
 

 

 

 

 

 

Normative Power Europe as a Discourse  

in European Union’s Africa Strategy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Mikko Kangas 

Master’s thesis 
Global Development Studies 

Department of Social Sciences 

University of Helsinki 
May 2022 

 



 

Tiivistelmä 

Tiedekunta: Faculty of Social Sciences 

Koulutusohjelma: Master’s programme in Society and Change 

Opintosuunta: Global Development Studies 

Tekijä: Mikko Kangas 

Työn nimi: Normative Power Europe as a Discourse in European Union’s Africa Strategy 

Työn laji: Master’s thesis 

Kuukausi ja vuosi: May 2022 

Sivumäärä: 46 

Avainsanat: Normative Power Europe; European Union; foreign policy 

Säilytyspaikka: HELDA – Helsingin yliopiston digitaalinen arkisto 

Tiivistelmä: 

This thesis focuses on examining a popular concept in European Union’s foreign policy – 
Normative Power Europe. The thesis argues that we should adopt a different approach than is 

currently used to analyse Normative Power Europe. In here, the concept is seen as a foreign 
policy discourse, that has achieved a hegemonic position, and therefore dominated the conception 
of European Union’s role in international relations for the last decades. 

 
A special focus is turned on the relationship between European Union and African actors. The 

thesis examines Normative Power Europe discourse as a fundamental structure in European 
Union’s new Africa strategy, introduced in March 2020. The European Union has argued that 
the strategy builds on renewed partnership with Africa and aims to abolish the donor-recipient 

relationship between EU and Africa. 
 

The thesis draws on constructivist ontology in defining Normative Power Europe as a discourse. 
The writer argues that by choosing this type of approach, a researcher is able to critically examine 
the actorness and role of European Union. According to the constructivist ontology, the actorness 

of EU can be shaped and constructed. A discourse of Europe as normative power is a central 
element in the construction of European Union’s international role. 

 
The findings of this thesis show that European Union represents itself as a better option for Africa 
to form partnership with, instead of cooperation with such states as China and Russia. Norms and 

values of EU play an essential role when European Union persuades African actors to form 
partnership. The thesis argues that by constructing its global power and influence on normative 

superiority, the European Union risks creating a demand for itself and for its norms-based 
intervention without a legitimate justification for these actions. This is a problematic 
arrangement, and the thesis argues, that there is a demand for post-developmental theory in 

European Union’s foreign policy research. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

European Union has throughout its three-decade1 long history been a difficult subject for 

researchers of international relations, as well as for international actors seeking to 

cooperate with the Union. EU is not a traditional player on global arena. It represents 

interests and policies of 27 member states (in 2022), which all have their own foreign 

policies and bilateral relations with non-EU countries. The decision-making power of EU 

is shared between three different bodies: democratically elected European Parliament, a 

government-like embodiment of European Commission and the representation of heads 

of member states in European Council (or the extended Council of EU) (Treaty on 

European Union 2012). The power and influence of EU is not based on traditional 

elements either. The Union does not have armed forces or any military component, which 

has always been considered as the most essential part of a state’s international power. 

Despite the absence of military power, and regardless of the confusingly overlapping roles 

of EU and its member states, the European Union is powerful international actor. EU’s 

global influence is built on so-called soft power, mainly comprising of wealthy economy 

and capability to spread its norms and values to the world. Especially the latter activity 

makes European Union a relevant research subject for global development studies. 

 

European Union’s self-image as a unique foreign policy player has been recognised by 

several studies, that have all played their part in building and defining what exactly the 

EU is2. A particular concept in this field is Normative Power Europe, which was first 

introduced by Ian Manners in 2002 (Manners 2002). The concept of Normative Power 

Europe (later NPE) is based on an argument, that EU possesses certain normative power, 

which it uses to shape and construct international order in accordance with the values and 

norms it holds precious. In practise, European Union aims to make the world its own 

image by promoting the implementation of such matters as democratic institutions, rule 

 
1 I consider the Maastricht Treaty on 1 st November 1993 as the moment when the European Union was 

established, at the time known as European Community (EC). There were preceding organisations and 

institutions to EC, but the European Union’s joint political agenda has developed more intensively since 

the establishment of European Community. 

2 For a quick and concise summary of Normative Power Europe’s family tree, see article by Michelle Pace 

(2007). 
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of law, respect for human rights and freedom of speech. At least in the western world, 

there has prevailed a perception that these values advance equality within societies around 

the globe. This does not erase the problematic issue, that according to Ian Manners’ 

concept, EU uses normativity as a power to shape the world. Therefore, the global 

development studies should also focus on critically examining European Union’s 

normative power and its foreign policy in general. 

 

Regardless of the absence of military forces, European Union is involved in security 

issues. An indication of this is a comment by EU’s High Representative on external 

affairs, Josep Borrell, during his speech at the press conference of EU’s new Africa 

strategy: 

“Our growth and security depends on what happens in Africa, maybe more than on 

any other part of the world.” (Borrell 2020) 

The comment indicates, that tackling the security threat posed by unstable Africa, as well 

as boosting economic growth of Europe by increasing trade relations with the continent, 

are significant underlying factors for EU’s new strategy. It appears that the strategy is in 

contradiction with the notion of European Union as an altruistic normative power. I 

consider it utmost important to conduct deeper research on both, the Normative Power 

Europe concept and the European Union’s new Africa strategy. I see this relevant for the 

academic discussion on EU’s role in international relations and vital for the evaluation of 

EU’s ethical approach towards African continent. 

 

In this thesis, I will analyse the Normative Power Europe and turn special focus on how 

it emerges in European Union’s new Africa strategy, published in 2020. The thesis 

consists of three major sections. Firstly, I will explain my theoretical frames and 

methodological approach in analysing NPE in chapters 2, 3 and 4. In chapter 5, I will 

present my findings on NPE as a central core of the Africa strategy. Lastly, the chapter 6 

consists of my conclusion and discussion of demand for further studies. 
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1.1 Normal or normative power? European Union in international 

politics and global development 

Normative Power Europe is a theoretical concept first introduced by Ian Manners in 2002 

on the pages of Journal of Common Market Studies, which has mainly served as the forum 

for later academic debate on NPE. Manners identified a few constitutive norms that are 

pivotal for EU and that it seeks to promote in the world: peace, liberty, democracy, rule 

of law, social justice and respect for human rights (Manners 2002, 241). Currently the 

European Union itself presents six key values on its website: human dignity, freedom, 

democracy, equality, rule of law and human rights (European Union n.d.). The lists are 

not exhaustive but include key values that EU aims to consolidate as universal norms. 

Normative power is not a unique way of characterising the Union’s personality in exertion 

of force. Other terms that have been used to describe EU in the international arenas are 

civilian power by François Duchêne (1972) and ethical power by Lisbeth Aggestam 

(2008). Later Ramon Pacheco Pardo (2012) suggested that European Union is a so-called 

normal power, which does not differ from a regular state power trying to maintain peace 

and stability inside its borders.  

 

European Union’s corner stones are open market, the trade union, and free movability of 

people. As a big and highly advanced business area, EU has economic power to match 

the biggest in the world. It comes then as no surprise that EU has also been conceptualised 

as a market power (see Damro 2012, 2015). Jolyon Howorth (2016, 390), among other, 

describes EU as a declining power by mainly referring to economic crisis that Europe 

undergone throughout the 2010s. Douglas Webber (2015) found in his study that the 

Union has been declining since 2003 also on other key areas, like democracy promotion, 

human rights, and environmental policy. These are remarkable findings, as many of the 

aforementioned areas are the ones in which EU considers itself as a global forerunner. 

 

Europe and European states have survived countless crises, wars and turbulent times in 

international relations. European Union on the other hand is merely an infant in the 

context of international relations. Throughout its operational history, EU has been a 

challenging subject for researchers of foreign policy, who have tried to explain what EU 

is and how it is playing its role as a member of international community. Some of early 

21st century publications can be used as a good reference point in tracing the evolution of 
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EU foreign policy, for they already have perspective on Union’s history but were written 

during a relatively stable period in the world’s history. These works include such as Tonra 

& Cristiansen (2004), Laïdi (2008) and Keukeleire & MacNaughtan (2008). Daniela 

Sicurelli (2010) has written a book on EU’s policies towards Africa, in which she also 

handles the aspect of norms and actorness of EU. Karen Del Biondo (2015) has covered 

EU’s actions from a democracy promotion perspective in Africa. 

 

A lot has changed since these books saw daylight. The famous but often mistakenly3 

called ‘Arab spring’ from 2011 onwards made EU first hopeful and later cynical of 

democracy promotion in autocratic states. The so-called ‘migration crisis’ of 2015 sowed 

discord amongst member states and forced EU to reconsider hard borders both inside and 

out. Global pandemic in 2020 then brought the tight border controls and remarkably 

disrupted globalisation project that had been unstoppable the last decades. The annexation 

of Crimea and now, as I write this, a war in Ukraine have changed the security 

environment of Europe for decades to come. Especially the war inside European territory 

will have drastic effects on European foreign policy and force European Union to rethink 

the balancing between the usage of soft and hard power. Will EU be forced to give up on 

some of its ambitious goals to push democratic institutions, freedom of speech, equality, 

and inclusive society? Is it a realistic aspiration to expand liberal norms in a world where 

an autocratic ruler can bring back the 1980s world order under a few months’ time? All 

this means that some of the much-cited publications of EU foreign policy are becoming 

outdated as I write. 

 

Changes, emerging trends, and shifts of focus in foreign policy occur time to time. 

Foreign policy strategies are action plans by the various actors participating in the global 

arena, and they are drafted to better answer the changes in environment or shifts in power 

balances in international politics. European Union’s foreign policy strategies are no 

exception. When analysing the EU’s strategy on Africa, first thing to look at is timing and 

the prevailing world order in which the strategy emerges and will be operating. Together 

they comprise the frames for and expectations of the strategy. 

 

 
3 For an assessment of a wider context and longer timeline of uprisings related to Africa, see Branch & 

Mampilly (2015). 
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There is a great change in the balance of power taking place at the moment (see e.g 

Ferguson 2012; Stahl 2017; Schwarzer 2017), which will challenge the western 

dominated international political arena. Multilateralism and diffusion of global power are 

changing the post Cold War world order, which some have even characterised as disorder 

(see Lavery & Schmid 2021). The rise of China, as well as other emerging powers, has 

dominated the discussion of international relations for several years now. With its huge 

investments globally, including Africa (see e.g Pigato & Tang 2015; International 

Institute for Sustainable Development 2021; Stein & Uddhammar 2021), China has 

offered an alternative for western model of development, often based on democracy and 

equal rights. China is challenging or has already replaced EU’s and United States’ 

position as the number one trade partner for many states around the world. Rising 

popularity of China has also been the trajectory in Africa (Keuleers 2015), where 

Europeans have long taken their dominant position for granted. 

 

The efforts of European actors in Africa have not echoed the way they were intended to. 

Andy Storey (2006) implies that the norms and values, which Europeans have tried to 

plant via economic partnership agreements, did not correspond with the need and demand 

of developing economies in the south. This is a crucial aspect for both, the NPE and 

strategies of the European Union. Without taking a stand on European norms nor on the 

righteousness of them, one could argue that if EU or any other actor pursues 

universalising their own conception of organising a society, the actor cannot escape the 

fact that context matters. The breeding ground for values is not identical everywhere. 

Only thing that is universal is the challenge of introducing one-size-fits-all models. This 

can be seen in the literature of development cooperation, peacebuilding, and democracy 

promotion, to mention just a few. 

 

Perhaps the most important factor in Euro-Africa relationship is geography. The two 

continents are separated by a relatively narrow sea. At least narrow enough that migrants 

accompanied by agents of human trafficking dare to try to cross it by using inflatable 

boats. Although the recorded history with the two continents started by European 

expeditioners sailing to Africa, during the last few decades the influx of people has been 

to the opposite direction. Most obvious example of this was the so-called migration crisis 

in 2015, which mainly worked as an effective wake-up call for Europe to realise how 

instability, poverty, and bleak future perspectives in Africa could result in a massive flow 
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of people to Europe. It was acknowledged in the north that short-term solutions, like 

border patrolling, are ineffective in keeping people from trying to migrate and will only 

cause more deaths at sea. In other words, Europeans realised that only by improving the 

living conditions and promoting economic prosperity in Africa they would achieve a more 

permanent solution to migration from Africa. 

1.2 European Union’s renewed approach to Africa 

Since the launch of European External Action Service (EEAS) in 2011, the EU has had a 

foreign policy focused diplomatic department, which coordinates and generates EU’s 

common foreign and security policies (EEAS Strategic Communications 2021). Under 

the guidance of EU member states, and in cooperation with other departments (known as 

directorate-generals, DG) of European Commission, the EEAS also prepares foreign 

policy strategies for the Union. In the spring of 2020, the EEAS together with European 

Commission’s Directorate-General for International Partnerships presented the Union’s 

new strategy on Africa. The strategy is not first of its kind in which the EU has outlined 

measures concerning African continent, neither is it the first one that swears in the name 

of partnership. The first more comprehensive document that covered EU’s strategic 

measures in Africa was the so-called ‘Cotonou agreement’ (2000). In 2005, the European 

Commission (2005) drafted a first paper that was named as strategy and that focused 

solely on Africa. Two years later the European Commission (2007) published the ‘Joint 

Africa-EU strategy’, and first time used a partnership as a key element of the strategy. 

The next comprehensively updated strategy was the one that was published in March 

2020, and it is the main data of this thesis. The EU-Africa summits have served as the 

main discussions between the actors since 2000, and they are also an integral part of 

preparation process of the strategies (European Commission n.d.). 

 

The headline of European Commission’s Joint communication, the document serving as 

the new Africa strategy, is “Towards a comprehensive Strategy with Africa”. The careful 

selection of words in the headline indicates a lot about European Union’s aims in the 

drafted strategy. The key message, that the EU seeks to put out by the strategy, can be 

compressed into one phrase: with Africa. The strategy paper is filled with words like 

partnership and cooperation. European Commission is hence trying to highlight that the 



7 

 

strategy is neither for Africa nor about Africa. When publishing the Joint Communication 

EU Commission promised to negotiate of the strategy’s content in cooperation with 

African counterparts during the joint European Union and African Union summit, 

planned for autumn 2020 (Urpilainen 2020). The global pandemic hindered the process, 

and the 6th summit of EU-AU was held in February 2022. 

 

The new strategy promises to escape an inefficient donor-recipient relationship and move 

on to renewed partnership. A reader finds a proposition on the summarising factsheet of 

the document, accompanied by the picture of and comments by the president of European 

Commission Ursula von der Layen, “to build partnerships in five key areas to tackle 

together the challenges of the 21st century” (European Commission 2020b). A 

respectable aim, which suggests that the challenges and responses are universal and 

shared by both continents. Nevertheless, the following chapters of the factsheet give a 

hint of what might be the true nature of the strategy. None of the five key areas include 

issues on European soil, rather they list only cherry-picked facts and proposed actions 

that EU has done or should do in Africa, to Africa and for Africa. The promised with -

dimension of the strategy seems to be fulfilled by establishing partnerships inside these 

predetermined frames. Is the new strategy just an old model decorated with the modern 

language of solidarity, responsibility, and inclusive development? 

 

The second and perhaps even stronger impression a reader takes out of the EU 

commission’s commentary, is the urgent and compelling need for a new strategy on 

Africa. It becomes obvious that there is particular concern of other global players 

extending their influence on Africa, which for Europe could mean losing its dominant 

foothold on the continent it has for ages had as its own. EU Commissioner for 

International Partnerships, Jutta Urpilainen, mentions this in her speech at the press 

conference of strategy’s publication: 

“We live in a multipolar world, where we face increasing competition. At the same 

time, the realities are shifting in Africa. – – When we believe in cooperation, some 

push for unilateralism.” (Urpilainen 2020) 

Commissioner Urpilainen highlights the cooperative role of EU in Africa, making a 

distinction to other recently active investors in the continent. The comment above is just 

a small example of a much wider and longer discourse that has characterised EU’s foreign 
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policy discourse in recent decades. EU presents itself as a higher morality and the herald 

of democracy and human rights. Due to the union’s history and its established structures 

and institutions, EU is representing itself as a soft power instead of being a military power 

or a traditional state-like player in international politics. 

 

I will focus on examining the published Africa strategy in the frames of European Union’s 

role in foreign policy. As the later chapters will show, the Union’s role, position and 

duties in Africa are neither straightforward nor uncontested. I will use the trending 

concept of Normative Power Europe as a frame to analyse the strategy paper for two 

reasons. Firstly, the Normative Power Europe (later NPE) offers a comprehensive view 

on EU’s motive, approach, and actions in the context of foreign policy. Secondly, to take 

the history between the two continents into account, Europeans’ moral or normative 

approach towards Africa should be rigorously and critically analysed. 

 

The material of my study consists of the official strategy paper published in March 2020 

and some key documents related to the strategy. I will also use a few additional comments 

by EU officials. NPE and the scholars working on EU’s international role have mainly 

based their analysis on qualitative methodology. I shall continue on this path, but I will 

approach the NPE from a bit different angle. By analysing the normative power Europe 

as a discourse, I will be able to break down the construction process of NPE and thus 

critically analyse its credibility. 

2 DISCOURSES IN FOREIGN POLICY AND GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT 

RESEARCH – THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

I will begin the study of theoretical framework by connecting discourses with the 

ontology they have emerged from. For someone not familiar with discourses, or not 

identifying themselves as a devotee to a constructivist view of the world, discourses might 

be difficult to grasp on. When explaining something so complex and vague as ontologies, 

I find it most helpful to approach the task by presenting some questions, followed by 

illustrative answers to them. 
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Henrik Larsen is among the few scholars that have taken a closer look into EU foreign 

policy through the lens of discourse analysis. He presents practical questions that will 

help to dwell deeper into a mindscape of a constructivist researcher. These four questions 

are mainly valid to his research, but can be used as a kind of an appetizer for what is later 

to come in my own study. Larsen (2018, 68) asks: 

1) Is the EU constructed as an international actor?  

2) If it is, what kind of actor is constructed?  

3) What kind of values is this actor based on?  

4) How are its decision-making procedures constructed by the actors involved? 

(Larsen 2018, 68) 

The first three questions cut right through and hit the core of what discourses are, how 

they function and how we, consciously or unconsciously, use them in daily practises. 

Regardless of the politically charged claims that EU is not an international actor of real 

worth, or an actual international power, I adopt here the premise that European Union is 

both. What is relevant for my study is the way and the outcome of how European Union’s 

role in international politics is constructed by means of language. As the questions by 

Larsen implicate constructing actorness is something that can be done, and something he 

regards to be happening in the context of EU foreign policy. Construction of actorness is 

not an exclusive privilege of politics but can be found everywhere. A similar example 

from commercial world would be branding and image-building of companies and 

products. As I will later explain, constructing actorness from a discourse perspective is 

not only an active practise but a passive and unconscious process as well. Larsen’s fourth 

question narrows the scope further by focusing on this process of construction in practise. 

 

It is noteworthy to make a distinction between the discourse analysis and an analysis of 

discourses. The former is a method of analysis in social sciences and the latter stands for 

a perspective, an approach, or a theoretical framework for constructivist research. Larsen 

(2018) used discourse analysis in his text. In this thesis, I will combine the two by 

approaching and analysing NPE as a discourse and use the tools of discourse analysis to 

examine the Africa strategy. A need for this kind of elaboration indicates of a wider 

discussion around discourse, which is a contested term in the academia. James Gee (2001) 

did a general level division of discursive studies and separated the approaches of small d 

and big D. The capital D is focusing on the macro level discourse along with the structures 
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and broad social frames, while small d is operating more on the linguistic level4. In studies 

of international relations and foreign policy, the macro level D is more often used (Carta 

& Morin 2014, 297) and this also applies to my research. 

 

There are a few different interpretations and schools of thought in study of discourses. 

Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) give an excellent introduction to these differing branches 

that are stretching out from the same tree. I adopt here what they call as Laclau and 

Mouffe’s discourse theory. Ernosto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe used perhaps the widest 

possible definition of discourse by stretching the frames of it to encompass all social 

phenomena5. The core idea of discourse theory is that a meaning is never concluded or 

agreed upon. Social phenomena are under a constant struggle between different meaning, 

interpretation, and understanding of them (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, according to 

Jørgensen and Phillips 2002). Differing impressions or interpretations of a social 

phenomenon open up space for a struggle of what ought to be the dominant meaning and 

what ought to be the dominant identity of the phenomenon in question. Researcher’s task 

is to discover and trace the paths, the discourses, that are laid between a subject and an 

object. 

 

Discourse, as I see it, includes but does not limit to a set of ideas and meaning, which 

may become a common shared knowledge. Certain meaning can achieve dominant a 

position in relation to others, and thus become the accepted identity of that social 

phenomenon. People whom it concerns or are involved in the phenomena, share the 

understanding of it in a collective process, consent to the meaning of it, and accept it as a 

shared knowledge. As a result, a discourse and the meaning alike are either intuitively or 

purposefully transformed into concrete actions. Discourse is a relatively straight shaped 

highway through a densely populated area. It carries meaning and the set of ideas. The 

highway’s exact path, place and position are under a continuous debate by those who are 

capable of deciding on its fate. A highway cannot run through every town or city 

(representing different meaning, other ideas or values etc.), or otherwise the highway 

(discourse) loses its purpose as an effective carrier of vehicles (meaning). 

 
4 A good example of linguistic focused discourse study on foreign policy is Hülsse’s (2006) and Carta’s 

(2014) analysis of metaphors being used in EU’s policymaking. 

5 By social phenomenon I mean here the widest possible variety of things, for whom a meaning or an 

identity can be socially constructed. 
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What is often most criticised in discursive research, is the theory’s connection to material 

and realist world. Question by the critics has been, how much does a discourse align with 

its environment? Laclau and Mouffe took their interpretation of discourses as all-

inclusive explanation of surrounding world, which does not leave space for distinction 

between material and understanding of the material. For them, the relationship between 

discourse and material is not problematic, for they consider discourses as material and 

concrete (Chantal & Mouffe 2001). Physical objects exist without discourses, but it is our 

view of the physical, as well as nonphysical world, that is defined by meaning of it and 

interacted by discourses. Something can exist without meaning but people cannot think 

about it, nor can they speak about it, if it is not given a meaning. For example, EU office 

buildings in Brussels are merely just physical objects. For some people they are symbols 

of European community, a fragile construction itself, and for some people they are the 

headquarters of elite-lead western hierarchy. A third group might see them as modernist 

pieces of architecture. When we are having a discussion focused on these buildings, it is 

impossible to purify the speech of various meanings that different people might have on 

them. This is at the core of constructivist studies. 

 

Laclau and Mouffe used the ideas of Antonio Gramsci in their attempt to loosen the 

binding ropes of materialism, especially the knots fastened by economic determinism 

(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 36). Gramsci was a Marxist philosopher, but Laclau and 

Mouffe have abolished the Marxist class, and did not take structures as something 

pregiven. For them, groups are constructed in a discursive process like all the other social 

phenomena (Jørgensen & Philips 2002, 33). Gramsci’s famous gift for Marxist studies is 

the concept of hegemony. Hegemony is embedded deep in the power relations, as you 

would expect of a concept originating from a Marxist writer. Michèle Barrett (1991, 54, 

according to Carta & Morin 2014) described hegemony as the organisation of consent. In 

addition to traditional means of hard power, actors also have the means of soft power6, 

which in the case of hegemony and discourses, refer to the production of meaning. 

Gramsci’s hegemony aims to explain the aforementioned process of certain meaning 

achieving a dominant position over the other and becoming a shared knowledge. 

 

 
6 As I will later elaborate, soft power is what mostly constitutes European Union’s toolbox in foreign policy 

and has led to such nomination as normative and civilian power. 
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Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) also discuss discourse theory’s relation to material world. 

According to them, Gramsci never abolished the determinant features of economy nor the 

economically driven interests that affect people’s decision-making. 

“In Gramsci’s theory, hegemony is the term for the social consensus, which masks 

people’s real interests. – – people’s consciousness gains a degree of autonomy in 

relation to the economic conditions, so opening up the possibility for people to 

envisage alternative ways of organising society.” (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 32) 

I cannot highlight it enough, how crucial and relevant this description is for the discursive 

studies. Albeit it might sound confusing to speak of hegemony giving autonomy for 

consciousness, while acknowledging its capability to suppress and make people to 

consent. Jørgensen and Phillips meant only the relationship between consciousness and 

freedom from economic interests. In a dualistic division between rational reasoning and 

normativity-based choices, hegemony and discourse theory form a node in the middle, 

with connections to both. Individuals are neither bound to make rational choices nor are 

they completely free to define their own norms and make choices based on them. 

Construction of meaning has the power to transform values into structures. Therefore, 

action based on these constructed structures appear rational and justified. My aim in 

analysing Normative Power Europe as a discourse is to reveal, how European Union is 

constructed as a normative power in such a manner, that it appears rational, natural, and 

justified. 

 

I have explained the ontology behind discourses, but some fundamental questions remain 

open. How do the different meanings take form and how does a construction of meaning 

function? What exactly is the continuous struggle that shapes discourses? When 

something is socially constructed, it is evident that an interaction and a communication 

are prerequisite for a construction to take place. The process of construction and 

especially the dynamics of interaction are key to the analysis of discourses. The writings 

by German theorist Jürgen Habermas are said to be the roots for current notion of 

dynamics in communication. Nicole Deitelhoff and Harald Müller (2005) have taken a 

deeper look into Habermas’ ideas and found a distinction between consensus seeking 

interaction and hegemony-oriented aspirations. The former can also be described 

negotiation, and it takes more often place within a group of like-minded people. The latter 

comprises of strategy driven influencing by active agents, and it is defined more as an 
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interaction of certain group within its environment and context. These two categories do 

not include all the interaction in the world, but here they are highlighted as the most 

meaningful for a construction’s purposes. 

 

Politics is an arena for construction of meaning, for struggle of dominance, debate, and 

articulation. For Laclau and Mouffe, the discursive struggle is articulation by means of 

language. In Jørgensen and Phillips’s (2002) reading of Laclau and Mouffe, this process 

can generally be called as politics. Politics is organising society by prioritising between 

alternatives and by excluding other options. It is not to be mixed with party politics but 

should be taken something we all take part in everyday lives. Thus, political action is 

exercising power in human relations, and it can be found everywhere and between 

everyone. Construction of meaning and a struggle for hegemony are then features of 

politics. Focusing on politics in discourse theory is like ripping off a curtain that gives 

anonymity to subjects behind the process. Although I adopt the view of construction of 

meaning residing between every human contact, I hesitate to use the word politics on such 

a general level. In this text, I use politics as a portrayal of action, that aims to create 

policies or seeks to influence decision-making processes. 

3 NORMATIVE POWER EUROPE 

3.1 From concept to discourse 

In various ways, the NPE is built on problematic grounds, both in terms of academic 

production of knowledge and decolonial reading of international politics. Researchers 

working on NPE have taken drastically different approaches, some defining it as a 

theoretical concept and others seeing it more like a policy or a guideline for a policy 

(Forsberg 2011). For some, the pursue of normativity serves a higher purpose, while 

others consider NPE merely as a power utilisation. This divide is crucial for the study of 

NPE but also for my thesis. As I will later explain, the same divide can be seen in the 

EU’s strategy for Africa. 

 

Thomas Diez (2013) summarises the threefold purposes of NPE, that Manners combined 

when forming his concept. Implementing NPE is to 1) describe EU’s international role, 
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2) explain EU’s foreign policy, 3) normatively engage with EU’s foreign policy (Diez 

2013, 199). First two take an explanatory and academic approach but the third is more or 

less a tool for an active policymaker. For Manners, NPE is a theoretical concept 

describing the EU, but at the same time, loaded with political interests of what the EU 

should be in the global political arena. NPE approaches European Union as a unique 

global power, which is laying the foundations of its foreign policy on normativity, or 

more precisely, on the righteous interpretation of what the norms ought to be. These 

norms are either commonly shared or collectively discussed within EU and its member 

states and institutions. In distinction to Duchêne’s (1972) civilian power, NPE further 

refines the concept, not just to consider balancing in between armed and non-armed 

conflict, but to broaden it to encompass all non-military related power influence. 

 

A lot of criticism should be put on the issue, that NPE as a theoretical concept 

simultaneously explains EU foreign policy, as well as engages in defining what it should 

be. Thus the concept faces a dilemma and is academically controversial. The fact that the 

aspect of normative engagement by NPE is questionable, does not thwart the descriptive 

aspect of NPE. In order to make NPE more credible and to place it into decolonial frames, 

we need an approach that focuses purely on explaining why we have a concept called 

Normative Power Europe, and how its existence is affecting EU’s policies. Diez (2005) 

approaches this fundamental question by defining NPE as a hegemonic discourse. Hiski 

Haukkala (2011) discussed the idea of defining EU as hegemon while he examined EU’s 

enlargement and neighbourhood policies. Haukkala (2011, 1608) considers EU to be 

enforcing its normative power over member state candidates by combining measures of 

attraction, coercion, and legitimacy.  

 

The struggle of power and hegemony, both within EU and in global arena, are crucial for 

Diez. He emphasises the process of how certain ideas and norms come to dominate the 

common thought. As he says it, “meaning does not simply exist as a given, but has to be 

fought over and negotiated” (Diez 2014, 321). Haukkala as well connects this kind of 

actorness to the hegemonic discourse by Antonio Gramsci, in which an actor tries to 

define its “own interests as general interests, and in using this concept to formulate 

general ideas on the order and development of society” (Brand 2005, 171). According to 

Ben Rosamund in Encyclopaedia Britannica, a hegemony is “often used as shorthand to 



15 

 

describe the relatively dominant position of a particular set of ideas and their associated 

tendency to become commonsensical and intuitive” (Rosamund 2020). 

 

The normative power actors’ aim is to spread their norms and normative standpoints, even 

when it is not in their interest to do so (Diez 2013, 201). Taking this idea further, adopting 

the normative values as a basis for foreign policy would in some cases mean, that the 

pursue of global normativity will act against its user. Diez reminds that norms and 

interests of an actor cannot so easily be separated. Ian Manners’ concept of NPE includes 

a dimension of unselfish actorness as he sees EU pursuing normative goals in foreign 

policy. If we are moving away from the original definition of NPE as a policy orientation, 

and shifting to examining it as discourse instead, we risk diminishing the altruistic 

normativity standpoint (Diez 2013, 206). 

 

The ultimate question is whether the EU is taking a normative standpoint for its sake, as 

an intrinsic value, or because it is in its interest to do so. Using the thoughts by Stefano 

Guzzini7, Thomas Diez (2005, 626) claims that “the most interesting question about 

normative power therefore is not whether Europe is a normative power or not, but how 

it is constructed as one”. This approach releases NPE of the politically defined frames 

and places the constructivist production of knowledge on the focus. Defining NPE as a 

discourse, allows a researcher to take an outsider’s perspective in EU’s policymaking  

instead of being an active participant. It allows us to examine how the idea of EU as a 

normative power has emerged, how it has been produced, and how it is continuously 

shaping the foreign policies of EU and its member states. As Diez puts it (2013, 206), 

hegemonic discourse is not starting from any pre-given norms but places the struggle of 

producing the norms in the centre instead. 

 

Mark Langan (2012) has taken somewhat practical and simplified way of explaining what 

NPE stands for. Langan understands normativity as an EU rulebook of what is normal 

behaviour, both in global affairs and in domestic governance. Whereas normative power 

resides in Europe’s ambition to enforce, encourage, or persuade others to act according 

to the normal behaviour, that is regulated by the EU. Langan then uses a moral economy 

perspective, first introduced by Bernstein (2007) and Sayer (2007), to explore the 

 
7 Guzzini, Stefano (2005) ‘The concept of power: A constructivist analysis’. Millennium: Journal of 

International Studies 33: 3. 
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dialectical relationship between Europe’s expressed  moral norms and its interventions 

abroad (Langan 2012, 244). Langan manages to escape the shackles of NPE, at least on a 

terminological level. Moral economy perspective does not differ from NPE in what is 

considered as the motive and purpose of European foreign policy. A moral economy 

perspective investigates how norms construct and shape instituted processes (Langan 

2012, 252), which appears to be in line with my discursive approach to normative power. 

Perhaps the best input the moral economic perspective can offer is a focus on actual 

policies that are put into practise by NPE. The ways and means of moral economy are 

economic, which limits the adaptability of it. When looking at European Union’s interests 

towards African continent, economic growth intersects with security policy. Especially 

the fear of uncontrollable migration rolling over the Mediterranean Sea encourages 

Europeans to promote security cooperation with certain Northern African authorities. 

 

A noteworthy approach to study EU’s global actorness is grand strategy by Barry Posen 

(2004) and Nuemann & Heikka (2005). James Rogers (2009) interprets the grand strategy 

as a product of actor’s, or in his text discursive polity’s, intertwining relationship between 

itself and its environment. Grand strategy focuses on actor itself, but also investigates 

how the actor reacts to threats and challenges it faces on global arena. Grand strategy 

builds on the aforementioned Laclau & Mouffe (2001) discourse theory, which allows a 

researcher to distinguish prevailing and dominant meanings that have gained a hegemonic 

position (Rogers 2009). Rogers uses the term hegemonic with and to describe grand 

strategy, which I consider a sign of remarkable overlapping with my own approach. For 

him, the hegemonic grand strategy is something that can achieve a hegemonic position 

and begin to dominate, as well as shape, the ideas of its target group: 

“So, as progressively more groups and people identify with a mythical grand 

strategy, it should begin to (re)shape the discursive polity by (re)defining its borders; 

provide it with a collective story about its past; organize a framework for envisioning 

its potential future; and structure how the community should interact and position 

itself vis-à-vis the outside world.” (Rogers 2009, 837) 

Rogers’ reasoning is surprisingly similar with the approach I have tried to establish in this 

paper. Yet my purpose is not to name NPE as a grand strategy but a discourse. Perhaps 

the significant difference between our line of thinking is our focus on the output of 

European Union’s actions. Rogers uses the grand strategy as an extended term for 
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combination of security culture, strategic culture, and military culture. Rogers mainly 

studies the EU’s foreign policy role from a security perspective. This kind of approach 

embraces the idea of states operating on global arena according to their rationale and 

security-centred interests. I consider that this approach risks to diminish the normative 

and economic dimensions of EU. Grand strategy brings European Union closer to normal 

international power which, in the light of NPE writings, seems like a distant argument. 

3.2 From neo-colonial arrangement to hegemonic discourse 

We begin to see many similarities between NPE and the ontological discussion I 

presented in the previous chapter. NPE emerged as an answer to question “how can EU 

be a global superpower?” When EU tried to find its place and its identity in international 

community, a meaning was constructed. A highest profile actor without any remarkable 

military power of its own needed to find a purpose and a decisive power that it could use 

in international politics. Through a complex social process and by means of discursive 

construction NPE started to dominate the discussion of EU’s global role. NPE is a 

hegemonic discourse that has defined and shaped European Union’s foreign policy for 

the last decades. 

 

I now briefly turn the focus on studies that have approached NPE as a discourse. Along 

with aforementioned Haukkala (2011), Ueli Staeger (2016), and also Thomas Diez in his 

later writings (see 2014), have done exactly that. Diez (2014) focused more on the 

potential of discourse in analysing and revealing how NPE discourse is setting the limits 

for EU’s foreign policy actions. Staeger’s (2016) findings are alarming, but utmost 

important for my own research: 

“– – key argument is that NPE is not the post-imperial, non-colonial normative 

discourse it pretends to be. Its intellectual origins and false claims of universality  

have detrimental effects for the African decolonial project. Within Africa–EU 

relations, NPE intervenes to capitalize on EU–AU institutional similarities to 

reinforce European normativity.” (Staeger 2016, 981–982) 

Staeger presents a critical and decolonial view of NPE, claiming in his article that African 

agency in the relationship between European Union and African Union can only be 

recovered and emancipated by understanding NPE as discourse. According to Staeger, 
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NPE scholars are not paying enough attention to the normative dimension of NPE and 

mainly see “the ‘ontological’ and ‘positivist’ dimensions” (Staeger 2016, 982). Staeger 

claims that the only way for lifting African agency in the relationship of these two is to 

see NPE as a discourse and concentrate on the normativity of NPE. 

 

This reflects the fundamental discussion of normative power that my thesis builds on. If 

NPE was a concept based on positivist and ontological grounds, NPE would be a result 

of deductive reasoning of EU’s international position and power. This would mean that 

EU indeed possessed a normative superiority in the world. A normative power which has 

been deducted from an ontological foundation, would take its norms and values 

untouchable and something that is superior to others. In this case, NPE would suggest 

that European policies, practices, and organisation of society are righteous, and therefore 

should be used and implemented around the world. This instead would give EU 

remarkable power globally. When we study NPE as a discourse instead, we begin to 

understand the narrative and the hegemonic struggle, that are constructing the NPE. We 

begin to understand NPE as a tool of European Union’s foreign policy, and how NPE is 

used in international relations to enforce globally the European way of organising 

societies. Discursive NPE pursues the creation of a new ontology and the 

institutionalisation of positivist arguments. 

 

NPE provides an excellent example of how examining something in a hegemonic 

discursive frame releases the subject from the tightest material boundaries. To a certain 

degree, it becomes irrelevant whether the superiority of NPE and European values are 

supported by scientifically gathered evidence. This also means that we partially avoid 

taking a stand on whether the values promoted by NPE are righteous or not. Especially 

for a study of a foreign policy, the central focus is on the usage of the norms that are 

constructed as universally applicable. Following the rules of social construction, EU is 

not the only actor taking part in creating and sustaining NPE. The international 

community is involved as well, as it is the object over which the EU seeks to exert power. 

This is how we can shed light on African agency in the relationship between the actors of 

two continents. 

 

I have discussed the ontological perspective of NPE and the discursive approach to it. 

Figure 1 presented below, summarises and compares these two, and explains why I have 
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chosen to apply the discursive approach. Social construction process of hegemonic 

discourse is at the centre of my study. It connects European Union’s actorness with the 

critical analysis of it, whereupon constitutes the theoretical frames of my research. In 

addition, taking NPE as something else than a discourse would ultimately lead to a neo-

colonial arrangement. 

Figure 1 On the left: neo-colonial frames, which are led from an ontological approach to 
Normative Power Europe (NPE). On the right: critical analysis of NPE, which emerges from 
discursive analysis of the NPE. The discursive approach is used on this thesis. 

 

I name the ontological arrangement as neo-colonial, mainly because the context is 

Europe-Africa relationship, which has the colonial history. Neo-colonial arrangement  

describes the power balance between the two continents. It describes the position in which 

EU places itself as the voice of authority in developing Africa. Nevertheless, neo-colonial 

as a term and theory does not best clarify the ideology of EU’s normative superiority or 

the superiority of European values. The best description of the problematic nature of 

Europe’s normative superiority comes from post-development theory. The theory 

originates in 1980s from such writers as Illich (1979) Escobar (1984; 1995), and Latouche 

(1986) (for wider discussion see Ziai 2007). Post-development theory arose as a critique 

to hegemonic western model of development. It criticises the one-size-fits-all practise, 

namely the western model of developing the world, and points out that there is not left 

space for alternative trajectories or interpretations (Matthews 2010). 
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A significant argument by post-development theorists is the exploitation of natural 

resources and destruction of environment that has enabled the western model of 

development (Matthews 2010). This is a relevant aspect in the EU-Africa context. 

Sustainable development goals8 (SDG) are one of the key areas that EU wishes to promote 

in Africa. Bearing in mind the western capitalist growth and exploitation of resources, a 

construction of European Union as herald for responsible environmental policies reflects 

the absurdity of EU’s normative foundation. Ziai (2013) have even argued that we should 

abandon the term development and replace it with multiple variations of improving 

human conditions. This is just a short introduction to ideas of post-development theorists, 

who are the main critics of western, and European, dominated development discourse. 

The focus of my thesis is on NPE discourse, which is more a foreign policy than a 

development discourse. My contribution is to bring foreign policy analysis closer to 

development studies, and vice versa. I consider foreign policies as the fundamental means 

in turning ideologies into practical actions. My analysis on foreign policy discourse 

increases our knowledge of our harmful approach towards the regions we mistakenly call 

underdeveloped. 

 

A shift from studying a normative superpower to analysing a discourse of normative 

power does not transform my own position nor my background. As an indigenous 

member of western academia, as well as European citizen, my personal position will alter 

the way I approach relationship between European and African actors. One could even 

say that I am a product of European norms and values; I consider peace, liberty, 

democracy, rule of law, social justice, and respect for human rights something that could 

be universally implemented. The advantage a discursive approach gives me, is the ability 

for critical self-reflection. I am able to critically analyse our own policies and our own 

perspective towards African actors, when I place the construction process of NPE in the 

centre of my research. I consider it the only legitimate option to take part from my own 

European position. 

 
8 For critical perspective of the Sustainable Development Goals see Sachs (2017). 
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4 REVEALING AND ANALYSING A DISCOURSE – THE METHOD 

“Its aim is to problematise what is usually seen as given; to contest that which is 

uncontested; to interrogate the familiar. Yet when it comes to the analysis of foreign 

policy, discourse analysis has been used not only as a critical theory; it has also 

been used in order to explain, or at least in order to better understand, how certain 

foreign policies have come about.” (Diez 2014, 322) 

I have earlier made a distinction between a discourse analysis and an analysis of a 

discourse. This is a problematic claim in many ways, but the differences can be 

conceptualised when looking at them from a certain viewpoint. When a researcher 

examines a data with a toolbox of a discourse analysis, the person aims to recognise all 

the different discourses appearing from the data, while my purpose havs been to 

demonstrate the existence of one certain discourse – Normative Power Europe. This is 

why my interest is not on the open-ground analysis of the data, but more on the framed 

analysis of NPE in European Union’s strategy towards Africa. However, this does not 

erase the fact that I am using the exact same toolbox as a discourse analyst, for the reason, 

that NPE is a discourse, and it abides the same laws. In this chapter, I give a brief review 

of the ways how discourse can be found on text and speech. 

 

Ueli Staeger (2016) has distinguished four different ways how NPE “contributes to 

knowledge production”: 

1) NPE is visible in rhetoric, speeches, declarations and policy orientation 

documents. 

2) NPE matters in institutionalised Africa–EU political relations. 

3) NPE is involved in foreign policy knowledge production. 

4) NPE shapes Africa–EU relations by promoting African regionalism and 

supporting the AU. 

(Staeger 2016, 988–989) 

The first point has a strong connection to the heritage of Michel Foucault (1989) and his 

notions on language. Language is the tool of knowledge production and social 

construction. Political rhetoric and interest filled speech are often poured with 

embodiments of discourses. Compared to official documents or strategy papers, speech 

is more personal, colourful, and bound to a certain moment or audience. Intuitive speech 
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is also more sensitive to revealing the intentions of a speaker than those speeches pre-

written with time and diligence. 

 

Staeger’s second point is more content-oriented, and it could also be described to be 

playing with positivist methods of argumentation. Since 2007, EU has shifted from using 

donor–recipient relationship to equal partnership with African counterparts (European 

Commission 2007, according to Staeger 2016, 989). Institutionalisation in relationship is 

also present in EU’s choice of sectors of cooperation. It matters whether the EU seeks to 

preserve local tribunal councils or pushes for “democratic” and electorally chosen 

decision-making bodies. These are examples of EU’s positivist claims of superiority and 

universalism of their normative excellence. The fourth way is equally noteworthy, but 

Staeger (2016) himself places it in centre of his research, which makes it irrelevant to dig 

deeper in this study. EU treats African Union as its own image and diminishes the 

historical background and colonial context. Although similar in structural organisation, 

AU has its own normative goals and principles, which should not be bypassed. 

 

I give more weight on Staeger’s third point, which tackles the actual processes behind 

every policy document produced in Brussels. This is relevant for my study, as strategy 

paper is the main piece of data, but this is also relevant for discussion of discourse’s 

influence on policymaking. Ian Manners (2015) presents some statistics how diffusion of 

ideas has made NPE mor of a mainstream concept in foreign policy studies around the 

Europe. Although being rather thin, his arguments have some credibility in claiming that 

scholars, reporters, and EU officials have started to resonate with the idea of EU as a 

normative power. Purpose is not to claim existence for something like European 

community, which jointly negotiates the big lines of EU’s foreign policy. As the 

theoretical discussion of construction process and struggle for hegemony proved, an 

individual does not actively need to adopt the identity of a certain discourse for this 

identity to root in deep. Discourse has the capability to shape ideas of what are 

commonsensual and shared knowledge. 

 

These are more or less content oriented observations of NPE in practise. In order to make 

observations on a discourse, the only option is to do linguistic examination. Following 

the influential ideas of Michel Foucault (1989), speaking and writing are not just words 

put one after another, but they are acting and taking part – implementation of subject’s 
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consciousness and unconsciousness. “Our access to reality is always through language” 

(Jørgensen & Phillips 2002, 9), which is why I must study the language to understand the 

reality. In practise, this means analysing how a speaker describes, names and paraphrases, 

as speaker’s choices reflect and reveal the network of meaning, a discourse, on which the 

speaker’s statements are based on.  

 

Analysing a discourse means examining speaker’s statements and claims together with 

the context, environment, and audience. For example, a comment, ’the number of electric 

cars per capita is higher in Europe than in Africa’, can have several meanings depending 

on who says it, when, and where. At first look, the sentence appears to be just a neutral 

conclusion based on quantitatively gathered data. It becomes a statement, if a commissar 

of European Union announces it in a speech while visiting African Union headquarters 

in Addis Ababa. This kind of statement would serve a political and economic purpose of 

expanding EU’s exports of electric cars to Africa. It could also indicate the existence of 

a more general discourse of new technological innovations as a solution to climate 

change, which also means promoting trade and EU’s exports. The statement could 

perhaps be an intentional show of inferior modern European society, which itself is vague 

and complex discourse with unpleasant connotations to colonial relations. Thus, 

analysing NPE demands careful, thorough, and open-minded reading of the material and 

then interlinking it with the concept of Europe’s normative power. 

 

Discourses shape how people see their reality (Wæver 1995, according to Carta & Morin 

2014, 296). In the strategy, reality can practically be anything that is taken for granted, 

explained as an issue that must be solved, numbers and figures that are presented, 

reasoning and justification that are used. Basically, the whole context in which the 

strategy was written, and in which it is implemented, constructs the reality. It is important 

to recognise what kind of reality or environment EU sees in and Africa and what EU is 

aiming to build in there. This can be seen in linguistic level, in use of words, and in what 

kind of frames the issue is placed in. It also can be seen on the policy objectives and 

measures EU has drafted on the strategy. 

 

When and where and in what kind of texts do discourses appear? This question needs an 

answer before a researcher can make a selection regarding the data. I have already chosen 

the strategy documents as my primary resource, which is likely to affect the results. The 
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most significant shortcoming of my data is the shortness of it. Like Ole Wæver (2005, 

40) says it, every text can be a source, but the researcher has to read a lot. Patterns, 

formations, frames, and metaphors appear and therefore can be noticed on a large-scale 

textual data from the same actor. Unfortunately, it is not possible nor relevant to search 

through such a number of documents for the purposes of one thesis. I must tackle this 

issue by recognising my own position and taking advantage of it. By actively reading 

European foreign policy statements and news during the last years, off and on duty, 

should give me some leverage to unearth the discourse from shorter texts. It is also vital 

to connect and compare my own findings with the earlier studies in order to verify the 

results. 

 

The particular context in which the EU’s strategy was written, has to be unwrapped before 

analysing the content. As mentioned earlier, Manners (2015) concluded that the ideas of 

NPE had diffused among European scholars, officials, and reporters. This alone is a 

credible proof that the construction of EU’s foreign policy identity is a social and 

negotiated process, and not only a privilege entitled to officials of European External 

Actions Service (EEAS) and EU’s different departments (Directorate-Generals DG). 

European Union and all of its administrative bodies are a complex network. A single 

organisation within the Union’s organisation is not alone responsible or even entitled to 

decide on big lines of foreign policy. EEAS is the diplomatic body of EU, founded on 

2009 and mandated by the Lisbon treaty. In addition, various DGs working under the EU 

Commission, the European parliament and all the EU member states have a mandate to 

speak when EU’s foreign and security policies are negotiated (Treaty on European Union 

2012). 

 

Carta & Morin (2014, 305–308) have covered the issue of ‘who does the speaking’, when 

it comes to EU foreign policy. They refer to EU as a collective actor with pluralistic 

identity. The problem in analysis of EU is the various levels of actors, starting from 

politicians in Brussels and in national capitols. Decision-making power is shared between 

national governments, EU Commission and EU parliament. To be able to answer the 

question, who does the speaking, I contacted the EU Directorate-General responsible of 

the strategy and they politely provided me a letter as an answer. DG International 

Cooperation and Development (DEVCO) together with European External Actions 

Service were the two responsible departments in drafting the strategy. The two 
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departments carried the mains responsibility of their own sections. Simultaneously EU 

started a process of cooperation and discussion with their counterparts in Africa, when 

also EU’s high-level officials visited Addis Ababa. The other EU departments, as well as 

member states, had a chance to comment and take part on the development of ideas in the 

strategy. Overall, the process appeared to be led by officials and diplomats, and public 

political discussion was not involved. (DEVCO Head of department’s personal 

communication 11. November 2020) 

Naturally the officials of EU departments are not writing papers in a confined vacuum. 

Normative Power Europe, or any other major discourses, are a creation of remarkably 

wider discussion. Academia and studies of foreign policies are influential members of 

that discussion as well. Like Carta & Morin (2014, 305) have said it, “EU does not 

necessarily speak with one voice, but through several voices that sing the same tune”. I 

consider this one of the most significant examples of the existence of a discourse. 

5 EUROPEAN UNION’S URGENCY TO APPEAR AS A PARTNER FOR 

AFRICA 

Discourse theory and an analysis of discourse as method are primarily ways to understand 

construction of social phenomenon. Discourses tell a story of construction process but 

say nothing about the content of constructed object or subject. According to Larsen (2018, 

66), to be able to explain empirical findings, researcher needs a knowledge of the object 

and has to present questions that direct the analysis. Drawing on the discussion of NPE, 

its content and norms, as well as on the ontological foundations of discourse, I impose 

research questions, that will help me to guideline the focus of my analysis, which is the 

purpose of this chapter. Particularly texts and examples of Larsen (2018) and Staeger 

(2016) have guided my own thought in imposing the following research questions. By 

answering the questions, I will be able unravel the web of meanings that are constructing 

the NPE discourse. 

 

1) How is the existence of EU’s Africa strategy and the policy objectives of it 

argued for and how are they legitimised? 

2) What kind of norms and values is EU trying to promote in Africa? 
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3) What kind actorness is constructed for EU in relation to African and other 

international actors? 

 

I add considerable weight on the first question, which focuses on construction of NPE 

discourse. European Union must justify the new strategy and the measures it has planned. 

Arguments for the strategy reveal what EU conceives it is entitled to do in Africa, in other 

words, how EU constructs its power. Justification aligns with legitimisation, which is a 

key component of every type of power. Legitimisation is particularly relevant in a 

construction process of normative power, as legitimisation of actions reveal what EU 

thinks is the issue, how the issue ought to be according to the EU and how the EU claims 

to be able to fix it. In addition, the absence of legitimisation would be a remarkable 

finding, as it might indicate that the EU is taking its position and role in Africa as ex 

officio. Legitimisation goes hand-in-hand with construction of actorness and construction 

of normative power.  

 

The second research question is relevant for the study of NPE in general. Normative 

foundation of foreign policy objectives of European Union has not changed remarkably 

throughout the history. Although my purpose is not to analyse the EU’s actual measures 

in Africa, nor the effectiveness of them, but a regular examination of the promoted norms 

is needed to better understand the objectives of EU. The third question focuses on 

actorness. Actorness and role in international relations indicate how a subject finds itself 

different to others. Actorness also indicates how the subject explains what it has to offer 

to the world. Those offerings are most likely the instruments that constitute subjects 

leverage and power. Construction of actorness is closely related to construction of an 

actor’s power, which is why they both need to be analysed in this thesis. 

 

The research data consists of three documents and two transcriptions of speeches by EU 

politicians. The speeches serve as a projection of what are the intentions and objectives 

of EU in the new Africa strategy. A spoken word is often less scripted and thus more 

revealing source of a discourse. A list of the research data chosen for this thesis is 

presented on Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1 Selected documents and other material that are used as a research data in this thesis. 

Document Clarification Reference in text 
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Towards a 

comprehensive Strategy 
with Africa 

Joint communication to the 

European Parliament and the 
Council 

European Commission 

(2020a) 

Council conclusions on 
Africa 

Conclusions of discussions by 
EU member states in the 

Council of the European Union 

Council of the EU 
(2020) 

New EU-Africa Strategy European Parliament resolution 
on new EU-Africa Strategy 

European Parliament 
(2021) 

Speeches at the press 

conference of the 
strategy’s publication 

Remarks by HR/VP Josep 

Borrell and Commissioner for 
International Partnerships Jutta 

Urpilainen at the press 
conference on the Joint 
Communication towards a 

Comprehensive Strategy with 
Africa 

Borrel (2020) 

Urpilainen (2020) 

 

All the bodies that possess the actual decision-making power and capability to influence 

on EU’s foreign policy are represented in the data. European Commission in the form of 

two different departments, European External Actions Service (EEAS) and DG 

International Cooperation and Development (DEVCO), drafted the document that was 

presented as the actual strategy in March 2020. As the next step, EU member states 

commented the strategy in summer 2020 (Council of the EU 2020), which was intended 

to be followed by a high-level EU-AU summit in the autumn 2020. Due to global 

pandemic and restriction on travelling, this summit was postponed twice until it was held 

in Brussels in March 2022. Third and last EU body that gave its remarks on the strategy 

was the European Parliament, which passed a resolution on new strategy in summer 2021. 

Despite the fact that the strategy remains the same, the various departments and bodies, 

as well as the people representing them, add more comments and more viewpoints to the 

discussion of what should be the EU’s policies in Africa. By analysing the input to the 

discourse from all three relevant EU decisive bodies, I will gain a comprehensive 

assessment of NPE in EU’s Africa strategy. 

5.1 Justification by righteous cause 

The new Africa strategy by European Union promises a remarkable shift “away from a 

donor-recipient dynamic” and calls “for African countries’ to be empowered” (European 

Parliament 2021, 87). The entirely new and enhanced partnership between two continents 
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is said to be built on this idea. This has resulted in a layer of partnership-related rhetoric, 

words, arguments, and persuasive speech in the strategy. Even the proposed actions are 

not presented as interventions to improve, nor measures to enhance, but as suggestions to 

“partner with Africa” (European Commission 2020a). Forming alliances and partnerships 

just for the sake of partnering or helping a “sister continent” seems altruistic. The record 

of foreign policy research throughout the history proves that no subject acts with purely 

altruistic intentions in international arena. Partly owing to the sugar-coated layer of 

persuasive talk, the actual motives of EU must be unravelled. 

 

Before finalising and publishing the strategy, European officials and politicians met their 

African counterparts in a high-level meeting. There has not been announcement of any 

other formal prepublication consultations of the strategy’s content with African actors. 

The single high-level meeting appears to serve as a legitimisation to certain claims 

presented in the strategy. All the studied documents mention various times shared values 

and commitment to same objectives by the two continents. This is highlighted in 

comments by the EU member states in the EU Council conclusions and in the strategy 

paper by European Commission: 

“Arica and Europe are natural partners bound by history, geography and culture. 

The EU and the African Union (AU) enjoy a unique partnership, built on common 

values and a shared commitment to regional integration and effective 

multilateralism.” (Council of the EU 2020, 2) 

“The ties that bind Africa and the European Union are broad and deep as a result 
of history, proximity and shared interests. – – We need to partner with Africa, our 
twin continent, to tackle together the challenges of the 21st century and to further 
our common interests and future.” (European Commission 2020a, 1) 

This is a textbook example of how constructing the NPE discourse functions in the 

context of EU-Africa relationship. Firstly, the Council and Commission of EU seek to 

appeal to naturality of partnership between Europe and Africa. The claim of bound 

relationship by history and geography are indeed based on reality and material facts. The 

continents and their people have for centuries been in intercommunication with each 

other. They share a history, no matter how debatable, violent, or unequal it is. The 

geographical linkage is dubious as well. The continents do lie next to each other, which 

is a reality the migrants have so vividly demonstrated. Nevertheless, the distance from 

EU’s northernmost point to the southernmost point in Africa is over 11 000 kilometres, 
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which for example means that a route for Southern African wine to a Finnish store is 

neither short nor cheap. The continents do not share an inland border but are divided by 

a vast ocean instead, which has proved to be fatal to cross without a competent ship. 

Intercontinental flight tickets demand a sum of money many do not have, and if they do, 

an entry to another country still requires a visa or other relevant permit, which is not a 

matter of course especially for most Africans.  

 

Notwithstanding, the mentioned cultural bond between the continents is by far the most 

questionable and lacks almost all justification. Culture in ontological terms can be defined 

to encompass numerous things, but in this context, the possibility of culture being a 

synonym for norms and values cannot be excluded. The purpose of appealing to natural 

partnership and bonded relationship is revealed in the two citations. The common values 

are said to be a building blocks for EU and AU. This is exactly the narrative Staeger 

(2016) found in his own study of EU’s approach to African Union. By naturalising the 

partnership and referring to foundations based on shared values, EU seeks to 

institutionalise the relationship. Above all, it is a way of enforcing European values into 

another region. This is normative power put into practise and it follows the Gramscian 

footsteps of a hegemonic discourse seeking a dominant position. EU uses the phrases 

‘shared values’ and ‘mutual interests’ on several occasions. This is typical for 

argumentative text and speech of all kinds. It is used to build a sense of togetherness and 

an image of a helpful partner, who is willing to form a considerate partnership. These 

phrases have a special weight on them in the context of normative power, for it is not just 

any values that the EU is referring to. A nomination of the interests that the EU itself 

values, as common and shared, is an obvious aspiration for hegemonic discourse.  

 

Thomas Diez’s (2006) stated, that the curiosity in NPE is how the EU is constructed as 

one, not the question whether the EU is or is not a normative power. The prevailing 

operational environment in Africa has resulted in a situation, in which EU relatively 

straightforwardly claims to be a better choice compared to others. The prevailing 

operational environment and EU’s position in it are well expressed in the strategy text 

and in the comments by Commissioner Urpilainen: 

“Africa’s potential attracts increased interest from many players on the world scene. 

This is a welcome development, as it increases Africa’s options and creates room for 
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synergies. It also means that Europe, with the EU and its Member States working 

together in unison, must adapt the way it engages with Africa, ensuring its 

positioning is in line with our mutual interests, and giving more prominence to 

values, key principles, and good regulatory practices.” (European Commission 

2020a, 2) 

“We want Europe to be stronger in the world. We can achieve our goals together 

with our partners. – – Together with our partners, we intend to continue working for 

peace and good governance, by defending our values and the multilateral order. – – 

Secondly, compared to our competitors we stand alone in our ambition of 

sustainability in all three dimensions. We really anchor our work to the Sustainable 

Development Goals and work tirelessly towards sustainable social, economic and 

ecological future.” (Urpilainen 2020) 

What is at the core of Diez’s argument, is distinction between normative power and a 

construction of normative power (both actor and form of power). The above citations 

strongly suggests that EU aims to be a normative power and it is in its interest to be one. 

EU sells itself as a better option for Africa. Like I mentioned in the previous chapters, 

Diez (2013) defined normative power actor taking a ‘norms first’ approach, even when 

the actor may not directly benefit from it. The evidence from all the data of this thesis 

clearly indicates that an image of more responsible, more caring, and more altruistic actor 

is the edge that European Union uses to penetrate the African market. A construction of 

this image, a construction of European Union as a global power with normative 

superiority, directs all the efforts and actions surrounding the strategy. European 

Parliament’s resolution on Africa is an excellent display of EU’s ambition and urgency 

to construct discourse of NPE: 

“– – the information sphere in Africa is coming under increasing influence from the 

EU’s global adversaries; [European Parliament] calls, in this regard, on the EEAS 

and the Commission to actively tackle the problem of the lack of presence of a 

European voice within African societies and to counter false narratives and better 

promote the European approach and democratic values to the African people; – –” 

(European Parliament 2021, 104) 

“– – Africa has become a new arena of great power competition; [European 

Parliament] stresses that the EU is among the first to help the African continent, 

while destructive policies employed by other actors lead to the detriment of African 

nations, which also have negative impacts on the EU – –.” (European Parliament 

2021, 84–85) 

“– – [European Parliament] emphasises Europe’s strengths (i.e. transparency, 
high-quality goods and services, and democratic governance) and trusts that the 
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appeal of those fundamental values is a compelling alternative to authoritarian 
models.” (European Parliament 2021, 94) 

This is the most transparent indication of the existence of NPE discourse. European 

Parliament counts on that by just increasing the presence of European voice in Africa, 

and making it louder, the EU would gain more support from African actors. This indicates 

that European Parliament seems to believe in the righteousness of its ambitions and 

actions. For the Parliament, values of EU and the actions based on them would 

automatically lead to a more prosperous future for Africa. Their presumption is that 

African actors would desire an institutional system and democratic state, similar to those 

in European Union member states, and would choose the EU partnership over rival 

propositions from other international powers. EU thus sees the democratic and other 

related values as self-evident and superior. It is noteworthy to mention how European 

Parliament chose to list transparency, high-quality goods, and democratic governance as 

example of fundamental EU values. Here the quality of goods and services is considered 

as equal to transparency and democracy, and later compared to authoritarian model. This 

implies that mainly the transparent democracies are capable of producing quality 

products. 

 

Attraction, coercion, and legitimisation were the norms-spreading measures that 

Haukkala (2011) discovered EU to be utilising in negotiations with new EU membership 

candidates. The context is remarkably different in expanding European Union compared 

to the partnership with African Union. Accepting a new member state to the Union means 

also sharing the power that EU as collective foreign policy community possesses. 

Nevertheless, in order a state to be accepted as a member, it must manifest in the name of 

EU’s norms and values, as well as implement the demanded reforms. This is a comparable 

process to the Africa strategy. The NPE discourse appears to be mainly composed of 

attraction at this stage of the strategy process. The norms are expected to function as the 

main attraction for African actors to form a partnership with EU. The studied documents 

do not indicate a usage of coercion per se. This does not exclude the possibility of 

enforcing EU’s reforms during the implementation process of the strategy, when EU can 

set conditionality for funding it pays. 

 

The Gramscian idea of hegemonic discourse, explained by Brand (2005), is visible in the 

strategy and discourse of NPE. European Union defines its own interest as general 
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interests. This can be a mix of acknowledged diffusion and unconscious defining. 

Conscious and acknowledged diffusion encompasses the action when European actors 

understand the benefits of the world aligning with EU’s norms and interests, thus 

purposefully defining its own interests as universally applicable and mutually beneficial. 

If the norms and values of EU gain support in Africa and elsewhere, it would increase the 

power and influence of EU. Unconscious process is related to the aforementioned 

perception of EU’s norms as righteous and superior. When a discourse becomes more 

general, well-known, and celebrated, it slowly achieves a hegemonic position. Politicians 

and officials of European Union and its member states accept the discourse of European 

norms as universally superior, consequently cease to critically contest their own 

perception of what is right and what is wrong. The data and documents studied for this 

thesis are insufficient for distinguishing the two, conscious and unconscious diffusion of 

discourse. A study would require a vast amount of written and spoken word as data, from 

all the phases of the policy-making process, to be able to separate these two and 

demonstrate which is what. 

 

A significant element of introducing the norms of EU in the strategy is naming the 

problems that EU aims to focus on. This goes hand-in-hand with justification of EU’s 

role in international politics, as well as with a construction of NPE discourse. A normative 

power solution cannot be introduced as a solution to an issue, which does not require a 

normative approach. Actors of European Union name a long list of issues that have to be 

solved in Africa. This is done in a delicate and polite manner, but becomes obvious for 

the reader, for the documents focus purely on what EU could do for Africa. Naming of 

the issues is accompanied by a solution: a partnership with European Union on several 

normative themes. A paradox is born. Which came first, a demand for solutions that EU 

has to offer or EU’s proposition of measures to be taken in Africa to solve issues it 

presented? 

5.2 Constructing EU as a reliable partner 

Partnership is perhaps the single most important word in the new strategy. It is the change 

and betterment that EU has to offer for Africans. In light of the citations above, and 

several alike in the documents, partnership appears to be a narrower stream within the 
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broader river of constructing NPE discourse. Cooperation, partnership, and participatory 

approach represent a narrative of responsible international actor who expects to be 

successful for its norm driven motives. I assume this narrative to be very efficient for the 

reason, that rarely an actor would deny a cooperation with an investor, who is promising 

ownership for the recipient or a chance to express opinions on the implementation of 

developmental actions. In the documents, partnership is often paired with a word 

‘multilateralism’, which appears to be high on EU’s agenda. The argument for 

multilateral world order has a strong correlation with the EU’s objective of establishing 

a strong resistance to China and Russia’s actions in Africa. One could argue whether the 

multilateralism is a European value, or merely EU’s adaptation to prevailing international 

situation. Europe is trying to balance and find its place between global superpowers, USA 

and China, as well as seeking to counter the threat posed by Russia. Multilateral world is 

an order where EU has a place as one of the big powers. Promoting the idea of 

multilateralism thus serves as an incentive aimed at African Union to join in sharing the 

power, but above all, it serves the EU’s own interests of reducing the global influence of 

China. 

 

None of the EU’s decisive bodies provide a comprehensive explanation of the motives 

behind the strategy or the reasons why it was written. There are a few statements that 

explain how Europe could benefit of the proposed measures, many of them presented in 

the parts that discussed migration and the measures countering it. In this regard, the 

strategy suggests an existence of correlation between prosperous Africa and decreased 

migration to Europe. The strategy and other studied documents indicate that conflicts in 

Africa, poor future prospects, growing population, and climate change are the main causes 

for migration in Africa and off Africa. The highly increased movement of people in 2015 

from Africa to Europe was a remarkable wake-up call in European countries. Preventing 

similar events from occurring is high on to-do list in Europe, which means that the 

migration issue cannot be downplayed as one of the main motives for EU to invest in the 

prosperous future of Africa. In this sense, future of Africa is also the future of Europe. 

This also undermines EU’s role as normative power, for EU would not be promoting 

norms for the intrinsic value of them, but for the benefit of its own future. 
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Along with incentive to invest in Africa as a countermeasure to migration, another 

significant motive is economical. The strategy presents five key areas, in which EU 

should be active in Africa: 

1. A partnership for green transition and energy access;  

2. A partnership for digital transformation;  

3. A partnership for sustainable growth and jobs;  

4. A partnership for peace and governance; and  

5. A partnership on migration and mobility. (European Commission 2020a, 2) 

The sectors are no doubt carefully picked. They either link to provision of European 

technology and expertise, or to countermeasures to migration. Not all of them can be 

interpreted as norms, but they all have indirect causality with the values that are 

considered cornerstones of NPE. The sectors have remarkable economic value for EU, as 

it could increase its exports to Africa by forming the so-called partnerships on them. 

Economic aspect of the strategy cannot be diminished. As European Parliament mentions 

in the following citation, the focus is on commercial and trade relations. 

“69. – – notes that China has intensified its presence in Africa while the EU Member 

States have shown only a very selective interest in trade with and investment in the 

African states, which is why the trade volume between the EU and most African 

states remains relatively small; underlines that the EU needs an entirely new 

foundation for its economic partnership with Africa, meaning that it needs to arrive 

at a new reality in which the EU and Africa develop a mutually beneficial sustainable 

partnership, reshaping economic, commercial and trade relations towards solidarity 

and cooperation – –.” (European Parliament 2021, 91–92) 

The economic power of European Union is presented in the normative frames like any 

other aspect in the strategy. Solidarity and cooperation are set to be key values of trade 

relations with EU. This is to be construed as exploitation of the image of reliability, in 

order to have an advantage over main competitors on African market. 

5.3 The promoted norms 

In the previous chapters I have demonstrated how European Union is offering partnership 

and cooperation for Africa. The focus of cooperation has proved to be building on certain 

values, which European Union seeks to spread globally, and to certain degree, expects 
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others to thankfully welcome them. The examined Africa strategy determines specific 

frames for EU-AU partnership, but what are these frames and what are the values, that 

EU is promoting? In this chapter, I will explain the norms of Normative Power Europe. 

 

When introducing the concept of NPE, Ian Manners (2002) presented the norms that are 

fundamental for Europeans: peace, liberty, democracy, rule of law, social justice and 

respect for human rights. Not much have changed in two decades when it comes to NPE. 

The data of this thesis shows that all of the mentioned norms are present in the strategy 

and the commentary of it. European Commission does not hesitate in presenting the 

values that guide all cooperation between EU and African actors, on the first page of the 

strategy:  

“The EU and Africa can work together to seize the opportunities and address these 

challenges and develop actions that ensure stability, peace, security, human rights, 

democracy, gender equality, sustainable livelihoods, sustainable economic growth 

based on healthy ecosystems, social cohesion and good governance.” (European 

Commission 2020a, 1) 

Several of the values, norms, or topics mentioned in the citation are intertwined and 

cannot be separated. Stability, peace, and security can be interpreted as different sides of 

the box that enclose conflicts within. Human rights, gender equality and social cohesion 

are generally understood as key components of social justice, which is one of Manners’ 

descriptions of NPE. The documents also speak of freedom of speech, transparency, and 

countering disinformation. In Europe and in western societies in general, these are the 

cornerstones of well-functioning democracy, which itself is a prerequisite for good 

governance. In short, nothing has dropped out of European Union’s list of distinguished 

and defended norms.  

 

The list has been extended instead. Environmental values have gained remarkable space, 

when examining NPE in the light of the new Africa strategy. This does not just take the 

form of climate change policies but stretches to sustainability of livelihoods, preservation 

of ecosystems on land and in the sea, and securing biodiversity of Africa. Climate change 

and its negative impacts are said to be indirectly a major cause of migration (European 

Commission 2020a). Together with urgency to fight against climate change, safeguarding 

sustainability of livelihoods give EU an adequate reason to invest in environmental 
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actions in Africa. This is generally named as ‘green transition’ in EU’s strategy, which 

opens up possibilities for various types of technology export for Europe. 

 

The documents indicate of a remarkable congruence between the thoughts of different 

EU bodies concerning distinguished norms. This is partly as a result of the later 

documents being commentary to the European Commission’s strategy, but it is 

noteworthy to mention that neither European Parliament nor Council of EU have added, 

replaced, or removed any values. In this sense, the NPE is a hegemonic discourse among 

the European community. EU and especially some of its member states have recently 

been strongly criticised for not representing such values as freedom of speech or 

democratic governance. This type of debate or contestation of norms is not visible in the 

documents related to Africa strategy. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

In this thesis I have examined the concept of Normative Power Europe as a discourse, 

that is both defining and directing European Union’s foreign policy and the Union’s 

actions on global arena. I have studied the discourse on a theoretical level and on an 

empirical level in the context of European Union’s Africa strategy. I claimed that there is 

a dire need to critically analyse both, the concept of Normative Power Europe and 

European Union’s utilisation of it as its dominating foreign policy approach. I 

demonstrated that a critical study of EU’s role and actions would significantly benefit of 

examining the NPE as a discourse. This kind approach will provide a researcher the 

necessary tools to disclose motives, objectives, and methods behind the NPE. In this final 

chapter, I will discuss my findings and propose some outlines for future studies on 

European foreign policy. 

 

The analysed documents clearly showed that European Union was in a hurry to prepare a 

new Africa strategy. Growing concern is that big global actors like China and Russia are 

gaining a foothold in a continent, which Europeans were accustomed to have as their 

exclusive market free of competition. It appears that Europe’s interests in Africa are 

twofold. Firstly, the fear of losing significant amount of potential revenues from Africa 

to other actors pushes EU to accelerate its efforts in maintaining trade relations to Africa. 
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Secondly, the huge global phenomenon, mainly migration and climate change, 

encourages Europeans to invest in positive future prospects for Africans and for African 

environment. European Union sees a prosperous African continent more appealing to 

Africans themselves, which would in turn keep people from migrating to Europe. 

Regarding the fight against climate change, Europe needs a responsible, peaceful, and 

committed Africa to fulfil its part in carrying out international agreed climate measures 

and reducing the usage of fossil fuels. 

 

The two mentioned interests are closely connected: success on the other enables 

advancements on the other. European Union is a remarkable provider of goods, services, 

technology, and knowhow on areas that are essential for climate change mitigation. By 

forming a so-called partnership in green transition, renewable energy and sustainable use 

of natural resources, EU is able to increase exports to Africa and build stronger trade 

relations. Simultaneously the possibility for prosperous and sustainable African economy 

increases, which instead boosts employment and wealth of people. The European Union 

estimates this to be one of the most efficient ways to prevent migration to Europe, 

especially among those who leave their homeland in the hope of finding overseas a job 

and enhanced living conditions. The causality of various issues and phenomenon on 

African continent has bound Europe’s future in trade, security, and stability together with 

Africa’s. This means that Europe has a real intention to invest on development in Africa 

and in livelihoods of African people. This coincides with EU’s desire to implement  

economically beneficial measures in Africa. 

 

Concerning the outcome of EU’s actions in Africa, the actual level of partnership 

determines how beneficial the cooperation is from African perspective. European Union 

has outlined a predetermined areas, affairs, and values for cooperation in the strategy. 

This alone will limit the possibilities of Africans to negotiate of the content and of the 

issues they wish to be mended. From this perspective, the partnership still resembles a 

donor-recipient relationship that EU aimed to abolish. Nevertheless, European Union 

promised an inclusive, transparent, and cooperative partnership with African actors, 

which would be an emancipative step forward, if it will be carried out as promised. 

 

My purpose has not been to evaluate whether a partnership with EU indeed is the best 

option for African actors, nor was it to estimate what is the actual level of ownership 
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given to African Union in the making and implementation of the strategy. These are 

relevant questions regarding the outcome and impacts of EU’s policies in Africa and 

elsewhere. These questions remain to be answered and a great deal of attention should be 

paid to analysis of what the promised partnership with European Union actually means 

for African actors. This is a work for the coming years as the implementation of the 

strategy begins. 

 

What my purpose has been instead, was to analyse the premise and the approach EU has 

chosen in securing its position in Africa and advancing its interest. European officials and 

politicians have come to realisation, that particularly China can be a considerable 

competitor on many industrial and infrastructure projects in Africa. China has vast 

resources, ambition to increase its global influence, and indifferent attitude to implement 

its actions regardless of the consequences. Neither European Union as a collective entity 

nor its member states as single units can compete with China on these terms. EU had to 

establish an approach that gives it an advantage over China. As a result, European 

Commission drafted a strategy based on the character EU is best known: an impression 

of European Union as reliable and benevolent partner – a unique normative power. The 

image of European Union as normative power comprises the whole foundation of EU’s 

foreign policy strategy, at least in the case of Africa. 

 

My premise was to appoint Normative Power Europe as discourse. A theoretical 

conclusion based on that premise would be, that the EU’s strategic choice to present itself 

as a reliable and benevolent partner, is an outcome of NPE discourse. People working for 

EU or under the mandate of EU would truly consider European Union as herald of 

superior norms, whose intentions are righteous and pure, and whose actions are 

automatically justified by the righteous intentions. The documents of EU’s Africa strategy 

support this conclusion. It appears that European officials and politicians expect Africans 

to prioritise EU as their main partner because of the normative intentions that EU 

represents. Normative Power Europe discourse dominates the reasoning and 

argumentation in the strategy and therefore has produced the kind of approach EU is 

taking in securing its position and interests on African continent. 

 

Notwithstanding, the sample of my study is narrow and focused only on one particular 

relationship in EU’s foreign policy, namely Africa. As I mentioned, the role of more 
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reliable and benevolent partner suited the needs of EU, when it had to establish a 

competitive advantage over China and other actors interested in penetrating the African 

market. For this reason, the findings cannot be automatically generalised to encompass 

all of EU foreign policy. A possibility remains that the NPE discourse in Africa strategy 

is merely a display of sales talk that EU uses to persuade Africans to sign commercial 

treaties with EU. To be able to confirm and validate the findings of my thesis, a great deal 

of further research is needed, both in the context of Europe-Africa relationship and EU’s 

relations with other global regions and states. This was also Wæver’s (2005) conclusion, 

that examining a discourse requires a huge amount of material and reading.  

 

Having said that, my thesis would have benefited from interviews of EU officials and 

politicians. A spoken word is always more vulnerable to revelation of discourse, for it is 

unplanned, unedited, and less filtered. Interviews of the people who participated in the 

making of Africa strategy would have provided a significant support for the analysis of 

NPE discourse and would have offered means to evaluate how generalisable the NPE 

discourse is. In further studies, I suggest that the scope should also be widened to 

encompass thoughts and reasoning of the people outside EU offices. For example, a study 

of media and journalists’ perception of European Union’s role in foreign policy would 

help in answering the question of how deeply rooted is the discourse of NPE. This type 

of research can be used to analyse the “level of hegemonity” of NPE discourse. 

 

Regarding the hegemonic discourse, most interesting focus group for future research 

would be the African actors. In the previous chapters, I provided the definition that 

hegemony is organisation of consent. The question is, how consent are African Union and 

other African actors? What is their part in constructing NPE discourse? I consider a 

discourse to be a hegemonic discourse only when it has transformed thinking of those 

people that originally did not produce the discourse. For this reason, I see it necessary to 

carry out research that focuses on discovering the opinions of EU’s international role and 

power among non-European actors. A support for NPE discourse among them would be 

a remarkable finding. It would also, to a certain extent, support the fact that European 

Union and its values possess actual normative righteousness, which is acknowledged and 

perhaps even welcomed in some regions. 
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The appointed goals and intended actions of EU in Africa appear rational for many of us 

in Europe. It seems only justified that European Union assists African actors in 

developing renewable energy sector or building a sustainable peace in Africa. I claim that 

the rationality of EU’s actions comes as a result of  NPE discourse. Discourse is 

construction of meaning and the construction of meaning has the power to transform 

values into structures and ideas into actions. Therefore, the action based on these 

constructed structures appear rational and justified. We who have been exposed to the 

influence of NPE discourse, consider the EU’s ambitions in Africa as rational, without 

questioning the righteousness of our intentions. 

 

My main argument and critique are built around this rationality of normative engagement 

in foreign policy. As we have seen, European Union uses normative power status as a 

way of distinguishing itself from competitive global actors. EU aims to achieve a role of 

powerful global actor, and in pursuit of that, it constructs is power on normativity. As a 

consequence, EU becomes powerful only when there is a demand for normative power 

(both actor and a form of power). This creates a problematic situation. If EU presents 

itself as normative power, it risks creating a demand for itself in the world, in order to be 

powerful. In practise, this would mean engagement and intervention to other regions by 

normative means, even when there is not legitimate justification for such an approach or 

for such policies. 

 

The kind of assembly is especially alarming in Europe-Africa relationship, which has for 

centuries suffered from power imbalance. Global development studies (dependency 

theory and postcolonial studies in particular) have demonstrated how western capitalist  

powers have kept African continent in their grip, exploiting its resources and confining 

its economic growth. Writings by post-development theorists have argued that there is 

mainly one dominant knowledge system, which has universally defined the direction and 

objectives of change in the world (Matthews 2010). By marginalising alternatives for 

itself, this knowledge system, which is also known as development discourse, represents 

western capitalist notion of how the world should be developed. The resemblance of 

development discourse and NPE discourse cannot be ignored. In the possible scenario of 

European Union creating a demand for its normative power and legitimising its norms-

based measures around the globe, a considerable attention should be paid on examining 

whether the EU’s foreign policy objectives and implemented measures are necessary for 
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the target group, or do they appear rationale only in the context of modernist western 

development discourse. I propose that European foreign policy studies, especially the 

ones that are focused on Normative Power Europe, will involve a post-developmental 

perspective in the future. 
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