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Searching for a new rhetoric on Europe’s global role 
When reflecting on the ethical dimension of EU external affairs, one obvious 
approach would be to analyse the EU’s rhetoric and self-image as an ‘ethical power’ 
and to contrast it with the EU’s concrete actions and real capabilities. Identifying a 
serious gap between the rhetoric and action, ambition and implementation, expec-
tation and capability, however, would mean wearing the good but rather old and 
worn-out hat of EU foreign policy studies.1 Familiar conclusions such as the EU 
being ‘not so civilian’, ‘not so ethical’, ‘not such a soft power’,2 or ‘not so much of 
a power at all’ have always been and are still appropriate; but what has been innova-
tive and sufficient in the past will not stand the test in the future. This article aims 
to go beyond the familiar by making a constructive contribution to overcoming 
the identified gaps. It calls for a new rhetoric, a more mature and responsible narra-
tive by and for the EU on its future global role. A more responsible rhetoric would 
also allow for a more realistic translation of ethical principles and political goals 
into successful practical action.

Specifically, the article intends to make several contributions. First, it argues 
that a well-defined concept of ‘Europe’s global responsibilities’, rather than the 
term ‘ethical power’, would be the best foundation for the EU’s internal and 
external discourse on ethics in global affairs. There has been a remarkable increase 
in the EU’s official statements that refer to ‘responsibility’. In addition, Commis-
sion President Jose Manuel Barroso places strong emphasis on ‘Europe’s global 
responsibility’ when outlining the EU’s role in the twenty-first century.3 Such 
* I would like to thank Lisbeth Aggestam, Caroline Soper, Benjie Guy and all the other contributors to this 
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Henri Vogt, eds, A responsible Europe? Ethical foundations of EU external affairs (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
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1 The most important reference article for this long-established line of argument remains Christopher Hill, 
‘The capability–expectations gap, or conceptualizing Europe’s international role’, Journal of Common Market 
Studies 31: 3, 1993, pp. 305–28.

2 See e.g. Bastian Giegerich and William Wallace, ‘Not such a soft power: the external deployment of European 
forces’, Survival 46: 2, 2004, pp. 163–82.

3 One recent example of this was Jose Manuel Barroso’s public lecture at St Antony’s College, Oxford, on 11 
Oct. 2007, www.sant.ox.ac.uk/esc/annual_lecture.shtl, accessed 22 Nov. 2007.
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general references are, unfortunately, rarely backed up by conceptual clarity about 
what such responsibility would mean and what principles should be applied when 
assessing responsible EU behaviour. That is disappointing and insufficient. In the 
current international climate, where references to religion and exclusive notions of 
‘divine blessings’ are made in too many forms and contexts, the EU might instead 
offer a secularized and principled notion of responsibility. Ethical aspirations and 
civilian norms can be found in abundance in the EU’s official rhetoric.4 While this 
is legitimate, a well-defined notion of responsibility, as opposed to ethical refer-
ences rooted in overtones of moral superiority, might be the best way forward. My 
article therefore calls for clarification of the EU’s official rhetoric.

Second, the article offers a concept of responsibility based on six general princi-
ples that might be shared in and outside Europe. A careful consideration of such 
principles could guide EU foreign policy-makers, political leaders and publicists 
alike when deciding on the practical form of any involvement with global politics. 
The article then goes further and suggests a list of priorities for the EU based on 
an application of these principles. It is certainly a debatable list, but it is an early 
attempt to translate principles into policies.

Third, the aspiration to base foreign policy on ethical norms and to see Europe 
as the leading ‘ethical and normative power’ remains as high in Europe as it has 
always been since the beginning of Europe’s central role in world affairs. However, 
in the dramatically changing world of the twenty-first century, elites in other key 
parts of the world such as the United States, China, Japan, India, Russia, Australia, 
South Africa or Brazil see Europe very differently. It is eye-opening to read recent 
research on outside perceptions of the EU. Europe’s self-image and outside views 
of it are in not in tune.5 This leads to one obvious conclusion: any rhetoric that 
bases EU action on old-fashioned Eurocentric notions of ‘model Europe’ is bound 
to fail. We live in a pluralistic, non-European, non-western world; in fact, in a 
complex ‘one world of many worlds’.6 This world has no undisputed centre: not 
America, nor the West, Europe or any of the rising powers. No longer can anyone 
claim ‘centrality’ in world affairs, even if many players, old and new, are confident 
they can. Illusions are for ever.

The real challenge of the twenty-first century is to recognize the existence of 
‘one world of many worlds’ and to respond with shared responsibility and respect 
for its diverse parts as well as for the common global good. The task can be defined 
as the search for new structures of non-hegemonic, respectful and responsible cooperation in, by 
and for a pluralistic world of increasing, but interdependent, diversity. For the EU to remain 

4 For an overview of such references in EU documents see Henri Vogt, ‘Introduction’, in Mayer and Vogt, A 
responsible Europe?, pp. 1–2.

5 There is an emerging set of studies on outside perceptions of the EU. The GARNET network of researchers 
led by Sonia Lucarelli has published several papers and special issues. See also Sonia Lucarelli, ‘The European 
Union in the eyes of others: towards filling a gap in the literature’, European Foreign Affairs Review 12: 2, 2007, 
pp. 249–70. On Asian–Pacific views, see Natalia Chaban and Martin Holland, ‘The EU through the eyes of the 
Asia–Pacific: public perceptions and media representations’, NCRE research series 4, Canterbury, NZ, 2005. 
On India see also Karine Lisbonne-de Vergeron, Contemporary Indian views of Europe (London: Chatham House, 
2006).

6 See Andrew Hurrell, ‘One world? Many worlds? The place of regions in the study of international society’, 
International Affairs 83: 1, 2007, pp. 127– 46.
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relevant and significant, it has to offer and share a new understanding of ‘global 
responsibility’ and modestly to accept and define its increasingly peripheral place 
within a global order.

When reflecting on the rhetoric, action and image of a globally responsible EU, 
nothing is more refreshing than leaving Europe itself.7 One immediately realizes 
in conversations with elites and publics alike that the traditional EU discourse on 
‘Europe in the world’ and the actual reception of such rhetoric outside Europe 
diverge significantly. What is shouted out loudly with confidence and even new 
force in Brussels is received elsewhere as nothing more than the old ‘whispers’. 
Messages sent by the EU are filtered by genuine and/or deliberate and self- 
interested ‘hearing problems’. In this context, the old children’s game that is still 
called ‘Chinese Whispers’ in Britain springs to mind. Not only does Europe send 
unclear messages, non-Europeans are often reluctant to listen. Issues are ‘lost in 
translation’ and sometimes players twist the message to suit their own interests.

The article offers a clearer and to some extent more modest EU rhetoric on 
‘Europe’s global responsibility’ and invites outside players to respond. There is 
one initial caveat: the very notion of ‘Chinese Whispers’—or ‘Indian Summers’, 
for that matter—is strongly indicative of Europe’s crucial mindset problem. Most 
Europeans still imply that the causes of confusion and miscommunication, if and 
when they occur, are located outside Europe. Hence the last part of the article will 
address the sustained Eurocentrism in the EU’s rhetoric and, possibly, also in its 
action. I will suggest abandoning Eurocentric rhetoric in pursuit of a relevant and 
open dialogue in today’s world of many worlds.

Defining the EU’s global responsibility

A new rhetoric on the role of the EU in world affairs is an obvious political require-
ment in the light of the remarkable transformation of global order since the end of 
the Cold War. We are still in a transitional period, defined by the end of bipolarity 
and the rise of new powers, as well as the growing strength of globalizing economic 
and civil society actors. The old nation-states, the established international organi-
zations, the new businesses and civil society players are currently rebalancing the 
foundations of global order. The EU, originally born into the Cold War logic, 
has adjusted its external capabilities with significant achievements in the last 15 
years. Simultaneously underestimated and overestimated, the EU is clearly one of 
the most comprehensive and holistic actors globally. Within this specific article, 
however, there is no room to assess the remarkable transformation of the EU, in 
particular its new strategic ambitions and security policies.8

While the EU and global order have changed significantly over the last 15 years, 
the EU’s traditional rhetoric has not altered much at all. With America’s declining 

7 I am grateful for a research year at Waseda University in Tokyo during 2006–2007, sponsored by the Japanese 
Society for the Promotion of Science. Special thanks go to my host, Professor Hidetoshi Nakamura.

8 See e.g. Hazel Smith, European foreign policy: what it is and what it does (London: Pinter, 2004); Christopher Hill 
and Michael Smith, International relations and the European Union (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Karen Smith, The European Union foreign policy in a changing world (Cambridge: Polity, 2003).
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intellectual leadership and its loss of prestige as a result of the mistaken ideology 
of ‘America’s unipolar moment’—peaking between 2001 and 2005 but with bad 
echoes likely to last for decades—the EU and its member states are now particu-
larly well placed to feed a new global discourse on ethics, sustainable economic 
development, global justice and responsibility. The contribution has to be well 
founded, and Europe has to fill the gap quickly. A senior individual in the Swedish 
defence ministry recently suggested to me that Europe might have only 10 to 15 
years left to remain relevant in the twenty-first century. If it does not act swiftly, 
convincingly and responsibly, the opportunity to influence world order might be 
lost for ever.9

This raises the old question of whether Europe can and should exercise influ-
ence through classical power or through legitimacy and persuasion. Do notions 
of ethics and legitimacy empower Europe or do they set the trap of naive wishful 
thinking? If rising powers assert themselves and their interests, can Europe afford 
to watch and talk the moral talk? To situate my own position broadly, the under-
lying assumption of world order in this article and the necessities for new forms 
of non-hegemonic cooperation remain within the broad tradition of the English 
School of international relations.10 Alongside recognition of structural anarchy 
and power polarity, there is nevertheless also the belief in the power of reason 
and in the emergence and sustainability of international society. Europe, together 
with Japan, I would argue, is qualified to host and sponsor the new global civilian 
discourse and to contribute to responsible global governance in a fashion that is 
powerful yet based on soft power.

Ethical power vs. global responsibility

In contrast to this real challenge identified above, the main danger for the EU lies 
in its self-congratulatory and self-centred debate along the old lines of ‘Europe 
is doing good for the entire world’. In a world that is increasingly marginalizing 
Europe in terms of population, economic growth and innovation, Europe’s decline 
in relative power might lead also to a decline in its normative and ethical power. 
This is not to say that Europe should not continue to advocate ethical norms; but 
it has to explain the substance, the intellectual origins and the meaning of such 
norms much better than before. It also has to show sceptical outside audiences 
that it follows such norms in its own behaviour. A hypocritical ‘ethical power’ 
would be self-defeating, less ethical and probably less powerful too than a hard-
nosed, interest-driven actor. Adrian Hyde-Price points to the right danger when 
stating that ‘Quixotic moral crusades’ might bring the risk of hubris leading to 
nemesis.11 That is why Europe’s notion of responsibility must first be explained, 
then, second, presented as Europe’s offer for respectful dialogue with competing 

9 Confidential background discussion.
10 For a much more sophisticated debate on the English School and ‘ethical power Europe’ see the article by Tim 

Dunne in this special issue.
11 For a more elaborate argument as to why realist, interest-driven action might be better than ‘moral crusades’, 

see Adrian Hyde-Price’s article in this special issue.
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notions of responsibility and then again, third, freed from rhetoric that smells 
of crusade, grandeur or old notions of imposing values in the name of liberal-
izing or, worse, civilizing. Generally speaking, it is this need for self-restraint in 
an open dialogue with others that leads me to prefer the more modest description 
of  the EU as a ‘responsible global institution’ over much stronger concepts such 
as ‘ethical power’, ‘moral actor’ or ‘agent of value promotion’. Institution implies 
less agency.

In setting out to be an ethical institution, ‘global responsibility’ should become 
the reference point for the EU. The first task is to define global responsibility; then 
we may ask what the EU, with its specific set of instruments, values and capaci-
ties, ought to do to qualify as a responsible actor. The core of a recent study on 
this theme consists of a set of general moral principles that one should apply when 
allocating responsibilities to international institutions.12 The important philo-
sophical question as to whether institutions can have responsibilities at all should 
be excluded from the debate here. It is dealt with elsewhere and answered in the 
positive: institutions do indeed have responsibilities.13 

Six principles of institutional global responsibility

It is important to clarify at the outset that the six principles offered here originate 
in long European traditions of political thought. Ian Manners’s helpful application 
to the EU of the three distinctive strands of ethics—virtue ethics, deontological 
ethics and consequentialist ethics—provides a useful checklist.14 The six princi-
ples offered here are to some extent, but not exclusively, influenced by Kantian 
deontological ethics. The idea is to establish principles through which one can 
define global responsibility. There is an emphasis on duties and rules as opposed 
to clearly defined virtues or moral characters. When it comes to implementation 
by the EU or any other player, however, there is also an element of ‘living by 
example’ (virtue ethics) and, of course, the interplay between actors, outcomes 
and consequences (consequentialist ethics). This article cannot solve the funda-
mental problems of old ethics discourses and hard borderline cases. However, it is 
fully aware of such traditions when offering principles of responsibility. I am also 
aware of the old criticism that pure principles might become very empty indeed if 
not supported by substantive moral virtues.

The six principles of institutional global responsibility suggested are:

(a) The Contribution Principle. An actor has a duty to mitigate harmful conse-
quences of action to which it has contributed. If it has caused and contributed 
to a situation of harm or loss it is clearly responsible.

12 This conceptual work was developed by the study group on ‘Responsible Europe’ assembled for the Mayer 
and Vogt volume. See Andras Szigeti, ‘The problem of institutional responsibility and the European Union’, 
in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 17–35.

13 See Toni Erskine, ed., Can institutions have responsibilities? Collective moral agency and international relations (Basing-
stoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).

14 See the article by Ian Manners in this special issue.
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(b) The Beneficiary Principle. If an actor has benefited from a situation where others 
suffered harm or loss, it then has the duty to alleviate the harm or reduce the 
loss.

(c) The Community Principle. Membership in a community or group means incur-
ring certain duties. If one is part of a community one has the responsibility to 
obey the law, rules and customs of this community.

(d) The Capacity Principle. If there is a valid duty to do X, all actors who are capable 
of fulfilling that duty must act.

(e) The Legitimate Expectation Principle. Actors have a duty to do X if others legiti-
mately expect the actor to do X. This principle is very difficult to operation-
alize. However, the clearest duty arises if an institution has repeatedly stated 
an intent to do X.

(f ) The Consent Principle. X is obliged (i.e. shoulders a voluntarily acquired duty) 
to do something once it has consented to do so.

Applying these principles to the EU raises several questions. The obvious problem 
is that of their practical relevance, and of how to translate principles into policies. 
How can such principles be actually implemented? How and by whom does one 
determine harm? Which principle should have priority when conflicts of princi-
ples arise? Mayer and Vogt have attempted to translate principles into policies by 
generating policy-relevant questions in selected areas which would result directly 
from a carefully considered application of the six sources of responsibility.15 That 
work will not be repeated here, although it may be said that two principles, namely 
community and capacity, were given a somewhat privileged treatment, for reasons 
that will become clear below. It is also clear that principles, ethical and practical 
ones alike, can only be guidelines. They cannot free policy-makers from the need 
to exercise prudent judgement and make wise decisions when conflicts between 
principles or between morals and interests occur. However, a familiarity with such 
sources of responsibility can improve the judgement of policy-makers and enhance 
the legitimacy of decisions taken.

If the EU wants to be an ‘ethical power’, the minimum requirement would be 
to be a legitimate force. And legitimacy partly stems from a careful application of 
moral principles and from transparent explanation by policy-makers as to which of 
these ‘ethical’ considerations have justified action. EU action should then be evalu-
ated against these general principles of responsibility. In the following section the 
EU’s rhetoric and action will be contrasted in selected areas.

Compatibility of EU rhetoric and action in selected policy fields

When defining global responsibility as the foundation of an ‘ethical power’ Europe, 
one needs to measure the EU’s past performance in policy areas and to illustrate 
that a prudent application of the general principles of responsibility could lead 
to better policy-making. Critics might argue that practical EU action must be 
15 See table C.1 in Hartmut Mayer and Henri Vogt, ‘Conclusion: the global responsibility of the European 

Union: from principles to policies’, in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 225–35 at p. 231.
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legitimized by general global responsibilities as well as by inherent European inter-
ests, raising the obvious problem of how these two priorities relate to each other. 
In arguing that ‘global responsibilities’ should have priority over the ‘European 
interest’, we are drawing an ideal type. In reality, ‘global responsibilities’ might 
contradict very concrete practical European interests. Second, our very notion of 
‘global responsibilities’ might actually reflect European interests per se as Europe 
might still shape the definition of such ‘responsibilities’. While the argument here 
is that this should no longer be the case, one must be aware that it might still be 
true for the moment. Against this slightly ambivalent background, some policy 
areas should be evaluated.

International security
International security is the area in which the EU has seen the most remarkable 
changes since 1989. Over the past decade or so the EU has set out to become an 
autonomous security actor, built up new resources and implemented new policies. 
The EU’s new capacity was developed through the Common Foreign and Security 
Policy (CFSP) and the European Security and (ESDP), gradually refined by the 
treaties of Maastricht (1992), Amsterdam (1997) and Nice (2001) and refocused by 
the 2003 European Security Strategy (ESS). Many successful EU security missions 
and new interregional forums and initiatives have redefined the EU’s traditional 
position as a mere trading power. Enlargement has also altered the political, 
economic and strategic landscape in which the EU operates. Since 2003, more than 
ten peace-support operations under the aegis of the ESDP have been undertaken, 
in particular in the Balkans, but also in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. Such 
operations have included military missions, police missions, peace monitoring 
missions (in Aceh, Indonesia) and peacekeeping missions with civilian and military 
support (for the African Union in Sudan). In short, the EU in 2008 does more in 
global security than ever before.

The new ambitions and new responsibilities of the ESDP are remarkable, but 
also somewhat alarming. An application of the capacity, legitimate expectation 
and consent principles suggests that the EU has already increased its responsibili-
ties and its ethical obligations as a result of empowering the ESDP. In my mind, 
any increase in capability in security and defence inevitably translates into greater 
responsibility. Every single mission—a straight application of our contribution 
principle—will further increase the EU’s responsibilities. One might applaud this 
or condemn it, but the consequences for an ‘ethical power’ Europe will have to be 
better thought through when building up further capabilities. Generally speaking, 
the conceptual thinking behind the expansion of EU security duties is insuffi-
cient. There are still many differences between the member states in theoretical 
and philosophical background, practical obstacles and levels of support, and, 
unfortunately, there is still much empty rhetoric.16 Let me offer two illustrative 
16 Various other articles in this special issue refer to some of these difficulties. I cannot deal with them compre-

hensively. For a good overview see e.g. Trevor Salmon, ‘The European Security and Defence Policy: built on 
rocks or sand?’, European Foreign Affairs Review 10: 3, 2005, pp. 359–79.
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examples concerning the European Security Strategy. The ESS calls for ‘effective 
multilateralism’ as well as for ‘strategic partnerships’ with the India, China, Japan 
and Canada.17 Both terms, ‘effective multilateralism’ and ‘strategic partnership’, 
remain largely undefined. Asian observers, such as Japanese diplomats with whom 
I discussed this issue,18 question the sincerity of the EU in the security field. They 
argue that the EU naively calls for strategic partnerships with Japan and China 
when both of those countries define their security against each other. How can 
the EU be a real strategic partner of both? They conclude that either the EU does 
not know what a ‘strategic partnership’ is or it assumes, wrongly of course, that 
the world is still centred on a strong European superpower that can simultaneously 
hold such partnerships with everyone. Either position would be irresponsible. In a 
similar way, the EU as the ‘champion of multilateralism’ would have to offer a bit 
more than just ‘effective multilateralism’, a term that undermines ‘multilateralism’ 
without adding substance. Empty rhetoric reduces the EU’s capacity to shape the 
global discourse in the security field.

The real conceptual and practical challenge for the EU as a security actor remains 
its future relationships with other security actors, in particular with NATO, the 
OSCE and the UN. If the EU has experienced an identity crisis at various stages in 
the post-Cold War environment, so, clearly, has NATO. Expanding, redefining and 
reinventing NATO has been a constant theme since 1990. The EU will now soon 
be challenged by US-led ambitions to turn NATO into a global security actor.19 
Such plans are viewed with some scepticism in Europe, considering the dramatic 
and dangerous decline of US leadership in the world as a result of perceptions and 
experiences of the war in Iraq. Common transatlantic thinking on the relative 
weight of NATO and the EU and their respective strategic functions is required 
if either organization is to fulfil its global responsibilities. Despite the various 
cooperation agreements such as Berlin-Plus, the underlying conceptual differences 
and aspirations have not yet been fully addressed. One can only agree with the 
NATO Secretary-General, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, who asks why the ‘bandwidth’ 
of cooperation between the EU and NATO has remained so narrow.20

As far as cooperation with other security actors is concerned, there are some 
encouraging signs of EU action in conjunction with the UN, for example in 
the intervention in eastern Congo in 2003. Without going into details about the 
successes, failures or lack of desirable interventions, the main ethical impera-
tive for the EU would be not to shoulder obligations alone. Such interventions 
should be carried out under UN auspices if at all possible, and always in coopera-
tion with regional and subregional organizations. In the case of Africa, where the 
EU did get involved militarily, these include players such as the African Union 
(AU), the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the Economic 
17 See European Council, ‘A secure Europe in a better world: European Security Strategy’, Brussels, 12 Dec. 

2003.
18 Background discussion, May 2007, Tokyo.
19 See e.g. Egon Bahr, ‘Europas strategische Interessen’, Internationale Politik 8: 2, April 2007, pp. 86–97; also Ivo 

Daalder and James Goldgeier, ‘Global NATO’, Foreign Affairs 85: 5, 2006, pp. 105–114.
20 See Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, NATO Secretary General, ‘NATO and the EU: time for a new chapter’, speech 

delivered in Berlin, 29 Jan. 2007.
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 Community of West African States (ECOWAS). The EU’s cooperation in the field 
of conflict prevention also relies on close ties with individual countries, regional 
groupings and joint programmes to stem conflict, such as the Peace Facility 
programme and the Kimberley Process.21 The African example also highlights a 
more general obligation: the urgent need to coordinate and streamline the various 
branches of EU external relations, that is, ESDP, trade and development policies, 
in order to become a credible and responsible player with a holistic understanding 
of ‘international security’. While the need for coherence and consistency is a 
long-standing desideratum in the EU, an ethical foreign policy demands it more 
than ever. A more centralized High Representative for External Relations and an 
infant European foreign service might at least allow for better coordination in the 
future.

Human rights
In the EU’s rhetoric, humanitarian concerns, human security and human rights play 
a very prominent role, as is natural for a self-perceived ethical power. In practice, 
however, the EU is a latecomer in this area and its record is unsurprisingly ambiva-
lent. Generally speaking, starting as late as 1978 with a first study looking at the 
issue of human rights, there is a history of internal reports critical of the EU’s own 
record in that area.22 Only in December 1997, and clearly driven by the celebrations 
of the fiftieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, did the 
EU initiate a working committee to draft a report analysing the EU’s activities 
concerning human rights. The report, entitled ‘Leading by example’,23 identified a 
gap in the EU’s internal human rights policy and concluded that the EU would not 
be a credible actor externally unless the issue were first given a high priority inter-
nally. Quite remarkably, it was only when the Amsterdam Treaty came into force 
in 1999 that ‘human rights’ became a formal part of the acquis communautaire. Article 
6 of the Amsterdam treaty refers to the EU as being ‘founded on the principles of 
liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and fundamental freedom’.24 This led 
to a new emphasis on human rights in the EU’s rhetoric. However, the EU’s actual 
record can be justifiably criticized as ‘piecemeal and incoherent at best, and guilty 
of double standards and hypocrisy at worst’.25

When it comes to human rights promotion, the EU heavily relies on the well-
known tool of ‘conditionality’. It aims to improve human rights practices by 
providing economic and political incentives for compliance on human rights.26 
21 On the various security engagements of the EU in Africa, see e.g. the comprehensive overview in S. S. Kingah, 

‘The European Union’s new Africa strategy: grounds for cautious optimism’, European Foreign Affairs Review 
11: 4, 2006, pp. 527–53.

22 See larger studies on the subject in Philip Alston, Maria Bustelo and James Heenan, eds, The European Union 
and human rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

23 See ‘Leading by example: a human rights agenda for the European Union for the year 2000’, Brussels, agenda 
of the Comité des Sages and final project report, 1998.

24 See Amsterdam Treaty, article 6. See also the internal EU document on ‘The European Union’s role in promot-
ing human rights and democratisation in third countries’, COM (2001) 252 final, Brussels, 8 May 2001.

25 See Elena Jurado, ‘Assigning duties in the global system of human rights: the role of the European Union’, in: 
Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 119–39 at p. 119.

26 Jurado, ‘Assigning duties’, p. 119.
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While this is necessary, the EU can never claim to be the leading ‘ethical’ and 
normative power in this area. It is intellectually and practically too limited to 
assume an overambitious normative role—however eager it might be. Its rhetoric, 
therefore, must reflect this ambivalence. 

One other problem the EU has to address is the inconsistency with which 
human rights clauses are included in interregional and bilateral trade agreements. 
They have a more prominent role in agreements with ACP (Africa, Caribbean and 
Pacific) countries, Latin America, the CIS states and Mediterranean countries than 
in those with Asia.27 It is the relative power of Europe vis-à-vis a country or region, 
rather than ethical and human rights concerns per se, that determines the extent to 
which the EU emphasizes these clauses.

Within the general human rights arena, international migration is a field in 
which responsibilities for the human rights of migrants and for the European 
economic and security concerns are in obvious contradiction, if not conflict. 
Over the last decade, and especially since 9/11, the EU has taken significant steps 
to ‘securitize’ and ‘Europeanize’ the migration debate.28 Migration flows, legal 
and illegal, are predominantly seen from the perspective of European recipient 
societies. Legislation is shifted more and more from a national to a European level. 
From a domestic political point of view this is understandable, but human rights 
advocates have criticized the EU for eroding migrant rights. Karatani has shown 
that European conceptual thinking on ‘regionalising migration policies’ and its 
promotion through interregional dialogue in the Asia Europe Meeting (ASEM) 
has even influenced similar attempts in Asia.29 If regionalization leads to a restric-
tion of individual migrant rights, one of the EU’s key contributions to global 
order, namely interregionalism, may have negative effects on human rights. This 
example again calls for a comprehensive reflection on an entire set of policies that 
the EU promotes globally.

Development and trade policies 

Development policy is one of the oldest domains of the EU’s external relations 
and engagement. In this area, the central role of the Union in world affairs is 
beyond doubt, and ethical considerations play a very significant part. The EU 
and its member states are by far the largest providers of direct foreign aid. The 
future role of the EU as a responsible actor in development is likely to increase, 
and promotion of sustainable development is one of the dominant features of 
the EU’s global rhetoric. The EU seeks to enhance sustainable development by 
integrating the principle into all its foreign policy tools—trade, environmental, 
development and enlargement. Given this rhetoric, the record of past action is 

27 See the interesting comparison by Michael Reiter in ‘Interregionalism as a new diplomatic tool: the EU and 
east Asia’, European Foreign Affairs Review 11: 2, 2006, pp. 223–43 at p. 239.

28 See e.g. Jeff Huysmans, ‘The European Union and the securitization of migration’, Journal of Common Market 
Studies 38: 5, 2000, pp. 751–77.

29 See Rieko Karatani, ‘A “responsible EU”, multinational migration control and the case of ASEM’, in Mayer 
and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 140–58.
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revealing. In the past, development policy was not really a conceptual priority 
of the EU and the parameters of EU development policies shifted significantly 
over the decades. These policies were interwoven with many other interests, often 
linked to post-colonial ties and privileges, and seem to have followed the dominant 
development discourse and flavours of the time. When aid or trade, conditionally 
or non- conditionally, was in vogue, the EU followed the global consensus.30

Within its overall development policy, the EU has now chosen a new emphasis 
on Africa, reflected in the EU’s new Africa strategy, published in October 2005 
and endorsed by the European summit in December 2005.31 The strategy comple-
ments the revised 2000 ACP–EU Cotonou partnership agreement, the current 
basis within the long EC/EU history of special responsibility for and treatment 
of former European colonies. With reference to cosmopolitan responsibilities, a 
preferential treatment of Africa and the ACP countries might look as dubious 
as it has always been. Within the suggested framework of the six principles of 
responsibility, the contribution, beneficiary and community principles might, 
however, justify a special European focus on the African continent. The special 
responsibility also implies a special sensitivity of all European action in Africa. 
The obvious colonial legacy and the way Europe is perceived because of colonial 
ties must always be an important moral compass guiding any decision on European 
action in Africa. In the very recent past, Africa has once again become subject to 
global power calculations as a result of a new intensity of Chinese involvement 
in and aid for Africa. If Africa becomes a playing field for rising powers’ global 
ambitions, and if Europe contributes to this trend, that would clearly violate 
its historical responsibility. If the EU wants to be an ethical power, Africa is an 
important litmus test for the overall credibility of European rhetoric and action. 
If the EU fails the test there, any larger ethical credit would be lost. If one looks 
at the rhetoric and motivations preceding the European Congo mission, or the 
discussions on Sudan and the following delayed action, there remains some doubt 
as to whether policy-makers in Brussels and in the European capitals are capable 
of shouldering Europe’s special responsibilities towards Africa.

Global trade policy is the other area where the question as to whether the EU 
acts ethically and responsibly is most pressing. In contrast to the new emphasis 
on security, trade is still the field in which the EU exerts most influence in world 
affairs, that in which it has the highest presence as a global actor and the greatest 
impact on the rest of the world. When it comes to trade, the question of ethical 
behaviour and responsibility can be answered from different angles. The EU has 
conflicting responsibilities towards different constituencies: (a) individual winners 
and losers in Europe as a result of its policies; (b) individual winners and losers 
outside Europe as a result of its policies; (c) the special concerns of global justice 
and responsibility for the least developed; and  (d) the future of the global liberal 
trade regime as a whole. Without going into the detail of EU–WTO policies, it 
30 See the chapter on development by Henri Vogt, ‘Coping with historical responsibility: trends and images of 

the EU’s development policy’, in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 159–80. 
31 See ‘EU strategy for Africa: towards a Euro-African pact to accelerate Africa’s development’, SEC (2005) 1255, 

Brussels, COM (2005) 489 final, 12 Oct. 2005.
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is clear that the EU’s record, like that of any other player in this field, is ethically 
ambivalent. This is partly a result of the conflicting and unresolved responsibilities 
towards citizens of Europe and citizens of the wider world, and partly a result of 
the failure to apply principles of responsibility comprehensively.32

These brief reviews of policy areas provide enough ground to form a general 
picture, to the effect that the EU has a fairly mixed record as an ‘ethical power’ 
if ‘globally responsible behaviour’ is the benchmark. In addition, far from justi-
fying its image as a ‘normative power’ or ‘transformative power’,33 the EU was in 
fact often more of a ‘norm-follower’ or a ‘norm-adapter’, occasionally a ‘norm- 
amplifier’ or a ‘norm-transmitter’. Discourses outside the EU, for example on 
terrorism and security after 9/11, on human security in the UN and on human 
rights in general, as well as on various development models and on trade over the 
decades, always provided the global framework in which the EU then situated 
itself. This very much reflects the EU’s general position in the concert of global 
institutions. The previous record of action, as opposed to some of its rhetoric, 
suggests that a more modest and much more realistic debate about the priorities of 
EU action in world affairs would be appropriate.

A list of priorities for EU action

Given the mixed record of the EU in selected fields and the discrepancy between 
rhetoric and action, there is clearly a demand for defining what the EU should do 
first and foremost. If limited capacity, legitimate expectations and consent, that is, 
voluntarily acquired duties, are among the standards by which the EU is judged as 
an ethical actor, a clearer sense of what the EU can, should and should not priori-
tize is needed. This is easier said than done; nevertheless, Mayer and Vogt have 
offered a list of priorities for the EU’s global action. It is based on the application 
of the six principles set out above. Any such list is by nature contentious. Such a 
list could consist of policy areas or geographical considerations. Given that the 
EU is a holistic actor that always combines various policies in its dealings with 
the various geographical regions, a list of preferences defined by specific policy 
areas would be slightly misleading. Furthermore, Europe and the EU are to a large 
extent defined by geographical concepts. Hence a mainly geographical approach 
seems to be appropriate as it reflects Europe’s geographical identity and recognizes 
that the EU always acts by combining different sets of political and economic tools 
and policies. 

In addition, priorities cannot be based solely on moral principles: they inevi-
tably involve more classical foreign policy considerations such as traditional 
national interests and sudden unforeseen events that require crisis management. 
Ideally, the EU could contribute successfully to solving all the pressing demands 
32 See the chapter by Terry O’Shaughnessy, ‘The European Union: a responsible trading partner’, in Mayer and 

Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 181–200.
33 Ian Manners, ‘Normative power Europe: a contradiction in terms?’, Journal of Common Market Studies 40: 2, 

2002, pp. 235–58.
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of global politics; but since it is unable to do so, it should not even pretend that it 
can. A general list of priorities, not driven by the shifting demands of short-term 
events, might steer the EU into a more responsible direction. Concentrating on 
primary responsibilities might be more appropriate than overstretching the EU’s 
resources and therefore creating unrealistic and counterproductive expectations. 
The suggested list of priorities is the following:

1 Internal consolidation
2 A new transatlantic understanding and the rescue of the West 
3 Comprehensive engagement with Russia 
4 The advancement of the EU neighbourhood policies
5 A comprehensive reflection on inter-institutional burden sharing: new cooper-

ation with UN, NATO, WTO, OSCE, ASEAN, the Council of Europe and 
many regional organizations

6 Constructive and realistic engagement in the Middle East 
7 Development beyond the old ACP logic
8 Contribution to the larger sustainable development agenda
9 Independent economic and political strategy for Asia

The list is derived from an application of all six principles, with an emphasis on the 
capacity and community principles, which early empirical studies showed to be most 
relevant for assessing the record of the EU.34 The translation of general princi-
ples into concrete action is one of the oldest and most difficult general problems 
of ethics. It need not be elaborated here. The exercise is intellectually somewhat 
vague, but the purpose of the list is to encourage practical policy debates resulting 
from a better understanding of ethical considerations. Giving pre-eminence to the 
community and capacity principles, and introducing geography as a key factor, might 
undermine the global perspective and non-Eurocentric attitude that the article 
advocates. However, if we remind ourselves that we are considering the world as 
‘one world of many worlds’ and the EU as an actor with global rhetorical reach 
but mostly regional capacity, the apparent contradiction between the global and 
the regional becomes somewhat less pronounced.

The first four items on the list are clearly primary responsibilities. Internal insti-
tutional consolidation is the prerequisite for building the sense of community and 
overall capacity needed for the EU to act in global affairs. The attempts to revise the 
treaty after the 2005 constitutional crisis and the need to agree on the next budget, 
both required in preparation for the European elections in 2009, are not only very 
pressing political tasks. There is also a long-term dimension to consolidation: an 
internally functioning EU is the precondition for sustained influence, recognition, 
respect, ethical and normative power. The October 2007 Lisbon summit agree-
ment ended a two-year standstill with a slimmed-down and revised version of 
the Reform Treaty. While there is hope of full ratification by 2009, the public 
perception resulting from the row with nationalistic Poland and, as usual, with a 

34 See Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, p. 226.
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self-interested Britain, confirmed the global image of Europe as a disunited and 
self-occupied entity. Recent studies of outside perceptions of the EU generally 
reveal that the lack of cohesion and the inability to speak with a common voice are 
still a major obstacle preventing the EU from being regarded as a truly significant 
leader on the world stage. The perceived internal paralysis, the image of ‘tensions’, 
‘rifts’, ‘dissent within its ranks’ and ‘political diversity’ undermine the EU’s ability 
and role in global affairs.35 Internal cohesion and external influence are inherently 
intertwined. However, uniting positions and speaking with the famous ‘one voice’ 
is not the only form of consolidation. Building new capacity in various policy areas 
and defining an understanding of the ultimate position and role of the EU within 
the global order are both very much part of the internal consolidation. Without 
enhanced leadership and a new general discourse, the process is bound to stall.

Consolidation as precondition leads straight to the next three responsibilities: 
transatlantic relations, Russia and the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). 
Given the EU’s history, capacity, notions of community, regional and value-based 
communities, and countless declarations that commit the EU to leadership with 
regard to these regions, they must be seen as ‘core responsibilities’ in the long 
run.36

Although many see Europe as counterposed to the United States and suggest 
that Europe’s position should be enhanced merely by ‘not being America’, a 
simplistic confrontation would be irresponsible—indeed, it would be as unwise 
as the ‘America first and America’s fist’ strategy advocated by the unfortunate 
George W. Bush administration. I have explained elsewhere why a new transat-
lantic alliance, based on a triple notion of responsibility—what I call the ‘mutual’, 
‘shared’ and ‘dual’ responsibility of the EU and the United States—would define 
the most responsible and prudent route for Europe.37 A reformed and mutually 
assured trust and commitment in the West are likely to continue to provide an 
anchor in forthcoming global turbulences. Even non-western leaders hope for a 
balanced transatlantic partnership in the heart of world affairs. The long standing 
Prime Minister of Singapore, Goh Chok Tong, wrote in 2004:

I fear that now that the Cold War is over, both Europe and America may be tempted 
to believe that the strains in their relationship are relatively risk-free. Yet together the 
US and Europe represent the core of global political stability and economic wealth—no 
less now than during the Cold War. Acting together, Europe and America will be more 
globally influential. Europe’s instinct for multilateralism complements the occasional need 
for direct action which only the US can lead. That is why our common enemies … have 
put so much effort into breaking the transatlantic alliance … They must not be allowed to 
succeed … A serious transatlantic rift will be immensely destructive to Europe, America 
and the world.38

35 See Natalia Chaban, Ole Elgström and Martin Holland, ‘The European Union as others see it’, European Foreign 
Affairs Review 11: 2, 2006, pp. 245–62 at p. 255.

36 See the elaboration of core responsibilities in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 232–4.
37 See Hartmut Mayer, ‘The “mutual”, “shared” and “dual” responsibility of the West: the EU and the US in a 

sustainable transatlantic alliance’, in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible Europe?, pp. 57–75.
38 See Goh Chok Tong, ‘Europe’s global role’, Asia Europe Journal 2: 3, 2004, pp. 321–5 at p. 322.
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At the same time, transatlantic unity must not override global moral concerns. 
This is also the view of many non-westerners, as another influential voice from 
Singapore, Yeo Lay Hwee, testifies. He calls for Europe and Asia to cooperate ‘in 
order to prevent the potential for global injustice and imperial arrogance during 
this uni-polar era of American dominance’.39 

A balanced transatlantic axis with the tri-dimensional notion of responsibility 
suggested above remains the best guarantee of general ethical standards agreed 
upon in the long history of European and American discourses; and nowhere does 
the need for a mutually beneficial transatlantic partnership become more obvious 
than when looking at engagement with Russia.

Dealing with Russia is a global task, but also a particular European responsi-
bility, again based on history, community, capacity and common intentions. The 
potential challenges for security, energy security and democratic development 
which Russia might or might not pose can only be mediated through constructive 
engagement by the EU, the US and other global players with substantial resources 
at their disposal. Even though Russia has been a most persistent and dominant 
factor in European history for centuries, there remains a perplexing lack of real 
strategic thinking in Brussels about the mutual interdependence between the EU 
and Russia.40 The strengthening of EU efforts to create sustainable and value-
based cooperation with Russia is one of the key responsibilities that the EU must 
shoulder if is to be considered an ‘ethical power’. The efforts already undertaken 
must be enhanced and stabilized; in other words, the ‘elephant and the bear’ must 
go on trying.41

A similar reasoning applies to the EU’s ‘newest foreign policy instrument’, 
ENP.42 It offers privileged dealings, short of membership, with the EU’s neigh-
bours in the Mediterranean and eastern Europe. It includes Algeria, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, 
Morocco, Syria, Tunisia, Ukraine and the Palestinian Authority. The under-
lying aim is to stabilize the neighbourhood through promotion of democracy, 
human rights, a functioning market economy, good governance, the rule of 
law and sustainable development. With clearly defined goals, commitments and 
expectations, it is a policy that must remain high on the EU’s priorities list. An 
application of our ‘legitimate expectations principle’ indicates what an ethical 
power should do in the neighbourhood. The EU insists that the ENP must be 

39 See Yeo Lay Hwee, ‘Dimensions of Asia–Europe cooperation’, Asia Europe Journal 2: 1, 2004, pp. 19–31 at p. 
24.

40 There is a large amount of literature on the ever-changing EU–Russia relationship since the end of the Cold 
War. It can not be covered comprehensively in this article. However, see e.g. Mark Webber, ed., Russia and 
Europe: conflict or cooperation? (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000); Dov Lynch, Russia faces Europe, Chaillot Papers 
60 (Paris: European Union Institute for Security Studies, 2003); Tuomas Forsberg, ‘The EU–Russia security 
partnership: why the opportunity was missed’, European Foreign Affairs Review 9: 2, 2004, pp. 247–67.

41 See e.g. a study by Michael Emerson, ed., The elephant and the bear try again (Brussels: Centre for European 
Policy Studies, 2006).

42 Commissioner Benita Ferrero-Waldner, ‘The European Neighbourhood Policy: the EU’s newest foreign 
policy instrument’, European Foreign Affairs Review 11: 2, 2006, pp.139–42; also the following EU documents: 
European Commission, ‘Wider Europe–neighbourhood: a new framework for relations with our eastern 
and southern neighbours’, COM (2003) 104 final, Brussels, 11 March 2003; European Commission, ‘European 
Neighbourhood Policy: strategy paper’, COM (2004) 373 final, Brussels, 12 May 2004.
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‘membership-neutral’: that is, it neither promises nor rules out the future acces-
sion of ENP partners. However, one has to be aware of the external perception 
that previous neighbourhood policies were indeed stepping-stones to member-
ship, and therefore to handle expectations with the utmost care. It is also impor-
tant not to overstretch the concept: it must remain a privileged set of policies 
applicable to the near neighbourhood. The EU, for reasons of internal capacity 
and community, should avoid raising unfounded expectations. Instead, it should 
define more clearly the differences and the borders between realistic membership 
prospects and a long-term participation in the programme below formal inclu-
sion. While the ambivalence remains contentious and while some flexibility is 
needed, a responsible policy would entail honesty and transparency in this respect. 
In a similar mode, temptations to extend ENP goals such as democratic devel-
opment, economic growth, societal stability and environmental sustainability to 
other regions further away must be resisted. These goals must be addressed by 
institutions other than the EU alone—in fact, by a concert of institutions. This 
leads me to the fifth priority.

The four areas described above will always be primary responsibilities of the EU. 
Recognizing the limits of EU capacities and the extent to which one can stretch the 
notion of community, a more serious debate on inter-institutional burden-sharing 
should follow. Debates on this subject within the EU, where inter- institutional 
cooperation is an underdeveloped aspiration, have serious deficits. While efforts 
are made in Brussels to initiate better coordination with crucial partners such as 
the UN, NATO, the OSCE, the WTO and many regional organizations, initial 
studies reveal a very mixed assessment of the EU’s behaviour and responsibility 
in this field. In general, the EU is often influenced by inter-institutional competi-
tion, rivalry and self-centred notions of importance. A commitment to collec-
tive burden-sharing would certainly enable the EU to deal with the other global 
problems further down in the list of priorities. The future EU diplomatic service 
and the conceptual units within it must make it one of their key priorities to 
enhance openness and ability further with regard to inter-institutional coopera-
tion. This is both an ethical (capacity principle) and a practical requirement for 
global action.

Readers might be surprised to see regions such as Africa, the Middle East and 
Asia, and the related policy challenges, so low on the list—especially as it has been 
argued above that development policies in Africa are a litmus test for EU global 
action and credibility. However, the list of priorities reflects the capacity of the 
EU to act, by no means the relative importance of these problems. In each of these 
fields, the EU must perform well once it has acquired the relevant responsibili-
ties. Choosing Africa as a priority means the obligation to do well there, but it 
does not mean that one chosen priority supersedes other long-term and principal 
duties. It should be realized that the EU’s capacity to act independently in the 
areas lower on the list is limited indeed, even though ambitions in Brussels, mostly 
unfounded, might suggest otherwise. It is a moral obligation to accept limitations 
and prioritize accordingly. Other authors come to similar conclusions about the 
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priorities, whether they approach the question through ‘principles of distance’,43 
or by means of very traditional notions of power and geography. Two things strike 
me as important: first, there is also an ethical justification for differentiation, based 
on the capacity and legitimate expectations principles. Second, and deserving far 
more attention, is the fact that outside actors, that is, states and regions elsewhere, 
have limited expectations about the EU’s independent capacities in these areas.

Summarizing some of the reflections in each section, the requirements for an 
ethical power EU would be threefold:

to enhance capacities where needed to meet existing global responsibilities—•	
alone and in concert with other institutions;
to reduce expectations through a more realistic assessment of the EU’s abilities, •	
being guided by responsible modesty and an awareness of the Union’s own 
priorities and limits rather than by ambitious exaggeration;
to develop a new and credible discourse within Europe and outside on the EU’s •	
responsibility in a non-European world.

Some initial ideas on the last point are offered in the concluding part of the article.

Responsible rhetoric and ethical action: a new narrative of Europe in 
the world

While a better intellectual foundation of the EU’s wide-ranging ethical ambitions 
is of paramount importance, so is a new narrative on how to transmit such ethics. 
What is needed is a revised, galvanizing story, which ensures that Europe’s role 
in world affairs is appropriately phrased and understood. The old narratives on 
Europe, mainly addressed to Europeans, included the following mega-narratives: 
‘European integration as the answer to war and peace in Europe’; ‘European 
integration as the provider of economic prosperity’; ‘European integration as the 
guardian of the European social model and way of life’; ‘European integration as 
the catalyst for democratic transition and stabilization’; ‘European integration as a 
normative model for other regions’. These stories no longer convince. Many of the 
achievements reflected in these narratives—important as they are—are nowadays 
taken as given (for example, peace) while some of the underlying assumptions 
have become questionable (for example, the social model, economic prosperity). 
Opinion polls reveal that European citizens would like to see the EU playing a 
larger and more ethical role in world affairs.44 However, there is much uncer-
tainty about the practical consequences of this—an uncertainty, by the way, that 
unites the electorate with politicians puzzled by the same desires, aspirations 
and fears. What Europeans crave is an explanation of the missing link between 

43 Hettne and Söderbaum, for example, distinguish four types of counterparts for the EU based on the principle 
of distance: prospective members, neighbours, great powers and more distant regions. See Björn Hettne and 
Frederik Söderbaum, ‘Civilian power or soft imperialism? The EU as a global actor and the role of interre-
gionalism’, European Foreign Affairs Review 10: 4, 2005, pp. 535–52 at p. 540.

44 See e.g. Joakim Ekman, ‘Citizens’ perceptions of the EU as a global actor’, in Mayer and Vogt, A responsible 
Europe?, pp. 201–24.
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 Europeanization and globalization; between domestic material needs and global 
responsibility and engagement.

Outside Europe, in particular in former colonies and the new rising powers, a 
new European narrative would also be appreciated. Non-European outsiders often 
react adversely to old-style Eurocentric reasoning and Euro-narcissism. They want 
more than a coherent (‘speaking with one voice’), transparent (‘who thinks what 
in the EU and who decides’), consistent (‘CAP?’) and normative (‘value-based 
multilateralism’) narrative. I argue that they will accept nothing less than a radical 
shift in the European mindset. Brussels and the EU are by no means alone in this 
respect. Scholars on European integration have also failed to expand their focus 
and reach out to the larger post-colonial literature, to outside perspectives and to 
non-western theories as potential starting points of analysis. The increased interest 
in and vast expansion of research on ‘Europeanization’ since the 1990s has, in fact, 
increased Euro-focused navel-gazing in European studies. What the field needs 
instead is the ‘de-Europeanization’ of Europe and of the academic study of it.

Last, but not least, EU member states and their leaders have not fully under-
stood the lesson either. As one astonishing example, British Prime Minister Tony 
Blair’s farewell speech in his Sedgefield constituency on 10 May 2007 embodied 
a particularly counterproductive rhetoric. He stated: ‘This country is a blessed 
nation. The British are special. The world knows it. In our innermost thoughts, 
we know it. This is the greatest nation on earth.’45 Referring to Britain as ‘the 
greatest nation on earth’ might be just about tolerable for deeply cynical politi-
cians in provincial settings, but European leaders of Blair’s calibre and prominence 
must be aware that such speeches are nowadays read and listened to around the 
globe with no delay. Such unreflective, nationalistic remarks reinforce the outside 
image that European leaders, arguably even the most cosmopolitan among them, 
still operate in a narcissistic and Eurocentric world. Narrow-minded sentences in 
village halls can easily undo years of genuine efforts of opening minds at home 
and worldwide.

The new narrative, ideally exactly the same for Europeans and non-Europeans, 
must therefore be centred on a theme that would broadly read as follows: ‘Global 
responsibility in a pluralistic, non-hegemonic world with Europe in an increas-
ingly peripheral position’. In line with the six principles developed here, ethical 
behaviour would mean realistically assessing Europe’s capacity, its policy-relevant 
communities, its past contributions to global order, the benefits rightly or wrongly 
acquired, and the promises made and expectations raised. The point of depar-
ture for a ‘new responsible rhetoric for Europe’ would be the acknowledgement 
that global responsibility, and different regional definitions and narratives of such 
responsibility, must be the central reference point for EU ambitions, both in 
rhetoric and in action. Shifting from Eurocentrism to global reasoning, Europe 
should offer but never simply promote its own understanding of global responsi-
bility, and invite others to do the same in open dialogue.

45 See Blair’s speech of 10 May 2007, published at http://www.wordpress.com/tag/prime-minister-uk/, accessed 
2 Nov. 2007.
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In this sense, one may conclude that the EU’s classical rhetorical meal was 
overcooked and slightly spicy—simply with too much ‘masala’. The EU was not 
understood well enough and its rhetoric was hardly matched by its erratic action. 
The real cause of global misunderstanding, however, is the general European 
mindset, the fact that messenger and outside receiver no longer operate on the 
same wavelength. Europeans might still name the game ‘Chinese Whispers’, but 
everyone else refers to ‘Belgian Waffles’ instead.






