interests is closely associated with the concept of 

17 See e.g. Andrew Linklater, ‘A European civilising process?’, in Christopher Hill and Michael Smith, eds, Inter-
national relations and the European Union (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 367–87.

18 Karen E. Smith and Margot Light, Ethics and foreign policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
p.  6.
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‘milieu goals’ that Arnold Wolfers coined many years ago.19 It implies an indirect 
way of exercising power through seeking to shape and transform the international 
environment by diffusing norms of multilateralism, the rule of law, human rights, 
democracy and good governance—normative structures conducive to EU inter-
ests. Although this idea of the EU’s ‘transformative power’ is a positive concept 
for many,20 it could also be viewed as ideological power in the quest for control 
over the actions of others.

The third way in which we can discuss ethics, power and interests is to focus on 
the means and conduct, rather than the goals, of foreign policy. The EU, it could 
be argued, is ethical to the extent that it does not pursue its interests at any costs to 
others. As a ‘responsible power’, the EU would then be expected to follow certain 
rules of action based on a concern for the well-being of others. From this it follows 
that strategies of persuasion, negotiation and dialogue are favoured over coercion. 
The EU is an ‘ethical power’ because it pursues its interests through multilater-
alism and by seeking to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of others. The deep disagree-
ments over the Iraq War in 2003 can to some extent be viewed in the light of this 
deontological ethics, in that a number of member states argued that the action 
had to be right in itself, disregarding the ultimate objective of removing Saddam 
Hussein from power. Other member states, led by Britain, could be said to have 
been guided by a teleological ethics, in which the goal justified the means. Much 
of this debate about the choice of instruments used in foreign policy is framed 
in terms of civilian power being seen as ‘good’ and hard military power, equated 
with coercion, as ‘bad’. However, this is a simplistic dichotomy that we need to 
transcend. When we consider the EU’s exercise of power we should not equate 
civilian power with an ethical policy but should allow for the possibility that 
civilian power may also be used coercively—for instance, in a strict application of 
conditionality, a method the EU has not been averse to applying. Equally, we need 
to recognize that hard power is not always used coercively, and may indeed play a 
crucial part in early efforts of reconstruction and post-conflict rehabilitation.

As a number of articles in this issue demonstrate, the EU does not fall squarely 
within any one of these descriptions of ethics, power and interests. At a minimum, 
however, it could be argued that for the EU to be an ethical power involves a 
measure of self-reflexivity. After all, ethics is a relational concept with a social 
dimension. It assumes that ethical action in foreign policy is considered through 
the lens of how other actors perceive the EU, and that the EU in turn is able to 
learn from and reflect upon this experience. Without this self-reflexivity, the EU 
would indeed become a power imposing its conception of the ‘good life’ on others 
in the international system.21

19 Arnold Wolfers, Discord and collaboration: essays on international politics (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1962).

20 See e.g. Leonard, Why Europe will run the 21st century. 
21 Cf. Thomas Diez, ‘Constructing the self and changing others: problematising the concept of “normative 

power Europe”’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 33: 3, 2006, pp. 613–36.
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Ethics in discourse and practice: mind the gap

A criticism frequently levelled at a foreign policy articulated in ethical terms is that 
of inconsistency, hypocrisy and double standards.22 On the one hand, the articula-
tion of the EU’s role as a ‘force for good’ inevitably raises international expecta-
tions of European activism on the global stage, renewing the well-known problem 
of the ‘capability–expectations gap’.23 On the other, it could be argued that this 
ethical discourse about the EU’s role is simply ‘rhetoric without responsibility’, in 
the sense that accountability is lacking and lofty aims can be articulated without a 
proper evaluation of policy outcomes.24

On a deeper level, however, real ethical dilemmas are involved as to what kind 
of foreign policy behaviour is appropriate. Not only do ethical considerations have 
to be weighed against strategic interests; ethical principles themselves may conflict, 
and more often than not choices may have to be made between alternatives, both of 
which are morally ambiguous. Robert Cooper, Director-General of EU politico-
military affairs, asks, for instance, with the reference to the crisis in Darfur: ‘Do 
you allow killing to continue or do you invade Sudan?’25 Furthermore, how do we 
consider the fact that ‘good’ intentions may well lead to unintended consequences? 
It is by now recognized that the promotion of human rights and democracy 
may have destabilizing effects that end up contradicting the original objectives. 
However, from a deontological position (that is, non-consequential per se), the 
rightness or wrongness of an action does not depend on the goodness or badness of 
its consequences. That the EU as a collective actor may be plagued by competing 
ethical practices stemming from different deontological and teleological under-
standings of ethics has already been mentioned. While there may be consensus 
among EU member states on abstract principles, agreement on appropriate foreign 
policy behaviour in specific political situations may prove much more elusive. How 
should, for instance, the EU be dealing with the Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe? 
With condemnation, sanction and isolation, or through a policy of negotiation 
and persuasion? What about EU policy towards China? How does the EU deal 
with the ethical imperative to uphold a critical human rights dialogue, while at 
the same time trying to draw China into multilateral structures to ensure a more 
effective rules-based international order?

The articles that follow in this special issue wrestle with these dilemmas of 
ethical behaviour and offer their own distinctive views of what should constitute 
the ‘moral compass’ in European external relations and foreign policy.

Dunne offers the concept of ‘good international citizenship’ as a moral middle 
way between cosmopolitanism and realism. Drawing on the English School, he 
sketches out a series of maxims relating to solidarist and pluralist interpretations of 
international society. While there is a tension between these maxims, they share a 
22 Christopher Hill, The changing politics of foreign policy (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,  2003), p. 251.
23 Christopher Hill, ‘The capability–expectations gap, or conceptualizing Europe’s international role’, Journal of 

Common Market Studies 31: 3, 1993, pp. 305–28.
24 David Chandler, ‘Rhetoric without responsibility: the attraction of “ethical” foreign policy’, British Journal of 

Politics and International Relations 5: 3, 2003, pp. 295–316.
25 Robert Cooper, ‘War and democracy’, Prospect, June 2006, p. 45.
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number of general principles, such as mutual recognition, fidelity to rules, cooper-
ation within institutions, a belief that progress is possible, and the conviction that 
foreign policy action requires public justification and must be open to critique.

Hyde-Price formulates a distinct realist position that sees ethical behaviour as 
severely constrained by the structural features of international politics. Hence, the 
EU should act as a ‘calculator not a crusader’, and should confine its foreign and 
security policy to a modest set of three principles rooted in a Weberian ‘ethic of 
ultimate ends’, namely, prudence, scepticism and reciprocity.

Manners presents a framework that draws on three major approaches to proce-
dural normative ethics, from which he develops three maxims that should inform 
the exercise of the EU’s normative power in world politics: ‘live by example’, ‘be 
reasonable’, and ‘do least harm’.

Mayer calls for a new, modest, narrative for the EU conceived in terms of a 
‘responsible global institution’, premised on the assumption that Europe’s role 
will become increasingly peripheral in the twenty-first century. He offers a set of 
general and abstract principles of morality (contribution, beneficiary, community, 
capacity, legitimate expectation, consent) which could serve as guidelines for a 
more realistic translation of ethical principles into practical external action.

Barbé and Johansson-Nogués carry out a moral audit of the EU’s impact on 
its neighbouring countries through the European Neighbourhood Policy. To this 
end, they develop a conceptual model to analyse the EU’s ethical power along 
four axes—utility, values, rights and fairness—on which they judge the EU’s track 
record as mixed.

Aggestam and Hill explore the ethical challenges that the increasing intercon-
nection between multiculturalism and foreign policy pose in terms of legitimacy, 
accountability and coherence. While tolerance, accommodation and reciprocity 
are key principles in the discourse of the EU’s global role, these are increasingly 
contested in European domestic debates on multiculturalism and in relation to the 
threat of international terrorism.

The two final articles of this issue examines the development of an ESDP by 
critically assessing how the EU’s claim to be a military ‘force for good’ can be 
ethically justified.

Bailes draws our attention to what she sees as a deeper ethical confusion about 
whether the EU’s role should be one of ‘doing good’ in an altruistic sense, or one 
of ‘being good’, which would involve the development of a European defence 
capable of protecting its own territory—a principle that she argues is easier to 
defend ethically and which would therefore be likely to attract more widespread 
popular support.

Finally, Haaland Matlary’s contribution in this issue is a critique of the concept 
of human security. While she recognizes that the narrative of human security 
constitutes an important legitimizing tool for a non-state actor like the EU, she 
argues that these ethical principles have little impact in the praxis of using military 
force. Thus she concludes that ‘if rhetoric promises more than policy can deliver, 
the ethical implications are grave’.






