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Comment: Crossroads or cul-de-sac?
Reassessing European foreign policy
Michael Smith

INTRODUCTION

If it is true that European foreign policy stands at a crossroads between ‘norma-
tive power and Great Power’, it is no less true that the study of European
Foreign Policy (EFP) also stands at a crossroads. Whereas the substance of
policy seems to stand between civilian and military institutions, cultures and
practices, raising major questions about the ways in which those institutions,
cultures and practices are to develop in the future, the study of policy lies some-
what uneasily between European integration and international relations, feeding
rather guiltily off both but incapable of taking the key steps towards their syn-
thesis or even their mutual engagement. As Helene Sjursen points out in the
introduction to this issue, there is a need to take into account relevant concep-
tual insights from adjacent disciplines such as law and sociology. Because the
empirical and the conceptual domains of EFP studies lie across or in between
a number of established and themselves often contested areas, they also
partake of some of the much broader tensions between materialist and norma-
tive approaches to the social sciences more generally, and between the demands
of theoretical discourse and the concerns of policy-makers.

Is this ‘in-betweenness’ of EFP studies a source of new analytical opportu-
nities, or does it provide a rationale for the reassertion of conventional approaches
both to analysis and to policy? More specifically, what does this issue clarify about
the questions that relate the study of EFP to adjoining empirical or conceptual
domains? What questions does it raise explicitly or implicitly about the ways
in which EFP relates to broader considerations of international relations?

CONCEPTUAL HIGHWAYS AND BYWAYS

The explicit assumption behind this issue is that with the prospective acquisition
of military means for EFP, some key questions need to be asked about whether
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the European Union (EU) is, will remain or can remain a ‘civilian’ power with a
‘normative/civilizing’ influence both on the foreign policies of its member states
and on practices of international relations more generally defined. Many of the
contributions take up these themes and explore them in distinctive ways. Here, I
subject them initially to an evaluation based on three questions. First, what kind
of vehicle is EFP, for what purposes? Second, what drives and steers the EFP
project? Third, what direction is the EFP project taking? These questions are
both conceptual and empirical in nature. In the final part I move on to consider
some questions about EFP that seem to arise from the contributions as a whole,
and to propose some initial directions for considering them.

First, what about the nature of the vehicle that is EFP, and about its purposes?
Whilst only one of the contributors (Hyde-Price) uses the term ‘vehicle’ in assessing
EFP, each of them implicitly refers to such an understanding of the phenomenon. I
can identify three sets of themes that relate to this concern, some of which occur sim-
ultaneously in individual contributions. The first set of themes might be described as
materialist, focusing on the ways in which EFP reflects the presence of power and pre-
ferences, and the ways in which it fits into the broader structure of international poli-
tics. Here, the vehicle is loaded with the priorities and relative bargaining power of the
EU member states. Thus, for Hyde-Price, EFP is a vehicle for co-operation, and a
repository for member state interests that are essentially ‘second order’: things
which they value but which do not engage their perceived vital interests and which
do not directly require the deployment of major resources. In taking this position,
Hyde-Price is effectively representing a materialist conception of foreign policy
and international politics, which is only infrequently represented in the other contri-
butions. He stresses the external pressures and opportunities that create the space for
collective action, without any pre-judgement of the forms such collective action
might take. Although she approaches the problem from a very different angle,
Sjursen takes up some of these questions by arguing that the pursuit of ‘normative
power’ can be an essentially rational strategy – that is from the point of view of dis-
course theory. Such a possibility has lain behind a lot of recent debate about the
relationship between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power and about the differences between con-
ceptions and practices of power on either side of the Atlantic.

In a second set of themes, it is not so clear that EFP rests on member state
choices and preferences; indeed, a key assumption of many of the contributions
is that such choices and preferences are themselves reshaped by the process of co-
operation in EFP, and that this is indeed one of the key (often implicit)
purposes, or at least one of the results, of the exercise. The vehicle here is one
with a highly complex control system reflecting several layers of institutionaliza-
tion and mutual dependencies. Thus the tensions between national practices
and the demands of entanglement at the European level emerge very clearly
from the contributions of Manners, Wagner and Eriksen, and in their different
ways these pieces create a number of important questions about the ways in
which the ontologies of EFP ‘work’ for those implicated in them. The issue is
explored further by Mitzen, who sees the notion of ontological security as key
to the ways in which EFP is ‘exported’ or has an impact on the outside
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world. A key question that is sharpened by these contributions is that of the
extent to which the ‘internal’ development of EFP is related to the ‘external’
impact of EFP in the international arena: is the ‘internal’ by its nature
primary and thus the ‘external’ the almost accidental by-product of the search
for internal consistency and institutional coherence, or is the ‘external’ a vital
element in the co-constitution of EFP and the broader international order?

In a third set of themes, the key is not in the processes of interaction that charac-
terize EFP, but rather in the processes of generation: in other words, the ways in
which the discourse(s) surrounding EFP produce characteristic and distinctive pat-
terns of articulation and communication. This attention to the generative character-
istics of EFP is a central theme in its development and in its study: here, the vehicle is
a means of conveying signs and symbols, and focusing argumentation which in the
first instance is part of the essence of EFP itself, but in the second instance can be
related to much broader processes of deliberation and argumentation in world poli-
tics. Such themes lead to a central focus on the logics of EFP, and the authors in this
issue provide a rich vein of studies in the different expressions of these logics. Thus
Manners focuses on the ways in which different discourses – civilian and martial –
characterize the current stage of EFP development, and notes the ways in which
these intersect with the evolution of transgovernmental élite networks in a move
away from the ‘sustainable peace’ that has been both a major feature and a major
asset of the EFP phenomenon. In juxtaposition to this, Mitzen presents the
notion of ontological security as a key foundation for the articulation of a European
identity in the global arena. Another strong sub-theme that emerges from the con-
tributions is that of legalization: both Eriksen and Sjursen, for example, focus on the
ways in which legal discourse and practices can shape the possibilities of EFP.

Accompanying these sub-themes and constituting a major focus of a number
of the contributions is the conception of EFP as essentially a process of delibera-
tion; this relates quite strongly to the range of questions that arise around insti-
tutions and social learning (see above), but it also leads on to a key area of critique
in the context of actually existing EFP. The contributions by Bicchi and by Lerch
and Schwellnus raise this issue in a very direct way by focusing on the contradic-
tions and tensions in EFP and the way it is practised, and they also provide useful
empirical explorations of the ways in which the tensions are (or are not) resolved.

As pointed out in the introduction by Sjursen, there is a basic tension not only in
the substance of EFP but also in its study. To put it crudely, it could be argued that
the study of ‘civilian’ or ‘normative’ power is itself normative or prescriptive, and
that it presupposes commitment by the analyst to a particular perspective. Hyde-
Price challenges this by deploying the tools of structural realism and emphasizing
the spaces opened up for agency on the part of member states acting collectively,
whilst from a different perspective Wagner applies a corrective to those who might
argue that there is a kind of natural homogenization or convergence process occur-
ring across member states through the EFP channel. Other contributors (Manners,
Sjursen, and Lerch and Schwellnus, for example) challenge it by pointing to the
contradictory currents in both theory and practices of EFP from an ideational
standpoint; still other contributors take more for granted the fact that EFP exists
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in a way independently of the preferences of member states, or that those prefer-
ences have been so thoroughly reshaped by EFP that they are in effect becoming
identical to it (for example, Eriksen and Mitzen).

Even if one takes the position that the process in EFP is ‘ever onwards and ever
upwards’, this in itself does not make the process unproblematic, since there are
many areas in which the generation of ‘civilian’ or ‘normative’ power creates ten-
sions: between EFP as an élite project and notions of democratic control
(Wagner), between the aspiration to cosmopolitan democracy and its institution-
alization (Eriksen), between the concept of normative power and the question of
its legitimacy (Sjursen), between EFP as a comforting arena for deliberation about
international issues and the need for action (Mitzen), between the rationales pro-
vided for EFP actions and the untidiness or contradictions of engagement in
specific policy arenas (Bicchi, and Lerch and Schwellnus).

These contradictions are heightened by the actual or impending acquisition of
military capacity for EFP. This is clearly a key element – but not necessarily the
only or the dominant element – in the notion that the EU is at a policy cross-
roads. Ian Manners confronts it directly, with his argument that the acquisition
not only of military capacity but also of an embryonic military-industrial
complex creates a new and demanding set of tensions within EFP. Other contri-
butors (Sjursen, Mitzen, Eriksen) address the issues more indirectly, by stressing
the challenges posed by issues of ‘hard power’ or coercion to the established dis-
courses and practices of EFP. By doing so, they bridge the gap between questions
about what kind of vehicle this is, and who or what drives and steers it. For
Manners, EFP is driven largely by ideas and discourses of international action,
but he sees these as being affected (corrupted?) by the injection of new ideas
and discourses associated with militarization. The dangers in creating a Euro-
pean military-industrial complex, or of intensifying transgovernmental military
networks, are seen as immediate and significant. Wolfgang Wagner takes this
theme up and develops it in the context of democratic control: implicitly, the
creation of a military apparatus around EFP sharpens the risks of authority
leakage to a transnational military élite, and thus the case for control by parlia-
mentary bodies at the European rather than the national level. Hyde-Price would
no doubt point out that these dangers can be linked to the permissive structure
surrounding EFP in the ‘new Europe’, where new ventures become possible but
their risks are not as salient as they would have been in a Cold War world.

The other contributions pay rather less direct attention to the ‘military turn’
in EFP, but this does not mean that they neglect it. Rather, it means that they
are concerned with long-term developments in which militarization and its
accompanying institutional or ideational apparatuses have a less central place.
Thus Sjursen points to the continuing discussion in EFP about the relationships
between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power and notes that it cannot always be taken for
granted that the one is bad and the other good (either for the EU or for
broader international society). Other contributors raise important questions
about the ways in which the ‘military turn’ is articulated; for example, Mitzen
with her attention to the generation of the European Security Strategy. More
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indirectly, the focus of some contributions (Bicchi, Lerch and Schwellnus,
Manners) on the ‘reflexiveness gap’ in EFP could be seen as raising important
questions about the extent to which incipient militarization is placed in the
broader context of its ‘internal’ or ‘external’ legitimacy.

Such arguments raise important questions about where EFP is going. For
Manners, it is clear that one direction is towards militarization, ‘Great Power’
status and practices, the creation of dependencies and away from the ‘sustainable
peace’ that has been key to the EU’s civilian power status. Hyde-Price, from a
very different perspective, might find some common ground here: the EU for
him is an exercise in collective milieu-shaping, structuring the actions of states
both within and outside the Union and in some areas exercising a kind of collective
hegemony. Such external orientations create inevitable contradictions, such as those
pointed out by Bicchi and Lerch and Schwellnus: the imposition of institutional
forms on ‘partners’ in international agreements, or the apparent double standards
expressed by the gap between rationales and practices in the area of human
rights. For others (Wagner, Sjursen, Eriksen, Mitzen) the direction is essentially
towards a new type of institutional or cultural settlement within the EU itself –
a settlement that might be strongly legalized and focused on processes of delibera-
tion, thus raising major questions about the extent of control over EFP deliberations
available either to member states or to populations within the Union. It is of course
inevitable that these two sets of directions (external and internal) will interact, either
mutually to reinforce each other or to offset each other, as they have done in the past
development of EFP. For both directions, as pointed out by a number of contribu-
tors, the question of legitimacy remains pressing and unresolved.

We are left with a powerful sense of the contradictions to which EFP is
subject. From whichever angle it is approached, the subject raises major ques-
tions about the interaction between internal developments and external struc-
tures and pressures, about the boundaries of ‘civilian’ and ‘normative’ power
and about the legitimacy claims of EFP. In the remainder of the space available
to me, I would like briefly to raise other questions that are uncovered but not
always fully explored in the contributions.

THE ROADS LESS TRAVELLED: OPEN QUESTIONS ABOUT
EUROPEAN FOREIGN POLICY

Three questions stand out for me among the many prompted by the rich vein of
thinking in this issue. Each of them could in itself constitute a research
programme, but here they are simply stated and some implications explored.
The three questions relate to: internal process and external impact; the notion
of turning points; and the EU as a ‘power’ in international politics.

First, let us consider the internal/external relationship: given the focus of the
‘normative power’ debate predominantly on the generation of norms and an EU
identity among the member states and other groupings, does this mean that
external impact is relegated to a residual status? Does it mean that the politics
of normative power is a politics of self-absorption?
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Second, what about the notion of turning points? My view would be not that
the turning point in EFP arises simply from the opening up of a militarized
perspective, but also from the accumulation of engagements with external
forces, choices and commitments that has emerged from three decades of
EFP. Does this mean that in focusing on the militarization thesis we are
likely to miss the far wider implications of a maturing in EFP?

Finally, the notion of the EU as a ‘power’: it seems to me that many of the
contributions rest on the essential recognition that the EU and its member states
will increasingly have to confront the implications of international status and
impact. What kind of ‘power’ might the EU be and what roles might it play?
How will this power be articulated, deployed and felt in the wider international
arena? In work undertaken with Ole Elgström and Chris Hill, I have put the case
for further investigation of these issues (Elgström and Smith, forthcoming; Hill
and Smith 2005: chs 1 and 18).

The consequences of these questions are not just theoretical. To use terms used
by some of the contributors to this issue, we are no longer in a situation where
extreme internal reflexiveness and awareness of the dynamics of the EFP system
can coexist with an absence of reflexiveness in relations with the outside world.
In other words, we need to be aware that the internal development of EFP and
the broader development of international issues and structures are co-constitutive.
Where does all of this leave us: at a crossroads or heading down a cul-de-sac? I think
it leaves us – and this issue – somewhere different altogether: heading down the
entry ramp on to a far wider conceptual and empirical highway, where the study
of EFP becomes more and more connected with the study of international relations
more generally, and where the practice of EFP is seen increasingly as a ‘normal’ part
of the global arena rather than as something exceptional and hors de concours. This
does not mean, of course, that EFP does not matter; it just means that it matters
rather less than we have thought in and of itself, and rather more for the broader
picture of international relations than others might have imagined.

Biographical note: Michael Smith is Professor of European Politics and Jean
Monnet Chair in the Department of Politics, International Relations and Euro-
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