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JNormative Power Europe' —and other forms of ,normative power(s)"
Scholars in the field of Ifuropean studies are well familiar with the
debate about “Normative Power Europe” which is associated most closc-
ly with an article by Jan Manners (Manners 2002). However. practitio-
ners and non-academics may not as easily understand what the concept
means because ordinary language uses of the three words “normative”
“power” and “KEurope” would render their combination in a single con-
cept to be. at a minimum, in necd of explanation. “Europe” is the casi-
est part—despite the fact that the geographical and the political signifi-
ers are no longer in sync. A quick look at the map and the borders of
the EU on the hand and the geographical boundaries of the Europcan
continent on the other shows this. It is remarkable indeed that the
widespread identification of the word “Europe” with the region encom-
passing only the EU has largely superseded the historical and geo-
graphical reference to FEurope as a region which naturally encompasses
Russia- —or at least parts of it. However. even if we take the delimita-
tion of "Furope” to the political entity of the LU for granted the refer-
ence 1o a union of nation states in combination with “power” would still
mark an unusual collocation because the ordinary language games of
great power politics normally reserves this particular use of the power
signifier for “coherent” p()litical units such as nation states. In other
words. the very fact that “EUrope” is by now widely assimilated to
other political entities in “power” terms_)rcﬁecls on the institutional mat-
uration which the EU has gone through.

From an ordinary language point of view the most irritating aspect
of the neologism “Normative Power Furope” is the combination of “nor-
mative” and “power” because the normativity implicitly insinuated is one
which associates “power” with some general good-—or, as Knud Erik

Jorgensen and Katie Laatikainen have put it early on: that it casily
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aligns itself with the self-image of the EU “as a force of goodness in in-
ternational  society”  (Jorgensen & Laatikainen 2004: 15-16; see also
Sjursen 2006). When Manners mvented “Normative Power Europe” he
was well aware of the counterintuitive combination of the adjective
“normative” aud the concept of “power™ because the second part of the
title of his initial article alrcady posed the question whether “normative
power Europe” is a “contradiction in terms” (Manners 2002).

As it turns out, the purely rhetorical quality of the question was
quickly revealed when Manners explained his understanding of “norma-
tive”, among others, with a reference to “the ability to define what
passes for normal’ in world politics” (Manners 2002: 236, 240). Tellingly,
this “ability to shape conceptions of normal’ in international relations”
(Manners  2002: 239) was not even mentioned among the different
meanings of normative power ten years later when Manners revisited
the “Normative Power Europe” debate he had started. "Three particular
meanings” of normative power “in EU studies” were now listed instead:
iDuses in “normative theory, that is how we judge and justify truth
claims in social science™ (2inormative power “as a form of power (pou-
rorr) that is ideational rather than material or physical”; and (3)norma-
tive power “as a characterization of an ideal type of global actor (puis-
sance)” (Manners 2013: 308-309). Among these meanings the initial
definition—"the ability to deﬁnt;‘ what passes for ‘normal’ in world poli-
tics” had completely disappeared.

One of the lessons to bhe learned from this naming exercise is that
“normative power” is what in semiotics is called an “empty signifier’—-
ic. "a signifier with a vague, highly variable. unspecifiable or non-exis-
tent signified” which “means different things to different people: they
may stand for many or even any signifieds” (see Chandler 2015). In
hindsight Manners’ neologizing effort has turned out to be a smart
move nevertheless in at least three respects. The usual citation indices

show that it helped Manners academic career (see Google Scholar).
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