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Abstract 

This article is a follow-up of the ‘grand’ theoretical debate on Normative Power Europe and it seeks to 

engage with the surprising lack of in-depth historical investigation of this research program. The article 

attempts to contribute to the existing literature by trying to identify the origins of EU’s ‘normativeness’, 

i.e. to locate a significant normative shift in the EU’s becoming as a normative power. In doing so, it will 

advance the premise that the innovative model of governance of the European Union, which inspired 

other processes of regional integration elsewhere, constituted and validated the EU as a normative power 

long before the EU itself assumed such a role. Such forms of “silent”, quiescent and “passive” normative 

behavior were a priori to conscious political endeavors to promote new norms and structural change in 

the world. This means that the normative ontology of the European Union was first acquired through its 

ideational impact and the emulation of its system of governance beyond Europe, in different other forms 

of regional integration. The exploration of this largely under-theorized and empirically uninvestigated 

strand of enquiry will hopefully bring valuable reflections and perspectives on the normative content of 

the EU system of governance.  

 

It is almost taken for granted that the European Union (EU), in the pursuit of its goals and 

policies internally and externally, acts in a normative way, by promoting and supporting a 

thickly normative agenda. In a more concrete sense, this entails an ability to re-mould and re-

define rules and standards of behavior in the realm of interstate relations. There has been a vivid 

interest in this particular problematique in the past years, with the ever-growing leading role of 

EU in global affairs.  
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Both in the academia and also in political speeches, the adjective “normative” has often 

been added to “the European Union” in order to capture the specificity of EU’s identity on the 

international scene. An overview of the literature focusing on “normative power Europe” points 

to a continuously expanding research program, which has been built around some core issues 

and areas of focus. Starting with Ian Manners, who coined the term “Normative Power Europe” 

(NPE) in 2002, there has been an impressive number of scholars who, drawing on this concept, 

have developed similar or alternative conceptualizations and case-study investigation.  

This article challenges a particular aspect of this debate, namely the utter lack of solid 

historical enquiry within this research programme. While there are empirical references and 

studies, they employ the conceptual and analytical tools of NPE to current or recent event, but 

there is hardly any attempt to try to locate a “normative shift” in the historical evolution of the 

European Union. This enterprise can be accused of a certain “slipperiness” given the intrinsic 

‘moral’ and normative-guiding behavior of Europe in the world throughout history. However, 

this article will unpack both the theoretical tenets of NPE and the historical evolution of the EU, 

bearing in mind the specific task of ‘detecting’ and exploring the normative implications of the 

European Union, as a distinct actor (not to be confused with Europe), in global politics.  

Therefore, it will put to scrutiny whether it is appropriate, in the quest for a “normative 

momentum”, to search for specific conditions and circumstances that led to a ‘detour’ towards a 

normative vernacular of the EU. Alternatively, it will argue that a historical perspective on the 

development and becoming of the EU as a normative power shows that its origins are to be 

traced back to a-priori academic or even political acknowledgement of its own normative role. 

The article will advance the premise that before engaging consciously and actively in promoting 

norms and standards in the world, the EU, through its innovative system of governance, had 

already been legitimized and validated as a normative power by other actors, through processes 

of regional integration outside of Europe. This process, which can be termed “silent 

normativeness” marks the beginning of the EU’s outstanding transformative role in the world.  

 

Normative Power and Betterment the World: Overview of a Discourse 

For Ian Manners, the ideational impact of the European Union in relation to other actors confers 

it a normative role. In various aspects of its external engagement, the European Union is able to 

(re)define what passes for “normal” in world politics. In doing so, the European Union does not 

simply offer prescriptions or teaches lessons to others, but parades its own model to the world 

and, hence, its power of example1. In a later article, in 2008, Ian Manners contends that 
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normative power can be studied as an innovative act of breaching away from normalcy in world 

politics.  

This means that by its very existence and process of integration, the EU managed to 

change the norms and standards of inter-national relations, which had previously been bounded 

by the logic of state-centricity.2 This novel, multilayered system of governance that questioned 

the ontological foundation of classical state sovereignty, was not only successful and 

increasingly credible within the EU, but it was soon to be emulated beyond Europe.  

Pushing the argument further on, Manners claims that the normative component should 

not be evaluated solely in respect to what the Union is (a novel system of supranational 

governance), but also how it acts in a normative (i.e. ethically good) way. In this respect, the 

ground-breaking peculiarity of the European Union resides in its practices of promoting 

normative principles generally acknowledged by the United Nations, driven by an ethos to build 

a more just, cosmopolitical world.3   

A useful contribution to the debate was given by Helene Sjursen, who questioned the 

theoretical validity of the “normative power” literature as the latter did not provide precision for 

empirical analysis. Therefore, the underlying question that emerges is “how does one recognize 

normative power Europe when one sees it?”. 4 Sjursen suggested that the solution is to see how 

the European Union changes the structural determinants of power politics by strengthening 

international law. Therefore, Sjursen’s article aims at establishing benchmarks for assessing the 

“normativeness” of EU and sees the key in EU’s impact on the cosmopolitan dimension of 

international law, stressing individual rights and freedoms, not only rights of sovereign states.5  

It is beyond the scope of this paper to steep deeper into the discussion of these normative 

principles of governance, such as sustainable peace, consensual democracy, human rights, rule 

of law, etc. It is also of less interest to unpack the whole construct of EU as a normative power, 

which is an enterprise many scholars have embarked on.6 In a similar fashion, other authors 

explore the ethical character of EU foreign action and the impact and implications of this self-

selling of EU as a “force for good” in the world, striving for the common good. Some refer to 

its possible hidden agenda, hypocrisy, discourse-practice gap or, even worse, as a type of 

rhetoric that shrewdly avoids responsibility.7 Another ‘branch’ of the debate has focused on the 

multiple facets of normative power, its means, ends and interests.8  

No matter how critically engaged and pertinent all these intellectual exercises have been, 

they all constitute a critique from within, from a standpoint that takes the ‘normativeness’ of EU 

global action as given and then deconstruct its ontology in order to observe certain features. 

However, the assumption of this article is that it is crucial to look into the diachronic 
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construction of this normative identity, to search for a possible point of departure or the 

normative shift, if one can be clearly identified.9  

 

The Normative Trajectory 

The “when”, “how” and “why” of EU as Normative Power 

The attempt to map a distinct moment that constituted the normative shift in the five decades of 

EU integration is by no means an easy task. Disentangling this intricate puzzle might not lead to 

a clear-cut answer, given the fact that to some degree there has been a normative approach of 

the European Union, in various degrees, from its initial set off in the late 1950s. To begin with, 

‘traces’ of what we might call the “normative temptation” have been apparent with the Schuman 

Declaration which states, among others, that: With increased resources Europe will be able to 

pursue the achievement of one of its essential tasks, namely, the development of the African 

continent.10 

Likewise, the ensuing phases of EU integration continued to highlight the outward 

looking sense of a missionary role, which has pervaded the EU discourse throughout its 

integration and successive enlargements. The Declaration of the Copenhagen Summit of 1973 

stands as a proof to this fact posits that:  

 

the Nine are convinced that their union will benefit the whole international community 

since it will constitute an element of equilibrium and a basis for co-operation with all 

countries, whatever their size, culture or social system. The Nine intend to play an active 

role in world affairs and thus to contribute, in accordance with the purposes and 

principles of the United Nations Charter, to ensuring that international relations have a 

more just basis; that the independence and equality of States are better preserved; that 

prosperity is more equitably shared; and that the security of each country is more 

effectively guaranteed. 11 

 

Therefore, looking into past and recent developments, it is clear that there has been an inherent 

normative content of each and every EU action or document. Its goals are outward-looking, 

preaching and supporting the betterment of the world, based on an epistemologic superiority: 

the EU knows how to bring about change and improvement and also make a convincing case 

that would work at a global scale. However, these attempts per se do not render EU as a 

normative power because they have often had hardly any noticeable external implication at the 

time. For the EU to be called “normative” it has to cause structural change and have normative 
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implications in world politics, by redefining the acceptable rules and norms of inter-state 

relations and practices of governance.  

Similarly, this paper posits that it is misguiding to search for the origins of the EU as a 

normative power in any of the grand political events that took place in the 1990s, such as the 

fall of communism, the Balkan wars etc. Likewise, arguments like those claiming that the EU as 

a normative power is nothing but a timid response to an actual incapacity to intervene otherwise 

due to the non-existence of an army overlook important theoretical and political factors of NPE, 

which render these arguments simplistic. The seeds of EU normativeness lie, quite ironically, 

not in an intentional endeavor or pre-conceived action plan to disseminate certain norms of 

conduct at a global/ regional level, but in a process of emulation which it inspired beyond 

Europe, which started to acquire particular significance in the 1980s.  

 

Non-European Regional Integration and “Silent Normativeness” 

Regional Blocs outside of Europe 

This article puts forward the hypothesis that, while the theoretical underpinnings of the NPE 

form a solid building block, there is still a lack of empirical depth as to the historical 

foundations of EU as a normative power. Tackling the question when the EU started 

being/acting in a normative fashion, inspiring and mobilizing other (groups of) states for a 

fundamental change of their patterns of interaction and interests, it is of paramount importance 

to look beyond EU intentionality and ‘transparent’ goals. The incipience of EU as a normative 

actor should be investigated in more subtle transformations that took place outside the EU but 

decisively inspired by the latter. One such case is the formation of other regional blocs through 

regional integration.  

A methodological clarification becomes important at this point. It goes without saying 

that throughout modernity, Europe, as a cultural and political entity, has been a great source of 

inspiration for the entire Globe. Notions of progress, nation, state, society as well as economic 

relations or political institutions etc, are all European in nature and became transposed 

elsewhere either by coercive means and violent subjugation or by benevolent and voluntary 

emulation. Nevertheless, EU as a normative power becomes such a source of inspiration due to 

a specificity of factors. This is not to deny the “Europeaness” embedded in the EU, but there are 

clear delineations.  

Apart from the ideational aspects, the EU managed to distinguish itself and become a 

role model due to a set of practical achievements: the creation of common institutions and 

policies at a regional level, outstanding economic development, a consistent and evolving 
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Community law, a coherent system of governance. These conferred EU immense credibility and 

an unequalled “power of example”. To a large degree, all the ensuing processes of regional 

integration looked up to the EU as the ultimate model to import.  

While the EU has recently been more eager to encourage economic integration, as early 

as the 1970s it was not directly involved in any process of regional cooperation and movements 

for integration outside Europe. However, the image it projected onto the world and its internal 

developments had an exquisite inspirational ethos. In many ways, it can be argued that non-

European integration was an epiphenomenon of the European integration itself.  

A brief overview if these processes can further shed light on this premise. The early 

successes of European integration gave rise, since the 1960s, to the formation of regional 

organizations, particularly in Latin America, and to a lesser extent in Asia or Africa. A second 

wave of regionalism can be traced back to the 1980s, with increasing specialization of actors 

and the creation of several multi-tier systems of governance.12 Progressively, regional 

integration started off, increased and deepened, following a trajectory as that experienced in 

Europe. 

When ASEAN (the Association of South-East Asian Nations) was formed in 1967 it was 

committed to establish an area of free trade by 2015 and also to develop a body of law that 

would be commonly biding. Despite a much slower pace of integration, ASEAN has registered 

remarkable achievements, in economic cooperation and beyond. Currently, it is developed along 

three pillars: ASEAN Political-Security Community, ASEAN Economic Community, ASEAN 

Socio-Cultural Community, a structure that resembles the EU. 

Displaying similar features of evolution, when MERCOSUR Free Trade Agreement was 

signed in 1991 it was the consequence of a longer process of regional cooperation and 

integration that was initiated as early as the Montevideo Treaty of 1980. Despite the fact that its 

developments have been jeopardized by diplomatic or economic disputes, what is of relevance 

is the fact that it was heavily influenced by the EU model. Avowedly expressed in the 1991 

Document, the ground for the initiation of regional integration started with bearing in mind 

international trends, particularly the integration of large economic areas.13  

The explicit reference to a new model of interstate relations, based on increased cross-

border cooperation and integration, the pioneer of which was the European Community, shows 

that there was an undeniable impact of the European Common Market in Latin America, 

leading the latter to consider the benefits of linking economic development to a free trade 

arrangement.14 
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Moreover, the Southern Common Market was conceived to be based on rights and 

reciprocities, free movements of goods, services and factors of production as well as a 

harmonization of the state parties’ legislations in all the relevant areas. 15 All these provisions 

are similar or identical to the principles and objectives inherent in the EU integration from its 

onset in the 1950s.  

Last but not least, a more recent but equally relevant instance of non-European form of 

integration, bluntly and assumedly inspired (or even copied in some respects) by the EU model 

is the African Union (AU). Created in 2002, the AU paralleled the European model, although it 

is specifically designed to address issues and challenges on the African Continent. Composed of 

53 states, the AU mirrors the EU in institutional structures as well as certain economic and 

cultural aspects. The Union is organized around a group of core institutions: the African 

Commission, the Pan-African Parliament, an Executive Council, Court of Justice and the 

Commission of the Union.16  

In addition to that, the AU aspires to adopt a single currency and a specific financial 

institutional framework, consisting of the African Central Bank, the African Monetary Fund and 

the Investment Bank.17 Like in the earlier forms of regional integration, the EU has been a 

pivotal, sine qua non actor, albeit “acting from the distance”, by providing a model that could be 

further on emulated. This is hardly a matter of doubt, as openly and sharply stated by an AU 

official, Mohamed Mustoofe, in an interview: The European Union has served as a source of 

inspiration.18 

 

Filling the (Historical) Gap: “Silent” Normativeness 

Bearing in mind all these instances of non-European regional integration it can be inferred that 

starting with the 1980s, the European Union inspired, through its own success, other similar 

processes of regional integration. Therefore, the assets of the EU as a normative power and its 

groundbreaking model of governance were not translated into an active engagement abroad. The 

European Union was not initially an actor invested with an agency that was purposefully 

committed to exporting certain norms and “lessons learned” to others.  

Long before assuming normative and ethical roles on the international scene or before 

the debate was initiated in the academia, the EU had already been inspiring norms and structural 

change by its very ‘being’. The ‘normativeness’ embedded in the EU manifested itself, at this 

stage, in quiescence, without vocally or ambitiously hailing change and betterment in the world. 

This “silent” normative salience is the initial phase in the EU’s becoming as a normative power. 

Moreover, its ability to drive normative and ethical change as a distant actor, not directly 
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implicated, is a proof of its exceptional ability to instill new standards of behavior, aspirations 

and expectations without actual, physical interference.  

The EU model of successful regional integration was, as a result, not only a constant 

source of inspiration, but also a passive promoter of regional integration, especially in 

MERCOSUR. The logic of emulation came into play as the path of economic integration 

followed the step-by-step example of the EU: it started with sectoral cooperation and integration 

between Argentina and Brazil in strategic industries, in the 1980s, continuing with progressive 

liberalization of trade and the following plans to create a common market for goods, services, 

capital and labour. 19 

 

Concluding Remarks: Questioning the present-ism of ‘Normative Power Europe’ 

The consistent literature on the EU as a normative power has embarked on an ambitious project 

to develop a coherent and theoretically and analytically viable framework to grasp the tenets of 

EU ‘normativeness’. However, in the paucity of solid empirical and historical research, the 

current theoretical framework is deprived of a long-time, diachronic perspective and is rendered 

an undeserved a-temporality. By stripping the research of its historical frame of reference, much 

of the NPE literature simply places concepts in a present context and proceeds to analyze 

current events and situations on this basis, or contends to assume the origins of NPE in regard to 

an array of well-established, overly repeated clichés (the end of East-West divisions, the Balkan 

wars etc).  

Therefore, it is of paramount importance that the ‘normativeness’ of the EU is discussed 

in its historical, evolutionary unfolding. Apart from inducing more methodological rigor and 

clarifying the quandary of chronology, this analytical move can further shed light on the 

theoretical underpinnings of the NPE as such. As it has been discussed, the outstanding 

normative power of the EU started to produce effects with processes of regional integration 

elsewhere, by inspiring and spreading norms, values, ideas without an appropriated normative 

agenda on the part of the EU at this point. These can be considered the first instances of the EU 

as a normative power. Whereas it later on assumed such an agenda in its foreign relations, by 

conscious and active engagement, the EU had already been confirmed and endorsed as a nascent 

normative power.  

The EU, in the trajectory of its becoming a normative power did experience a stage in 

which its ‘normativeness’ consisted of what the EU is, per se,  not only what it does20. With the 

benefit of hindsight it can be argued that processes of regional integration outside Europe were 

largely inspired by the European model, the latter offering from the distance an example to be 
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followed. The normative power of the European Union, intrinsic in its ontological foundation, 

was already able to produce a normative change in the world, in actors’ behavior, even before 

the EU itself acknowledged and acclaimed its mission to the others.   
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