
Lorenzo  Ferrari,  «Speaking  with  a  Single  Voice.  The  Assertion  of  the  EC  as  a 

Distinctive International Actor, 1969-79», PhD thesis (IMT Institute for Advanced 

Studies, Lucca), 2014. 

Introduction 

Object and argument of the dissertation

At  the  end  of  the  1960s,  the  EC's  international  activity consisted  in  the  external 
commercial  relations  of  the  Community  and  in  its policies  for  the  management  of 
relations with some former colonies of the EC member states. By the end of the 1970s, the 
Community  had  joined  the UN and  the G7 summits,  and it  had  taken part in major 
international negotiations such as the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
and the  Conference  on  International  Economic  Cooperation. It  had  established direct 
relations with almost all  of  the world's countries  and it had concluded commercial and 
cooperation agreements with many of them. EC member states had started to coordinate 
their  foreign  policies,  and  they had  adopted  a  number  of  common  positions and 
declarations on the main international political issues.

The argument of this thesis is that the EC's international activity underwent a major 
qualitative  change  in the  1970s,  leading  to  the assertion  of  the  EC  as  a  distinct  and 
distinctive  international  actor.  The  EC's activity on  the  global  stage increased 
considerably in comparison to the previous period, both in terms of intensity and scope. 
The EC asserted itself not only as a major global  economic player, but also as a distinct 
global  political  player.  Moreover,  the EC's international  activity  was endowed  with a 
distinctive character,  claiming a particular  attachment to dialogue and cooperation.  The 
EC claimed that it was a «force for good» and that its distinctive activity  on the global 
stage was to promote a more balanced and a more just international order. The process of 
the assertion of the EC as a distinct and distinctive international actor during the 1970s is 
the object of analysis of this dissertation. 

By using the term “the EC,”  I refer to the complex of the Community  system (EEC, 
ECSC, Euratom), of the European Political Cooperation system, of the European Council 
and of other initiatives jointly taken by their member states.1 All these instances were 
different expressions of a general activity of cooperation  involving the same group of 
European countries and aiming at the promotion of a closer integration between them. By 
“international  activity”  of  the  EC  I  refer  to  the  complex  of  policies,  initiatives  and 
relations carried out on the international stage by the EC in its various forms, such as for 
instance the Community's external policies  and the EPC initiatives. As for the notion of 
“international actor,” I adopt Christopher Hill's definition of it:2 an international actor is 
clearly  delimited from others and from its environment; it has procedures to make its 
own decisions; it has structural prerequisites and means for international action. 

1 The  EC  member  states  were  France,  the  Federal  Republic  of  Germany,  Italy,  Belgium,  the 
Netherlands, Luxembourg, and starting from 1973 the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Denmark. 

2 C.  Hill,  «The  capability–expectations  gap,  or  conceptualizing Europe's  international  role,»  in 
Journal of Common Market Studies, 31 (3), 1993, p. 309. On the possibility of considering the EC as an 
international actor see  G. Garavini, «Foreign  policy beyond the  nation-state:  Conceptualizing the 
external  dimension,»  in  European Union History: Themes  and Debates,  ed. W. Kaiser and A. Varsori 
(Basingstoke:  Palgrave  Macmillan,  2010);  G.  Laschi,  «Introduzione.  La  Comunità  europea  e  le 
relazioni esterne 1957–1992,» in La Comunità europea e le relazioni esterne 1957–1992, ed. A. Bitumi, G. 
D'Ottavio, and G. Laschi (Bologna: CLUEB, 2008), pp. 7–11. 



My dissertation contributes to the burgeoning trend in historiography that challenges 
the long held view that the 1970s were a period of deep crisis and inability to act for the 
EC. To be sure, the EC was seriously affected by the economic and energy crisis, by the 
evolution  of  the  international  monetary  system,  by evident strains  and  tensions  in 
transatlantic relations, by the problems concerning the British membership, and so on. All 
of these problems were real, and it is clear that the EC experienced a «crise de confiance, 
crise  de  volonté,  crise  de  lucidité»  during  the  1970s.3 However,  growing  evidence 
indicates that  the  period  was  also  one  of  striking  dynamism  for  the  EC.  The  EC 
experienced its first enlargement, and major institutional innovations were decided, such 
as the  establishment of the EPC, the creation of  the European Council  and the direct 
election of the European Parliament. New common policies were launched, such as the 
regional  policy  and  the  social  policies.  Most  importantly,  the  project  of  monetary 
cooperation led to the creation of the European Monetary System. 

It  was  in  the  external  sphere  that  the  EC  reached some  of  its  most  remarkable 
achievements during the 1970s, as was recognized at the time. For instance, in late 1977 
the President of the EC Commission Roy Jenkins worried about the imbalance between 
the  «apparent,  and  at  present,  real  external  strength»  of  the  EC,  and  «its  internal 
weakness and difficulties.»4 These achievements did not lead only to the consolidation of 
the EC's position as a major international economic actor, but also to the assertion of the 
EC  as  a  distinct  international  political  actor.5 Daniel  Möckli  and  Maria  Gainar have 
recently analyzed such a development, but they have focused almost exclusively on the 
creation of the EPC and on its activities.6 In this dissertation I show that the EC's assertion 
as an international actor did not concern only the EPC: I consider also the other aspects of 
the EC's international activity and I show that they contributed to the EC's assertion to a  
considerable extent.7 

The existing  historiography  tends  to  argue that  the  goal  of  asserting the EC as  a 
political global player was abandoned very quickly after its launch, mainly because of the 
pressures exerted by the US  against it and  because of  the economic and political crisis 
begun in 1973–74. The clearest example of this interpretation is offered by Daniel Möckli 
in European  Foreign  Policy  during  the  Cold  War. My  dissertation  challenges  this 
interpretation: I argue that 1973–74 was indeed a turning point for the EC's international 
activity, but it was more a beginning than an ending point for the assertion of the EC as 
an international actor.  In order to appreciate this, it is essential to look beyond the EPC 
and to  consider  the  more general  picture  of  the  EC's  international  activity.  It  is  also 
essential to adopt realistic benchmarks for the assessment of such an activity,  properly 
taking into account the constraints affecting it. 

In the early 1970s, the EC's international activity had quite vague traits and imprecise 
ambitions. It was in its very infant phase, and it is not by chance that most of the debates 
about  it  focused  on structures,  procedures  and institutions.  It  was  the  1973–74  crisis 
which made the EC's project of political integration really engage with reality, favoring a 
much  clearer definition of its  traits.  Initial ambitions certainly  had to be reduced as  a 
result, but the EC's international activity did not end. Quite the contrary, it  experienced 
its real beginning. The European Council was established and the coherence of the EC's 
international activity was improved. The EC became a recognizable player at the UN and 
it  gained recognition by basically all  of  the world's countries. The limits of the room of 

3 EC Commission, Déclaration sur l'état de la Communauté, January 31, 1974, in Archives centrales 
de la Commission européenne [ACCE], Speeches collection. 

4 R.  Jenkins,  Speech  «The  Community's  role  in  world  affairs,»  Institut  Royal  des  Relations 
Internationales, Brussels, November 29, 1977, in ACCE, Speeches collection. 

5 For the assertion of the EC as a major economic and commercial power, see L. Coppolaro,  The 
Making of  a  World Trading Power.  The European Economic Community (EEC) in the  GATT Kennedy  
Round negotiations (1963–67), (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). 

6 M. Gainar, Aux origines de la diplomatie européenne: Les Neuf et la Coopération politique européenne de  
1973 à 1980 (Bruxelles: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2012); D. Möckli, European Foreign Policy during the Cold  
War. Heath, Brandt, Pompidou and the Dream of Political Unity  (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 
2009). The EPC was a system for EC member states' cooperation in the foreign policy field. It was 
established in 1970, and it was managed by intergovernmental institutions and procedures which 
were formally separated from the Community ones. 

7 The  Community's international activity mainly concerned commercial issues and  development 
cooperation. Other aspects of the EC's international activity concerned the European Council. 



maneuver available  for  the EC's  international  activity were defined and  quite  a clear 
division of  labor  with the  US  was  established,  leading the  EC to focus  on “civilian” 
activities and to cultivate a distinctive profile.

While  this dissertation  shows that the  EC asserted itself as  a  distinct international 
political  actor,  it  also  advances  the  argument  that  the  EC  sought  to  assert  itself  as  a 
distinctive international actor during the 1970s. The EC consistently presented itself as an 
international  actor  adopting  and  promoting an  original  and  innovative  approach  to 
international  relations.  This  approach  assigned  a  central  role  to  the  notions  of 
international cooperation and dialogue, to the understanding of international relations as 
a positive sum game, to the pursuit of values  rather than only material interests.  The 
adoption of this approach was useful  for the EC's assertion as a distinct international 
actor, since it made it possible  to highlight its original character with regard to its own 
member  states  and  to  the  US.  It  also  made  it  possible  to  compensate  the  limited 
capabilities available for the EC to act with rhetoric. While doubts can be held on both the 
plausibility  and sincerity  of  this  distinctive  approach  to international  relations,  fewer 
doubts can be held on the fact that the EC did stress its attachment to it.  The EC often 
tried to substantiate its  distinctive approach with  the adoption of  actual  policies  and 
initiatives, even though it rarely managed to do so effectively. 

To argue that the EC asserted itself  as a  distinct and distinctive international actor 
during the 1970s does not mean to dismiss or overlook the limits, shortcomings and faws 
of  this process,  which are quite evident. The  EC's  international activity remained  quite 
fragmentary,  often declaratory,  and  sometimes ineffective.  This  was hardly surprising, 
given the gravity of the economic and political crisis hitting Europe in those years, and 
given the inherent difficulty of promoting political integration between nation states with 
significantly different interests and political cultures. To a large extent, disappointment 
with the EC's achievements could be attributed to the excessively high expectations that 
had been held of it.8 In this respect, the EC created a sort of vicious circle, a capabilities–
expectations trap:  its  limited capabilities of acting effectively on the international stage 
led  it  to  rely  much  on  rhetoric,  but  rhetorical  commitments raised  even  higher 
expectations,  which  in turn had less and less chance of being met given the available 
capabilities.

Relations with the literature and contribution to it

The  EC's  international  activity in the  1970s  has  attracted  a  significant  amount  of 
interest from historians during the last few years. The most comprehensive view on it is 
provided by the collective volume Europe in the International Arena during the 1970s, edited 
by Antonio Varsori and Guia Migani.9 Most of the other studies have focused on specific 
external  policies  of the Community or on the activities of  the  EPC. Studies have dealt 
with the external trade policies of the Community and with its  policies of development 
cooperation.10 Analyses have been devoted to the evolution of the relations between the 

8 M. Gilbert, European Integration. A Concise History (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012), p. 90. 

9 Europe in the International Arena during the 1970s. Entering a Different World, ed. A. Varsori and G. 
Migani (Bruxelles: P.I.E.–Peter Lang, 2011).  The main aspects of the EC's international activity are 
also considered in La Comunità europea e le relazioni esterne 1957–1992, ed. A. Bitumi, G. D'Ottavio, 
and G. Laschi (Bologna: CLUEB, 2008). 

10 V. Dimier, The Invention of a European Development Aid Bureaucracy. Recycling Empire (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2014); Il primato sfuggente: l'Europa e l'intervento per lo sviluppo (1957–2007), ed. E. Calandri 
(Milano: Franco Angeli, 2009). 



EC and the US,11 the Soviet bloc,12 China,13 and the non-aligned or developing countries.14 
The role played by the EC in its neighborhood has been studied, focusing in particular on 
the CSCE15 and on  its activity in the Mediterranean and  in the  Middle-East.16 The EPC 
system and activities have been thoroughly analyzed by  Möckli  and Gainar.17 Finally, 
some  studies  have  looked  at  the  creation  of  the  European  Council18 and  at  the 
establishment of connections between the EC and the G7 summits.19 

Detailed and accurate historical reconstructions of the specific aspects and instances of 
the EC's international activity are essential.  Building upon them, it is now possible and 
necessary to draw a broader picture of the EC as a global player. In this dissertation I take 
a broad perspective on the EC's international activity, considering its general  process of 
definition and growth during the 1970s. I consider how and why the assertion of the EC 
as a distinct and distinctive international actor was promoted,  how it was connected to 
other contemporary developments, and who infuenced the definition of the traits of the 
EC as a global player. In doing so, I analyze the fundamental conceptions underlying the 
main aspects of the EC's international activity, such as its institutional structure and the 
limits of its room of action. 

So far there have not been any extensive and dedicated historical account of the EC's 
international  activity  as  a  whole  and of  the  general  conceptions  underlying it.  Some 
recent  works  have taken into  consideration limited aspects  of  it.  Some of them have 
focused on the Declaration on European identity released by the EC  member states  in 
1973, which largely dealt with the EC's international activity.20 The Declaration is quite an 

11 The literature on the relations between Western Europe and the US is extremely large. Notable  
recent works are: A. É. Gfeller, Building a European Identity. France, the United States and the Oil Shock,  
1973–1974, (New York and Oxford: Berghahn, 2012); Atlantic, Euratlantic, or Europe-America?, ed. G. 
Scott-Smith and V. Aubourg (Paris: Soleb, 2011);  The Strained Alliance: US–European Relations from  
Nixon  to  Carter,  ed.  M.  Schulz  and  T.  A.  Schwartz  (Cambridge  and  Washington:  Cambridge 
University Press and German Historical Institute, 2010); European Community, Atlantic Community?, 
ed. V. Aubourg, G. Bossuat, and G. Scott-Smith (Paris: Soleb, 2008).  

12 S. Kansikas,  Socialist Countries Face the European Community. Soviet-Bloc Controversies over East–
West Trade (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2014); A. Romano, «Untying Cold War knots: The EEC 
and Eastern Europe in the long 1970s,» in Cold War History, 14 (2), 2014.

13 M. Chenard,  The  European  Community’s  Opening to  the  People's  Republic  of  China,  1969–1979:  
Internal Decision-Making on External Relations, PhD thesis (LSE), 2012. 

14 B. Zaccaria,  For the Sake of Yugoslavia. The EEC's Yugoslav Policy in Cold War Europe, 1968–1980,  
PhD thesis (IMT Lucca), 2014; G. Garavini, After Empires: European Integration, Decolonization, and the 
Challenge  from  the  Global  South  1957–1986  (Oxford:  Oxford  University  Press,  2012);  Il  primato  
sfuggente, ed. Calandri. 

15 S. Lamberti Moneta, Helsinki Disentangled (1973–75): West Germany, the Netherlands, the EPC and  
the  Principle of the  Protection of  Human Rights, PhD thesis (University of Trento),  2012;  A. Romano, 
From Détente in Europe to European Détente. How the West Shaped the Helsinki Final Act  (Bruxelles: 
P.I.E.–Peter Lang, 2009);  D. Thomas, The Helsinki Effect.  International Norms, Human Rights, and the  
Demise of Communism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

16 Detente in Cold War Europe: Politics and Diplomacy in the Mediterranean and the Middle East , ed. E. 
Calandri, D. Caviglia, and A. Varsori (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2012);  D. Allen  and A. 
Hauri, «The Euro-Arab dialogue, the Venice Declaration, and beyond: The limits of a distinct EC 
policy,  1974–1989,» in  European–American Relations  and the  Middle  East:  from Suez to  Iraq,  ed.  D. 
Möckli and V. Mauer (London and New York: Routledge, 2011).  

17 Gainar,  Aux origines de la diplomatie européenne; Möckli,  European Foreign Policy during the Cold  
War.

18 E. Mourlon-Druol, «More than a prestigious spokesperson: the role of summits/the European 
Council in European Political Cooperation (EPC), 1969–1981,» in The European Council and European  
Governance. The Commanding Heights of the EU, ed. F. Foret and Y.-S. Rittelmeyer (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2014); E. Mourlon-Druol, «Filling the EEC leadership vacuum? The creation of the  
European Council in 1974,» in Cold War History, 10 (3), 2010. 

19 G. Garavini,  «The battle for the participation of the European Community in the G7 (1975–
1977),» in Journal of European Integration History, 12 (1), 2006.

20 Gfeller,  Building a European Identity;  M. C. Beers, «European unity and the transatlantic  gulf in 
1973,» in Atlantic, Euratlantic, or Europe–America?, ed. G. Scott-Smith and V. Aubourg (Paris: Soleb, 
2011);  P.  Chassaigne,  «Identité  et  conscience  européenne:  l’émergence  d'un  débat  inachevé.  Le 
Sommet de Copenhague, 14–15 décembre 1973,» in  Europe in the International Arena in the 1970s: 
Entering a Different World, ed. Antonio Varsori and Guia Migani (Bruxelles: P.I.E.–Peter Lang, 2011); 



interesting document, but its elaboration was strictly connected to a contingent attempt at 
reassessing transatlantic relations and it was mostly meant to infuence the negotiations 
about it. The Declaration was only one specific step in a much longer and more composite 
process of definition and assertion of the EC's  role on the global stage.  After Empires  by 
Giuliano  Garavini21 is  possibly  the  most  remarkable  attempt  to  date  to analyze the 
general  conceptions underlying the EC's international activity and it  is one of the main 
points of reference for my dissertation. However, Garavini focuses on a specific aspect of 
the  international  activity  of  the  EC,  namely  its  relations  with  the  “Global  South” 
countries. 

By extensively  and specifically  investigating  the  process of assertion of the EC as a 
distinct and distinctive international actor, I aim at enriching the historical understanding 
of the evolution  undergone by  the EC's international activity  during the 1970s.  On the 
one side, my analysis can enrich the understanding of specific aspects of it. On the other 
side, my analysis can provide some insight on the evolution of the more general process 
of  European integration.  Conceptions of the EC as an international actor and debates 
about  it concerned different  significant  aspects  of  European  integration,  such  as  the 
structure and traits of the EC's institutions, the relationship between the Community and 
its member states, the definition of the final goal of integration, and so on. The analysis of 
the process of assertion of the EC as a global player can also provide some insight into the 
long-term process  of  the reassessment  of  the  position  and  role of Europe  on  the 
international stage, with the transition from the European empires to a divided Europe in 
a bipolar world, to a Europe taking part in a globalizing, multipolar international order. 

Besides contributing  to  the  literature  on  the  history  of  European  integration,  my 
dissertation can contribute to the political science literature on the European Union as an 
international actor. Especially in the last decade, the question of the character and identity 
of the EU as an international actor has attracted much attention from political scientists.22 
They have discussed and looked at the role played by the EU in international affairs,  at 
the principles orienting its  activity in them,  at the interests and values informing their 
design.23 The extent to which the EU can be considered a distinct international actor has 
been widely  debated, as well as the extent to which  it can be considered a distinctive 
international actor with a «civilian» or «normative» character. 

Political science debates on the general traits of the EU as an international actor have 
mostly  been  theoretically  oriented  so  far.  The  biggest  efforts  to  investigate  them 
empirically have been carried out by Sonia Lucarelli and a handful other scholars.24 While 
being aware of the differences existing between the EC and the EU and between historical 
and political science research, my dissertation can offer empirical evidence and historical 
insight to the debate on the EU as an international actor.  Contrary to what most of the 

D. Möckli, «Asserting Europe’s distinct identity: The EC-Nine and Kissinger's “Year of Europe”,» in 
The  Strained Alliance,  ed.  M. Schulz  and  T. A.  Schwartz  (Cambridge and Washington: Cambridge 
University Press and German Historical Institute, 2010).

21 Garavini, After Empires. 

22 Early  works  on  the  subject  were:  F.  Duchêne,  «Europe’s  role  in  world  peace,»  in  Europe 
Tomorrow: Sixteen Europeans Look Ahead, ed. R.  J. Mayne (London: Fontana,  1972); J. Galtung,  The 
European  Community:  A  Superpower  in  the  Making (Oslo  and  London:  Universitetsforlaget  and 
George  Allen  &  Unwin,  1973);  G.  Sjoestedt,  The  External  Role  of  the  European  Community 
(Farnborough: Saxon House, 1977); H. Bull, «Civilian power Europe: a contradiction in terms?,» in 
Journal of Common Market Studies, 21 (1), 1982. 

23 Seminal  contributions  to  the  debate  have  been:  R.  G.  Whitman,  From  Civilian  Power  to  
Superpower?  The  International  Identity  of  the  EU (Basingstoke:  Macmillan,  1998);  I.  Manners, 
«Normative power Europe: a contradiction in terms?,» in Journal of Common Market Studies, 40 (2), 
2002; R. Kagan, Of Paradise and Power. America and Europe in the New World Order (New York: Knopf, 
2003); E. O. Eriksen «The EU – a cosmopolitan polity?,» in Journal of European Public Policy,  13 (2), 
2006; I.  Manners, «Normative power Europe reconsidered: beyond the crossroads,»  in Journal of 
European Public Policy,  13 (2),  2006;  A. A.  Hyde-Price, «A “tragic actor?” A realist perspective on 
“ethical power Europe,”» in International Affairs, 84 (1), 2008. 

24 Values and Principles of the EU Foreign Policy,  ed. S. Lucarelli and I. Manners (London and New 
York:  Routledge,  2006);  The  Search  for  a  European  Identity:  Values,  Policies  and  Legitimacy  of  the  
European Union,  ed. F. Cerutti and S. Lucarelli (London and New York: Routledge, 2008);  External 
Perceptions of the European Union as a Global Actor, ed. S. Lucarelli and L. Fioramonti (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2010). 



political science literature assumes, I show that the process of assertion of the EC/EU as 
an international actor started well before the establishment of the EU and of its Common 
Foreign and Security Policy. Moreover, a comprehensive analysis of the early conceptions, 
traits and image of the EC as an international actor  can  help to understand how  they 
were defined, how they were engrained, and how they affected the later developments of 
the EC/EU's international activity and identity.  

Approach and focus of the analysis

In this dissertation I analyze  how the assertion of the EC as a distinct international 
actor came about, and how it was defined the distinctive character assigned to it. In order 
to  do  so,  I  consider  both  the  Community  and  the  EPC  dimensions  of  the  EC's 
international  activity,  differently  from  most  of  the  existing  studies.  The  institutional 
separation between these  two  dimensions  should not be overlooked. However, such a 
separation should not obliterate the fact that Community and EPC dimensions involved 
the same countries and to some extent the same people, and that they were both meant to 
concur to European political integration.  To look at the EC's international activity as a 
whole is essential in order to appreciate the overall process of assertion of the EC on the 
international stage and the general traits of the EC as an international actor.  

In order to analyze the assertion of the EC as a distinct  and distinctive international 
actor, I focus on instances and debates where its assertion was debated and its traits were 
defined. Actors involved in the making of the EC as an international actor often held 
different  views  and  conceptions  of  it.  In  particular,  member  states'  governments 
advocated different conceptions of the EC's international activity and promoted different 
understandings of its traits as an international actor. For instance, the French government 
insisted on the necessity to establish the EC as an actor clearly distinct from the US. The 
Dutch government argued that the EC should assert itself  as generous partner of the 
developing  countries,  the  Italian  government  called  for  a  federal  outcome  of  the 
European political  integration,  and so on.  The compromise and combination  of  these 
different conceptions  led to the definition and assertion of the EC's specific traits as an 
international actor. 

In some cases member states explicitly and directly discussed the assertion of the EC 
as an international actor. The case of the elaboration of the Declaration on the European 
identity was one instance of this. However, in most cases refections and debates leading 
to the definition of the traits of the EC as an international actor were less explicit. Debates 
on more specific and actual topics worked as proxies for debates on the conception of the 
EC  as  an  international  actor. For  instance,  when the EC member states  discussed the 
location of the headquarters of the EPC secretariat, they were actually debating about the 
relationship that should incur between the Community and the EPC, and the desirable 
degree of involvement of  supranational institutions in the EC's international activity. I 
focus on the aspects of the EC's international activity where the fundamental conceptions 
underlying it were the most apparent, such as the design of the institutional structure for 
it, the definition of its relationship with transatlantic cooperation, the pursuit of policies 
deliberately aimed at projecting a distinctive image of the EC, and so on. 

I focus on  the  EC's external policies which were  deliberately intended to  affirm the 
distinctiveness of the EC,  such as the policies concerning the developing countries and 
human rights. These policies were deemed important to show and claim the originality of 
the EC's approach to international affairs, and to signal the EC's willingness to leave its 
mark on them. I focus  especially  on  the assertion of the EC as a global player, and on 
policies meant to bring a distinctive EC contribution to the international system at large. 
For this reason, I do not pay special attention to policies mostly concerning Europe and 
its  neighborhood,  such  as  the  enlargement  and  Mediterranean  policies  and  the  EC's 
participation in the CSCE. I do not focus on external policies mostly dealing with day-by-
day business either  or  mostly  aiming at a quite straightforward protection of European 
interests,  such as  many commercial  and monetary policies.  To be sure, such a selection 
does not imply that these policies were not relevant – the only thing that it implies is that 
they were less relevant than others as far as the assertion of the EC as a distinctive global 
player was concerned. 



In analyzing the process of the definition and assertion of the EC as an international 
actor,  I  focus on the  main  actors involved  in the design  and management of the EC's 
international activity.  To a great extent, the governments of the  EC member states  were 
the main actors involved. States played a crucial role in the design of the general features 
of  the  EC's  international  activity  and in  the  making  of  its  policies  and  initiatives  in 
international affairs. To focus on governments, it means to look at politicians on the one 
hand and at officials and diplomats on the other hand. In assessing states'  views and 
actions,  I  assume  that  they  were  mostly  driven  by  a  rational  pursuit  of  interests. 
However, I assume that ideas and role conceptions also matter in the making of foreign 
policy.25 Especially  in  cases  such as  French Gaullism or  Dutch  Third-Worldism,  ideas 
clearly affected the way in which national interests were framed, the definition of the 
goals  worth  pursuing,  and  the  room  available  to compromise with  alternative 
conceptions of the EC's international activity. 

Beside member states' governments, I  take into account the role  played by the  EC 
Commission. The Commission took significant initiatives in favor of the assertion of the 
EC as a distinct and distinctive international actor, partly because such an assertion was 
expected to strengthen  the  Commission's weight.  A particularly  significant  role  was 
played  by  some  members  of  the  Commission,  such  as  Sicco  Mansholt,  Christopher 
Soames, Claude Cheysson, and Roy Jenkins. The European Parliament played little role 
in the assertion of the EC as an international actor, since it had limited competences and 
weight  in  this  respect.  However,  its activity  favored the  elaboration  of  some  cross-
national  and cross-party  views  on the  EC's  international  role,  and in some cases  the 
Parliament managed to assert these views. For instance, the Parliament contributed to the 
devotion of increasing attention to human rights  by the EC in the second half  of  the 
1970s. 

In order to reconstruct the views of the EC's international activity held by the member 
states' governments and by the EC institutions, I rely mainly on documents produced by 
them.  The kinds of sources considered are mainly internal documents preparing policy 
positions,  reports  from member  states'  embassies  and speeches  by  European  leaders. 
Archival sources are mainly drawn from the archives of the EC institutions and from the 
archives of the foreign ministries of France, Britain and Germany, which were the most 
infuential member states.26 The variety of the archival sources  considered is a relevant 
feature of this dissertation. The existing literature on the EC's international activity relies 
mainly on French sources:27 this poses a problem of bias,  especially because France was 
often the odd man out in the various debates on the EC's international activity. 

In terms of time frame,  my analysis spans between 1969 and 1979. Major changes 
occurred  between  1969  and  1972,  which  created  qualitative  changes in  the  EC's 
international  position  and  activity,  triggering  the  very  beginning  of  the  process  of 
assertion of the EC as a distinct international actor. Particularly important changes in this 
regard were the resignation of Charles De Gaulle, the approval of the British entry into 
the  EC,  the  beginning  of  détente,  the  decoupling  of  the  dollar  from  gold,  and  the 
increasing assertiveness of  the developing countries. Major changes occurred between 
1979 and 1981 opened a new and different phase for the process of assertion of the EC. 
Important changes in this regard were the outbreak of the second oil shock, the election of 
Margaret  Thatcher,  François  Mitterrand,  and  Ronald  Reagan,  the  Soviet  invasion  of 
Afghanistan,  and  the  affirmation  of  a neo-liberal  paradigm in  global  North–South 

25 See  for  instance  L.  Aggestam,  «Role  identity  and  the  Europeanisation  of  foreign  policy:  A 
political-cultural  approach,»  in  Rethinking  European  Union  Foreign  Policy,  ed.  B.  Tonra  and  T. 
Christiansen  (Manchester:  Manchester  University  Press,  2004);  Ideas  and  Foreign  Policy:  Beliefs,  
Institutions,  and  Political  Change,  ed.  J.  Goldstein  and  R.  Keohane  (Ithaca  and  London:  Cornell 
University Press, 1993). 

26 Documents are drawn from the following archives: Historical Archives of the European Union 
(Florence),  Central  Archives  of  the  European  Commission  (Brussels),  Central  Archives  of  the 
Council of the EU (Brussels), Archives of the French foreign ministry (Paris),  National Archives 
(Paris), National Archives (London), Archives of the German foreign ministry (Berlin), Central State 
Archives (Rome).  Some funds were consulted also at the Churchill Archives in Cambridge and at 
the Archives of the International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam. 

27 The most striking case in this respect is the monumental history of  the EPC written by Maria 
Gainar, wherein the only national archival sources considered are the French ones (Aux origines de la 
diplomatie européenne). 



relations. While there are good reasons to regard 1969–79 as a relatively coherent unit of 
analysis, some significant turns did occur during that period as well. The most important 
turn  occurred  in  1973–74,  with  the  transatlantic  crisis  of  the  «Year  of  Europe,» the 
outbreak of the energy and economic crisis  and the  election of new leaders in Britain, 
France and Germany. 

Structure of the dissertation

The dissertation is divided into six chapters,  preceded by a brief prologue providing 
some essential background and contextualization. Because of the complex and composite 
character of the process of assertion of the EC as an international actor, the dissertation is 
organized  by a thematic rather than a chronological  structure.  The first three chapters 
focus on the definition and establishment of the structures, procedures and means for the 
EC's international activity, enabling it to assert itself as a distinct international actor. The 
last three chapters focus on the traits and contents of the EC's activity in three policy 
fields which were particularly relevant for its assertion as a distinctive international actor. 
To  some  extent,  the  division  between  the  two  halves  of  the  thesis  does  mirror  a 
chronological difference,  since  the processes analyzed in chapters 1  through  3 mainly 
occurred before or during the 1973–74 crisis, while the processes analyzed in chapters 4 
through 6 mainly occurred during or after it. 

In chapter 1 I analyze the definition and establishment of the institutional structure for 
the  EC's international activity: the creation of the EPC, the definition of its relationship 
with the Community, the  debate on the political  role that could be played by the EC 
Commission, the attempts at improving the coherence of the EC's international activity. I 
show that the design of this institutional structure was strongly affected by the different 
member states'  views on the final form of  European political  integration.  To  evaluate 
possible institutional  innovations,  states always considered whether these innovations 
moved political integration towards a federal or a confederal model. As a consequence of  
these deep implications of the traits of the institutional structure for the EC's international 
activity, its design was quite difficult and it often required to reach fragile and ambiguous 
compromises between divergent conceptions. 

Chapter 2  is  to a large extent  complementary to chapter 1,  since it  focuses on the 
definition and establishment of the institutions and means  meant  to enable the EC to 
speak  with  a  single  voice  on  the  international  stage.  Once  common  positions  were 
reached between member states, these positions had to be expressed. On the one hand, I 
look at the means created for the expression of the Community's voice, on the other hand, 
I look at  the means for the expression of the EPC and of the European Council.  I show 
that most  world countries were receptive to the assertion of the EC on the international 
stage, and it fact they favored further progress in political integration. The main reason 
why the EC did not always manage to speak clearly on the international  stage was its 
member  states'  reticence  about  it.  One common European voice  might  sometimes  be 
expressed, but it should not substitute the choir of single national voices. 

Chapter 3  also  focuses on the definition of the structure  for the EC's international 
activity.  However,  the  chapter  does  not  focus  on  institutional  aspects  but  rather  on 
political ones, namely the political constraints which led to the exclusion of entire fields 
of  international  affairs  from  the  EC's  international  activity.  I  look  at  member  states' 
domaines réservés, as well as at the substantial exclusion of defense matters from the range 
of action available to the EC. Other major constraints on it were promoted by the US: the 
EC should deal only marginally with the Middle East question and with energy matters. I 
argue  that  this  restriction  of  the  range  of  action  available  for  the  EC's  international 
activity  strongly  affected  its  traits,  by  inviting  the  EC to  focus  on  specific  “civilian” 
sectors of international affairs. As a result, a division of labor was established between the 
EC and its member states, as well as between the EC and the US. 

Political constraints on the EC's international activity directed its focus towards fields 
of  international affairs such as development cooperation, dialogue with the developing 
countries, the promotion of human rights in third countries, and so on. Activity in these 
fields enabled the EC to assert itself as a distinctive international actor – as some put it at 



the time, as a «civilian power.»28 It is  towards this activity that I  turn to in chapters 4 
through 6.  In  chapter  4  I  look  at  the  EC's  engagement  in  favor  of  development 
cooperation,  especially  at  the  reassessment  of  its  cooperation  system  with  the  Lomé 
Convention.  In  chapter  5  I  look at  the  EC's  efforts  for  a  reform  of  the  international  
economic  order  offering  more  weight to  the  developing  countries  and  favoring  an 
overcoming of the juxtaposition between economic blocs. In chapter 6 I look at the EC's 
activity for the promotion of human rights in third countries outside Europe. 

In each chapter,  I  analyze  the conceptions underlying  the EC's engagement in  the 
considered  field,  as well as the image that the EC tried to project on the international  
stage.  I show that the EC consistently tried to convey an image of itself as a «force for 
good,»  caring  about  third  countries'  difficulties  and  about  their  people's  welfare. 
However, there was a fundamental mismatch between the discourse and image of the EC 
as a force for good and its actual policies and initiatives: deeds often fell well short of 
words.  I  consider  this mismatch,  analyzing the reasons  why the EC rhetoric set  very 
ambitious goals and why the EC found it very difficult to meet them. Part of the reason 
for it was that rhetoric was meant to rationalize some of the limited capabilities available 
for  the  EC's  international  activity,  and  to  make  up  for  them. I  argue  that  the  EC 
established a sort  of  vicious circle:  it  resorted to rhetoric in order to  make up for  its 
limited capabilities, but this strategy raised very high expectations. The EC was unable to 
meet these expectations, and as a result the limits of its capabilities were exposed even 
more. 

28 Duchêne, «Europe’s role in world peace.»


