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1

‘European’ Foreign Policy: A Realistic
Aspiration, or an Unattainable Goal?
William Wallace

States have foreign policies. International organizations struggle to define
and maintain common positions, with member governments suspicious
either that their secretariats will gain too much autonomy in implementing
common decisions, or that the most powerful member state or group
of states will succeed in converting the organization into a vehicle for
their hegemonic objectives. The European Union operates, often uneasily,
between these two ideal types: not a state, lacking many of the attributes that
statehood provides as a basis for national foreign policies, but with notably
more authority to operate collectively in the world system than any interna-
tional organization, including a wider degree of autonomy for its collective
services, the European Commission, the Council Secretariat, and its various
‘High’ and ‘Special’ Representatives.

In the 35 years since the first meeting in 1970 of the ‘Conference of
foreign ministers in the framework of European Political Cooperation’, the
intensity of co-operation on foreign policy among member governments of
the European Union has grown exponentially. There was, from the outset,
a deep ambivalence among five of the six member governments about this
French initiative. The Fouchet Plan, launched by President de Gaulle in
1960, had been a direct challenge to American leadership of the Atlantic
Alliance; its failure had been followed by the Gaullist attempt to co-opt
Federal Germany in support of French ambitions, through the 1963 Elysée
Treaty, and then by French withdrawal from the integrated structures of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. All other member governments of
the six-member European Communities remained within NATO, consulting
on foreign policy issues with the United States through NATO’s Political
Committee.

The Hague Declaration of December 1969, which registered the agreement
of the six heads of state and government to launch European Political Co-
operation (EPC), spoke of paving the way for ‘a united Europe capable of
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assuming its responsibilities in the world of tomorrow and making a contri-
bution commensurate with its tradition and its mission’, but instructed the
six ministers of foreign affairs only ‘to study the best way of achieving
progress in the matter of political unification’. The foreign ministers’ report,
nine months later, ‘felt that efforts ought first to concentrate specifically on
co-ordination of foreign policies in order to show the world that Europe has
a political mission’. This modest and hesitant agreement to co-operate ‘to
ensure, through regular exchanges of information and consultations a better
mutual understanding on the great international problems’ indicates the
degree of scepticism in several national capitals, both about French motives
and about how limited ‘the harmonization of their views, the co-ordination
of their positions, and, where it appears possible or desirable, common
actions’ might prove. The agenda for the first foreign ministers’ conference
contained three main items: transatlantic relations, the Middle East, and
how to respond to the Soviet proposal for a conference on European security.
Given sharp divergences on relations with the US, and the sensitivity of
Middle East policies in transatlantic relations, it proved possible to make
progress only on the third of these (Wallace and Allen 1977).

1. How much progress has been made?

In many ways the foreign policy structures through which the European
Union co-ordinates national foreign policies today have not changed in
character since these first hesitant meetings of 35 years ago. Governments
remain the key players, with consensus — rather than majority voting, now
the formal decision rule on most issues within the ‘first pillar’ European
Community - as the basis for common policy. Working groups of officials
prepare ministerial meetings, and follow up their conclusions. Co-ordination
of ‘second pillar’ foreign policy with ‘first pillar’ external relations remains
imperfect, within national administrations as well as in Brussels and in
the distinctive roles and competences of Commission Representations and
national embassies in third countries. Co-ordination with ‘third pillar’
policies, on immigration control and anti-terrorism, is also poor. Proced-
ures are slow, responses to crisis often inadequate. Implementation is the
responsibility of each national government, as are the costs of actions taken.

On the other hand, the structure has developed far beyond the expecta-
tions of the six foreign ministers who met together in 1970. The handful
of initial working groups has expanded to cover almost every region and
issue with which national foreign ministries are actively engaged. Foreign
ministries themselves are in close and constant contact — through secure
communications far more sophisticated than the telex network initiated
in 1972-73, to replace the intermediary role that embassies had previously
played in communications among European governments. The Political and
Security Committee, in Brussels, set up under the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997,
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has partly displaced the role that diplomats travelling out from national
capitals played with a collective body of senior officials resident in Brussels,
interacting with the Council Secretariat and the Commission. The Council
Presidency rotates in embassies within third countries as well within the
EU, with regular meetings of staff, occasional joint representations to host
governments, and some joint reporting. The EU operates as a caucus within
wider international organizations, as Paul Luif and Mariyana Radeva describe
in Chapter 3. There is a small, but expanding, common CFSP budget. A signi-
ficant proportion of the Council Secretariat works on foreign policy issues,
under a Secretary-General designated the ‘High Representative for Common
Foreign and Security Policy’.

Even further from the cautious expectations of 1969-70 have been recent
developments in defence co-operation within the EU framework. Since the
divergence between the United Kingdom and France over the relationship
between the EU and NATO was reconciled - at least in part — by the St Malo
Declaration of November 1998, a Military Committee has been established,
supported by a Military Staff within the Council Secretariat. Slowly and
hesitantly, a modest capacity for common military operations is being built,
learning from the bitter experiences of earlier failure in Bosnia, and of failure
to act in Rwanda-Burundi. In the summer of 2004 an EU-flagged force,
predominantly French in composition, deployed in Eastern Congo within
days of a request from the UN Secretary-General. In Bosnia itself, a European
military command (EUFOR) took over from NATO the same year, working in
parallel with an EU police contingent and the EU’s powerful special repres-
entative. National and multi-national ‘battle groups’, 1500-2000 strong,
were taking shape across the EU, their operational readiness rotating among
different contingents: ready for rapid deployment in response to external
crisis — provided the national governments from which they were drawn
would provide rapid consent.

No other group of states has dreamed of achieving any comparable degree
of shared structures and capabilities for common foreign policy. Yet the
limitations to current structures remain painfully apparent. Co-ordination
across the three pillars is poor, as several of the following chapters illustrate.
There has been deep suspicion within the Commission’s External Relations
Directorate-General about the growth of the Council Secretariat, as repres-
enting an intergovernmental challenge to the Commission’s suprana-
tional ambitions in foreign policy. The Commission’s extensive network
of missions in third countries parallels, and to some extent duplicates,
the activities of national embassies, to the continuing confusion of third
governments; the subtleties of Community competence alongside sovereign
national policies are, after all, hard to explain.

European Community and national programmes in third countries operate
in parallel, often only loosely co-ordinated, promoting democracy, human
rights, judicial or educational reform, technical or economic development.
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The provisions of the Constitutional Treaty to establish a ‘European Foreign
Minister’ and an ‘External Action Service’ (EAS) offered institutional answers
to sensitive, and unresolved, political questions. Ratification would have
been followed by battles for precedence between national foreign ministers,
jealous of their turn in the presidency limelight, and the new EU foreign
minister, as well as between the Commission, the Council Secretariat and
national foreign services over the role and staffing of the new EAS.

Repeated enlargement has further complicated the pursuit of common,
or at least convergent, policies. The six West European governments who
launched the EEC and the procedures of European Political Co-operation
could, in principle, claim to share core international priorities — although the
French government was far more sensitive about sovereignty than its part-
ners, the German government more preoccupied with Central and Eastern
Europe, the Dutch more Atlantic-oriented, and the French and Italians
concerned about the international politics of the Mediterranean. The 25
member states of 2004-5, with two-three more due to join before the end
of the decade, had far more diverse interests and assumptions. The EU from
2004 had more member states round the Baltic than facing the Mediter-
ranean — with the prospect after the anticipated accession of Romania and
Bulgaria in 2007-8 of also facing the Black Sea.

Spanish fishing interests around the coast of Africa cut across French and
British interests in the political and economic development of Africa’s coastal
states. Distinctive immigrant communities, and distinctive continuing flows
of legal and illegal immigrants, make for greater or lesser attention to
Latin America, North Africa, Southern Asia and South-East Asia in national
capitals. Historical legacies, of former empire or (in the case of German policy
towards the Middle East conflict) of former wrongs, shape national percep-
tions. The arrival of eight new member states from the former Soviet ‘Bloc’,
close and wary neighbours of post-Soviet Russia, has cut across German
and French assumptions about partnership with Russia — as James Hughes
notes in Chapter 6. That member governments nevertheless manage to vote
together most of the time within wider international organizations, that
they succeed in acting together on a number of international issues and
openly disagree with each other on only a few, begins in these circumstances
to look like a significant achievement.

2. By what standard should we assess what has been
achieved?

By comparison with an established major state, the modest achievements
of European efforts to define and implement common foreign policies look
pitiful. The EU collectively punches below its weight in the international
system. Its member governments as a group provide nearly 40 per cent of
the UN’s budget, nearly 70 per cent (as Chapter 3 notes) of the budget of the
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OSCE: yet the United States and Russia play more decisive roles within both
organizations. Member governments of the EU constitute the overwhelming
majority of NATO members; yet, as Bastian Giegerich notes in Chapter 4,
the United States sets the strategic direction of the alliance, and Turkey -
and, indirectly, non-member Cyprus — contribute disproportionately to poor
institutional relations between NATO and the EU.

Only within the World Trade Organization (WTO) does the EU operate as a
coherent and key player, because of the clear allocation of competences over
trade policy to the Commission. Even in this field continuing disputes over
decisions in areas of ‘mixed competence’, such as trade in services, envir-
onmental and labour-related aspects of trade, make the collective European
Union an unwieldy and often inflexible actor. The transformation of the
EU’s immediate neighbourhood over the past 30 years, through a strategy
of conditional enlargement, has similarly demonstrated both its partic-
ular strengths and their limited reach. The attempt to extend conditional
diplomacy to Europe’s wider neighbourhood, without the incentive of prom-
ised membership at the end of the process of adaptation, has proved far
more difficult to implement, as Gwen Sasse argues in Chapter 11.

Should our standard for comparison, however, be that of a state’s
marshalling of its combined resources for foreign policy - or rather, since
many smaller states do not attempt to pursue active foreign policies, should
our standard of comparison be with the United States and with other histor-
ical great powers? It is easy to criticize the many failings of European foreign
policies; but comparison with the indirection of Russian foreign policy over
the past 15 years, or the self-centred economic focus of Chinese foreign
policy, suggests that its shortcomings have not been unique. The European
Union has not learned to behave like a traditional great power. Its member
governments have not reached a collective understanding of their preferred
global order or of Europe’s appropriate role within it. Its spending on ‘hard’
military power is small — but we should bear in mind that it is not directly
threatened, and that the mobilization of substantial expeditionary forces for
deployment to other continents would require a shared sense of mission
and responsibility that neither EU governments (with the possible excep-
tion of the British and French) nor their national publics have learned to
imagine. Its collective investments in ‘soft power’ — economic, technical and
educational assistance to third countries, support for international institu-
tions, contributions to peace-keeping, national-building and the promotion
of stable governance - are high, if blunted in their impact by the looseness
with which they are co-ordinated.

Comparison with any other collective state entity suggests, however,
that this collective European enterprise has developed ways of working
together far beyond those of other groups of states. ASEAN, the Associ-
ation of South-East Asian Nations, operates as a useful caucus on a very
limited number of issues. It has the collective attraction to mount occa-
sional heads of government meetings with the EU, and to form the basis for
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wider regional co-operation (through ‘ASEAN + 3’) with China, Japan and
South Korea. But its main achievement has been to limit the influence of
outside powers in South-East Asia, rather than to increase the influence of
its member states beyond that region. The African Union and the Shanghai
Co-operation Organization (SCO) are too new to assess their effectiveness;
the Arab League is in disarray. Viewed as a collective enterprise among 25
previously sovereign states, cautiously pooling part of their sovereignty to
achieve limited common aims, the EU has real but modest achievement to
its credit — the more significant if the observer concedes that some member
states (Germany, Italy) began with an aversion to power politics and active
diplomacy, from their historical legacies of two generations ago, and that
many small member states had only modest and local ambitions in foreign
policy. A collective foreign policy is, as Dr Samuel Johnson said in another
context, ‘like a dog’s walking on its hind legs. It is not done well; but you
are surprised to find it done at all’.

American dismissal of Europe’s collective weakness partly rests on an
assumption that hard power is the only power that counts: that a focus on
‘soft’ power is unmanly, preferring the persuasive charms of Venus to the
strong arm of Mars. But it is also based on a dismissal of the United States’
own limited foreign policy capabilities for much of the first hundred years of
federation. American calls, after the Second World War, for a ‘United States of
Europe’ envisaged the emergence of a federation comparable to what the US
had by then become, capable of sharing the burden of Atlantic partnership
and world leadership that the US had reluctantly shouldered after 1945 (Clev-
eland 1966; Grosser 1978). Yet until the Civil War the US controlled only
a tiny army and a limited navy, relying primarily on the British to provide
the global order from which Americans benefited. American leaders, from
George Washington onwards, warned against an over-ambitious foreign
policy, as a potential threat to the delicate balance of the federation; the fear
persisted, as late as President Eisenhower’s farewell speech, that the growth
of strong international capabilities and the ‘military-industrial complex’ to
support them would subvert the decentralized democracy of the American
federation. Suspicion of Washington remains a powerful undercurrent in
contemporary American politics, despite the strong perception of a shared
external threat and the appeals to national unity in the face of that perceived
threat.

European publics did not perceive a shared external threat throughout
the 1990s. Anxieties over immigration, in particular about Europe’s Muslim
minorities and about Europe’s intricate links with the Muslim world, had
not converged into any comparable narrative of European solidarity in the
face of a common enemy within the first five years after September 2001.
There were terrorist attacks, in Madrid and London; but there had been
terrorist attacks, from a variety of internal and external sources, before.
Suspicions of Brussels, of the perceived remoteness and non-democratic char-
acter of Europe’s common institutions, remained strong across the EU, even
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within its founding member states. Officials and diplomats, military officers
and intelligence services, therefore operated together within tight limits of
popular understanding or support, reporting to national governments that
attempted, uncertainly, to mediate between the two levels.

3. What are the limits to convergence?

European integration was designed to be an elite process, in which
enlightened elites upgraded the common interest on behalf of publics
who granted, in return, their passive consent (Haas 1958; Lindberg
1963). European Political Co-operation was designed, in turn, as an inter-
governmental process, without the mediating role of the Commission to lead
national officials to understand how best their interests might be shared. On
French insistence, it was also designed so as to exclude a supervisory role
for the infant European Parliament; nor were any mechanisms developed to
report progress regularly to national parliaments or to meetings of repres-
entatives from national parliaments. This was a confidential process, among
officials responsible to foreign ministers and heads of government; these in
turn would tell their press and parliaments as much, or as little, as they
thought wise about what had been agreed.

The chapters that follow illustrate the limits of this elite convergence.
Officials in Brussels lack the authority to present the case for common
action, except in those limited fields for which Community competence is
clear. Multiple voices lay claim to some authority in setting priorities: the
President of the Commission, the various Commissioners responsible for
different aspects of external relations, enlargement, association and develop-
ment policies, the ‘High Representative for CFSP’ and his ‘special representat-
ives’ for specific issues, the President of the Council of Ministers - now often
physically represented by the presidential ‘troika’ of previous and current
ministers and the next in line — and varying groups of ministers of the larger
member states. The officials who make this complex system operate have
the skills to negotiate its different dimensions; but few outsiders, within
member states or in third countries, can avoid confusion. An unavoid-
ably opaque structure for making and implementing policy obstructs wider
understanding.

More than this, there is no common discourse, no shared elite debate
across national boundaries on foreign policy or on wider issues of European
responsibilities in global politics. Each national debate draws primarily on
national traditions, historical myths and cultural assumptions. Distinctive
national media interpret international news through the perspective of
familiar points of reference: one country’s Catholic heritage, another’s
memories of past threats from Turkey, or from Russia. Different languages
act as barriers to common discourse: the intellectual audience that Die
Zeit commands in Germany overlaps only marginally with those who read
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Le Monde Diplomatique. Different colonial links, and different minority
communities, make Portuguese journalists and politicians more sensitive to
East Timor, British more sensitive to Sierra Leone and Cyprus, Dutch to
Surinam, Italians to Somalia, French to Algeria and Cote d’Ivoire. National
ministers contribute to the shaping of common foreign policy against
the background of the domestic audiences to whom they are politically
responsible. Long-serving ministers become socialized into working with
their colleagues on shared international interests; but their careers depend
on them remaining attuned to domestic preoccupations.

Pascal Vennesson, in Chapter 2, traces the emergence of a loosely-defined
liberal approach to international order, and its articulation in the European
Council’s 2003 ‘strategy’ document: A Secure Europe in a Better World. Agree-
ment on a common statement of principles for foreign and security policy,
35 years after the launching of European Political Co-operation and over
45 years after the launch of the EEC’s external relations and development
policies, was a useful advance. It was drafted within the Council Secretariat,
under the direction of Javier Solana as High Representative for CFSP, as much
for an American as a European audience, in the wake of the bitter disagree-
ments over intervention in Iraq. Between the publication of its first draft,
in June 2003, and adoption of a revised draft by the European Council the
following December, it attracted little comment from Europe’s media, and
no serious enquiry from any national parliament. Three consultative sessions
were held, in policy institutes in Paris, Stockholm and Rome, engaging almost
200 foreign policy professionals from think tanks, planning staffs and univer-
sities: the tiny elite of multilingual ‘professional Europeans’ who follow the
evolution of common policies. The final document, as Vennesson notes,
expresses a consensual understanding of European governments’ preferred
structures for international order - although the accompanying stress on
European obligations in maintaining and strengthening international order
had been watered down since the first draft. But no member government
promoted a national debate on the implications of what had been agreed,
or encouraged its parliament to address the issues raised.

Community regulations, European Parliament debates, the interventions
of Commissioners and the responses of Councils of Ministers provide visib-
ility for the operations of the European Community within national politics.
Much common foreign policy, however, operates beyond the echoes of these
sounding boards. The hard-won success of EU policy towards the Western
Balkans, which Eva Gross traces in Chapter 7, has attracted much less public
attention than the crises and policy failures of earlier years. The successful
despatch of a European battle group to the Eastern Congo, in the summer of
2004, in response to an appeal from the UN Secretary-General, received only
passing coverage in the European press — except in France, which provided
the largest number of troops to the force sent. The evolution of European
Security and Defence Policy since 1998 has seemed almost to be a secret
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shared among participating defence ministries, hesitant to admit to their
parliaments the implications of the commitments they had agreed. Even
the number of forces deployed by different member governments outside
the EU, on European, UN and NATO missions, is a matter which outside
researchers may dig out with difficulty, rather than a shared public statement
of how EU member governments contribute to global stability (Giegerich
and Wallace 2004).

National foreign policies rest on shared assumptions, common myths
and memories, strong institutions and — in most cases — strong leadership.
European foreign policy can rely only on weaker institutions and leader-
ship, looser assumptions, and diverse myths and memories. The intensity of
interaction that has developed over the past 20-30 years, gradually extended
from trade and development to diplomacy, intelligence, threat assessment
and military deployment, has built a convergence of working practices —
and often of working assumptions — among the officials involved. Small
communities of outsiders, in Europe’s foreign policy think tanks, university
international relations departments, even to a limited extent within the EU
scrutiny committees and foreign affairs committees of member state parlia-
ments, follow developments at European level, downloading documents
from the Council Secretariat’s website and reading specialized reports on the
Internet.

It is a real achievement that the EU has created this elite network, which
now provides the foundation for a limited number of common external
policies. As the rest of this book explains, however, the weight of authority
on foreign policy remains at the national level, within 25 diverse member
states. The governments of these member states have repeatedly declared
their aspirations to achieve a common foreign policy; but they have not yet
educated their parliaments or publics of the shifts in resources or assump-
tions necessary before such a goal can be attained.
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