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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Unpacking the EU’s ‘diplomacy of transitioning’  

The European Union’s ‘diplomacy of transitioning’ plays on the double meaning of the verb 

‘transitioning’ referring both to the adaptation to, and the attempt to bring about, change1. 

This reflects well the EU’s engagement in United Nations negotiations on sustainable 

development2, which – due to the democratic representation of countries and a high degree of 

transparency compared to other global governance fora – represents a venue where the EU:  

i) has been hard-pressed to address the challenges of globalisation, and  
ii) has itself pushed for a global transition to a different kind of development through for 

example the concept of the green economy (see respectively Staur 20133 and EC 
20114; Keukeleire 20035).  

The EU’s diplomacy in UN SD negotiations is a timely subject as the EU, since the early 1990s, 

has taken a role as a green leader central to its global image (Lightfoot 2012, 191; Baker 2016, 

283–284; Sbragia and Damro 1999; Lenshow 2004) and because this his role is increasingly 

being challenged by the emerging economies in multilateral environmental, development and 

economic governance fora such as COP156 (Schunz 2012, 208–209; Brandi 2012, 175; 

Laatikainen 2013, 472), Rio+207 (Delreux 2014, 74) the IMF8 (Duke 2013, 15) and the WTO 

(Elgström 2016, 88). 

While the above presentation of the EU’s ‘diplomacy of transitioning’ highlights more 

recent trends, this conceptualisation of the EU diplomacy is by no means only applicable from 

the 2000s and onwards. Quite to the contrary, under the concept of ‘structural diplomacy’ 

Keukeleire (2003) and colleagues (Keukeleire et al. 2009, 145; see also e.g. Keukeleire, 

Keuleers and Raube 2016; M. Smith, Keukeleire and Vanhoonacker 2016) have called for 

                                                        

 
1 Stevenson and Lindberg’s (2010, online version - no page number) definition: To ‘undergo or cause to undergo 
a process or period of transition’. 
2 In some places, the abbreviation for sustainable development ’SD’ will be used to make the thesis more 
readable. 
3 See also Jolly, Emmerij and Weiss (2009). 
4 See also e.g. Council of the European Union (2012a); Council of the European Union (2011); Council of the 
European Union (2012b) and European Commission (2013a). 
5 Keukeleire (2003, 45–47) argues for seeing the EU diplomacy as an agent of international structural change. 
6 The 15th Convention of the Parties (COP15) of the UN Convention on Climate Change (UNCCC) held in 2009. 
7 Rio+20 is shorthand for the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) held in 2012. 
8 Specifically, in the process to reform of the IMF member’s quotas and weighed voting rights starting in 2010. 
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more focus in EU studies and IR on: 
the shift in the objectives of diplomacy. Particularly since the end of the Cold War, diplomacy is increasingly not 

only focused on influencing inter-state relations, crises and conflicts. Diplomacy increasingly also had the 

objective of shaping or influencing structures, with structures being the organizing principles, rules of the game 

and institutions that determine how actors relate to each other in the political, economic9, legal, social and 

security fields… Within this changing context, the capacity to ‘structure’ other countries, regions and the global 

environment and to influence long-term structural changes became and remains critical’ (Keukeleire et al. 2009, 

145).  

 

Importantly, the Keukeleire et al. (2009, 146–147) stress that the aim of structural diplomacy 

might as easily be to bring about structural change, as to uphold status quo. There has been a 

remarkable neglect of this ‘structural’ dimension of the EU’s diplomacy in the political science 

literature (for this argument see e.g. Keukeleire 200310) and in the EU (foreign) policy-

makers’ official discourse. An example of the latter is the lack of references to, for example, 

the BRICS11 group in EU documents until late 2011 and early 2012 (Søby 2013). By then, the 

European Parliament discussed the topic (European Parliament 2012). The mention of each 

individual BRICS country and the EU bilateral relationship with these was, however, still the 

preference for the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-

President of the European Commission, Catherine Ashton in 201212 (Ashton 2012; Keukeleire 

and Hooijmaaijers 2014, 58313).  

The academic literature on the topic, which has only recently taken off, notes the puzzling 

lack of an EU strategy to meet the challenge of the changing international economic order 

(CIEO) (M. Smith 2016; Duke 2013; Elgström 2016; Keukeleire and Hooijmaaijers 2014). This 

emerging literature has, however, stayed at a general theoretical or formal institutional level 

                                                        

 
9 Keukeleire et al. (2009, 146) ’capitalism’ changed to ’free market economy Keukeleire, Keuleers Raube (2016). 
10 See also Balfour, Raik and Carta (2015); Laarikainen (2013); K. E. Smith (2010); Meunier and Jacoby (2010b). 
11 BRICS stands for Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. The latter was only added to the abbreviation 
later. The original coining of the term “the BRICs” was by O’Neill (2001). 
12 This is also testament to the differences between the different constituents of the EU’s internal (coordinative) 
discourse. Therefore, the fact that a report of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the European Parliament, titled, 
On the EU foreign policy towards the BRICS and other emerging powers: objectives and strategies did discuss the 
‘structural’ dimension of the EU’s diplomacy does not imply that this was generally applicable throughout the 
EU’s coordinative discourse. The findings of this thesis suggest otherwise, as will be shown in chapter 7 and 8. 
Importanlty, the main focus of this thesis is the development of the EU’s coordinative discourse in New York.    
13 See also Gowan, R. and Brantner, F. (2010) ‘Navel-gazing Won’t Help at the UN’, European Voice (Oct. 4, 2010). 
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of analysis (see respectively Keukeleire and Delreux 2014; Whitman 2015; Wouters, 

Odermatt and Ramopoulos 2016). Notably, a few studies have started to investigate how the 

EU’s ‘structural diplomacy’ has played out in specific policy areas (e.g. Keukeleire, Fonck and 

Métais; Elgström 201614).  

The concept of the ‘EU’s diplomacy of transitioning’ has the added value that it avoids the 

word ‘structural’, which has been defined in a myriad of ways within the fields of 

International Relations (IR) and International Political Economy (IPE).  

Moreover, the analyticist discursive institutionalist framework developed here differs in many 

important respects from Keukeleire’s (2003) ‘structural diplomacy’ framework, even though 

the empirical focus of both studies, at a very aggregate level, revolves around the same topic 

of the EU’s management of ‘globalization’ or ‘the post-Cold War international economic order’.  

The present study also investigates the specific case of the EU’s diplomacy of transitioning 

within UN negotiations on sustainable development – zooming in on a specific policy sector.  

Analysing the EU’s self-identification as a global green leader as a way of simultaneously 

adapting to and attempting to change international soft and economic power structures is 

rare. Brande’s (2008, 173) study is one exception. It provides support for tracing back the 

EU’s diplomacy of transitioning not to the rise of the emerging economies, but to the early 

1990s: The Union’s green mission is not only motivated by economic and environmental 

goals, but also by a foreign policy objective where leadership is used to legitimise its actions. 

Grubb and Gupta (2000, 79) defined it as the ‘hegemonic ambitions’ of the EU. Growing 

internal and external expectations towards the Union action and the increasing complexity of 

the international context created pressures on the EU at the end of the Cold War. Assertive 

participation in international environmental negotiations – particularly in climate debate – 

was an answer to those demands. Step by step the EU realised that its power was being 

recognised more rapidly thanks to this assertive role (Sbragia and Damro 1999). 

Furthermore, the EU expected to achieve its emission reductions without considerable 

economic costs – the restructuring of the energy system in both East Germany and the UK, 

should allow the Union to achieve its commitments without additional policies. In a sense, this 

was an easy way to gain political influence internationally. 

                                                        

 
14 Elgström (2016) does not use the term ’structural diplomacy’ but studies the same topic. 
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Moreover, this thesis uses the following terms synonymously: EU ‘diplomacy’, ‘diplomacy 

of transitioning’ and ‘supranational diplomacy’. These terms refer to EU’s diplomacy as 

something more than the collective representation of the EU member states – and also include 

EU institutional representatives who work on external and foreign policy.  

This choice is informed by the focus in this thesis on the EU’s external diplomacy at the 

global level in UN sustainable development fora, and by the findings from participant 

observation conducted for this study. It is also inspired by the findings of, for example, 

Bratner (2011, 175) and Corthaut and Eeckhoutte (2012, 167) which suggest that, in UN 

diplomacy, other actors do not generally differentiate between the EU and its Member States. 

The tendency is rather to view the EU as a unitary supranational actor in SD negotiations (in 

other fora, such as the security council, this is of course different).   

This assumption – which is contentious in the EU but not in UN diplomacy – can be well 

illustrated by Corthaut and Eeckhoutte (2012, 167), who find that: 
[B]y necessary extension also the Member States participation in global environmental governance: in principle, 

as environment is a mixed EU-Member States competence, a clear division of competences will not be easy to 

establish, but even more importantly, their partners in the UN global environmental fora will not feel concerned 

by internal division of competences between the EU and the MS, and will consider them often as one subregional 

grouping of the Western European and Others Group (WEOG) within the UN. The partners in the UN global fora 

will colloquially refer to ’EU’ irrespective of whether pursuant to the internal division of competences, this 

should be the ’EU’, ’the EU and its 27 Member States’ or ’the 27 Member States of the EU (Corthaut and 

Eeckhoutte 2012, 167). 

 

Importantly, ‘the EU’s diplomacy of transitioning’ in this thesis refers to the EU’s external 

diplomacy, but of course it also comprises the preparatory work at the national capital and 

Brussels levels. However, the focus is predominantly on the work at the global level – outside 

Europe. 

 

1.1.1 How has the ’EU’s green mission’ been interpreted hitherto? 

Surprisingly, in the academic literature there is only very recently emerging an interest in 

inquiring into the EU’s engagement at the global level – in multilateral diplomacy in general 
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and in formal15 international institutions – with the new16 global challenges that are emerging 

from the changing international economic order (CIEO)17, as well as to the global 

sustainability crisis (GSC) (see e.g. Elgström and Smith 200618, on the CIEO see e.g. Keukeleire 

and Bruyninkcx 2011; Laatikanen 201319, and the GSC see e.g. Delreux 201220; Vogler 2011).  

Notably, these two global challenges are rarely analysed in an integrated way, and if so, then 

focus on specific actors is secondary at best (Newell 2012; Kütting 2004 and Park, Conca and 

Finger 200821).  

I suggest studying how the EU can speak with one voice as a supranational actor in these 

UN sustainable development negotiations, both because these negotiations comprise a set of 

diplomatic interactions where the EU has been granted the earliest and the most (state-like) 

de jure recognition or representational status in international negotiations on topics of shared 

competence; and because the EU first sought to play a global leadership role during these 

discussions.  

I also suggest studying the EU’s participation in this set of diplomatic interactions because 

the UN SD negotiations represent a site where EU diplomacy has been the hardest pressed to 

openly discuss the structural implications of the rise of the BRICS. This has implications, for 

example, for the different views on what type of globalization and global economic governance 

is preferable. Thus, UN negotiations on SD provide a prime case for shedding light on the 

extent to which the EU can speak with one voice in international negotiations. 

Furthermore, the EU’s global green role and diplomacy of transitioning are relevant to 

                                                        

 
15 In terms of terminology, this thesis applies Schmidt’s discursive institutionalism (DI). Therefore, ’formal 
international institutions’ implies international fora with formal rules of procedure, while ’international 
institutions’ refers to internationally (intersubjectively) held ideas such as ’sovereignity’ (cf. Schmidt’s (2008, 
305 and 312). I will elaborate on the the definition of institutions in Schmidt’s DI in chapter 3. 
16 To what extent the ’Decline of the West and the Rise of the Rest’ (Zakaria 2008) or the CIEO and the GSC are 
new phenomena is of course debateable. I argue that these challenges to the EU have only really come to the fore 
and evolved during the period studied in this thesis (from 1992 to 2016), why they are new in this perspective. 
17 The ’CIEO’ is used instead of the ’globalizing international economy’, as the latter only signals an extension of 
the existing international economy to new corners of the world, while the former refers to a shift in the power 
relations and ’rules of the game’ in the international economy.  
18 For arguments about this gap in the political science literature and emerging notable exceptions see e.g. 
Laatikainen and Smith (2006); Lucarelli (2007); Bruyninckx et al. (2012); Grimm, Gänzle and Makhan (2012). 
19 See also see e.g. Whitman (2015), Neumann (2013, 3), Laatikainen (2013). 
20 See also e.g. Van den Brande (2012), Lightfoot (2012), Brandi (2012). 
21 For studies coupling the two topics see Paterson (2007); Newell (2011, 2012); Clapp and Dauvergne (2005); 
Christoff and Eckersley (2013).  
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study because existing interpretations of the success, or lack thereof, of the EU’s wielding of 

its role as a global green leader varies considerably (e.g. Wurzel and Connelly 2011; Grubb 

and Gupta 2000; Elgström 201622). The same applies to the political science literature’s 

identification of the motives behind the EU’s global ‘green mission’ and its success or failure 

across various formal international institutions (see respectively e.g. Brande 2008; 

Bruyninkcx et al. 2012; Lenschow 2004; Sbragia and Damro 1999).  

Also, most scholars have focused on sub-issues under SD, such as climate change (e.g. van 

Schaik and Schunz 2012) and biodiversity (e.g. Delreux 2012), rather than on the evolution of 

the EU’s or other key actors’ interpretation of the overarching concept of SD23 in UN 

negotiations on this topic (notable exceptions are Lightfoot 2012; Van den Brande 2012; and 

Wagner, Hajjar and Appleton 2012; Dodds, Laguna-Celis and Thompson 2014, chapter 3).  

Thus, existing research predominantly depicts the EU’s self-imposed role as a global 

‘green civilian power’ as a result of internal factors of either its sui generis nature as in the 

Normative Power Europe (NPE) literature (see e.g. Manners 2002), or the extensive 

integration in the key policy areas of sustainable development24 and, thus, the EU’s capability 

to be a green leader (see various rationalist approaches in EU (foreign policy) studies25)26.  

Hence, the EU’s actual or de facto engagement in these diplomatic processes27 at the 

global level, and how the EU has both shaped and been shaped by this, remains a neglected 

area of study (Balfour, Raik and Carta 2015, ch. 13; Neumann 2013, 3; Drieskens 2012, 52; 

Smith 2010).  

 

1.1.2 Reading the ‘EU as a manager of globalisation’ and ‘globalisation and European 

integration as discourse’ – drawing on discursive institutionalism  

                                                        

 
22 Elgström (2016) focuses on the impact of the CIEO on the international climate change and trade regimes, but 
does not mention sustainable development or how all three phenomena of globalisation, environmental 
degradation and multilateral trade governance could somehow be related to and interact with each other. 
23 Importantly, Baker (2006; 2016) explores how the EU’s interpretation and policies on SD have evolved within 
the EU and its member states, not how this has played out at the global level in multilateral UN negotiations. 
24 That is, development, environment and economic policy. 
25 These include but are not limited to Caporaso and Jupille’s (1998) concept of  ’actorness’, ’role performance’ 
e.g. Bretherton and Vogler (2006), ’Presence’ Allen and Smith (1990) or ’position’ Schunz et al. (2012). 
26 For an argument about ‘the European-introvert nature’ of the literature on the EU at the global level, see e.g 
Jørgensen and Laatikainen (2013, 3). See Schunz et al. (2012, 30–31) on ‘the predominantly inward-looking 
perspective [of Foreign policy studies, which] must… be considered as a weak point’.   
27 I.e., UN negotiations on sustainable development or other multilateral negotiations on the global level on SD. 
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This thesis is about the under-studied question of whether and, if so, how and why the 

emerging EU diplomacy, from 1992 to 2017, used its role as a global green leader in UN SD 

negotiations as an opportunity to manage key challenges that arise from globalisation. 

Importantly, this puzzle is informed by two research clusters within the discursive 

institutionalist (DI) literature on EU politics.  

The first cluster is referred to as the EU as a manager of globalisation. It examines ‘how the 

EU deals with global challenges both internally and externally’ and conceptualises ‘managed 

globalisation’ as ‘placed on a continuum between ‘old protectionism’ and ‘ad hoc’ 

globalisation’ (Lynggaard 2015, 240).  

This research has demonstrated how the EU, often successfully, has managed globalisation, 

through global economic governance fora, by codifying the rules of globalisation (Meunier and 

Jacoby 2010a; 2010b; 2011 Abdelal and Meunier 2010); of trade (Meunier 2005); and of 

finance (Abdelal 2006; 2007).   

Importantly, the present study does not limit the conceptualisation and study of Europe 

and the management of globalisation to the specific EU doctrine formulated by former trade 

commissioner Pascal Lamy (2004, 17). Instead, it argues – contrary to Siles-Brügge (2012, 1) 

– for the utility of the concept also after Lamy left office and in more policy areas than solely 

within trade2829. A case in point is Siles-Brügge’s later work on how:  
[the narrative – about] keeping ‘the EU as a ‘rule-setter’, rather than a ‘rule-taker’ – in the ’setting global 

standards’ discourse is now occurring in the EU’s pro-Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) 

advocacy replacing the previously more dominant ‘economic gains argument. (De Ville and Siles-Brügge 2016, 

38–39).  

 

In my view, unravelling such discursive fights over which type of globalized international 

economy or global capitalism will prevail is exactly what ‘Europe as a manager of 

globalisation’ research is all about. And this is, arguably, a broader topic than EU trade policy. 

The second research cluster has been labelled ‘globalisation and European integration as 

                                                        

 
28 An example is e.g. Grimm, Gänzle and Makhan (2012, 12) when writing: ‘To be successful, development policy 
needs to be more than mere technical support to fix detailed problems of countries. Sometimes this endeavour is 
referred to as ‘shaping globalisation’ (OECD 2001) or forging a ‘global structural policy (BMZ 2010)’. 
29 Siles-Brügge (2012, 1) critique of Meunier and Jacoby’s (2011) book was: i) the term [‘EU management of 
globalisation’] to be ‘too specific too apply in an analytically meaningful sense beyond the arena of trade policy 
making’ and ii), as a ‘doctrine may have less traction than the editors argue’. 
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discourses’. It assumes that:  
most often actors operate according to a set of institutionalised discourses without much further reflection. Yet, 

sometimes elite decision makers use European integration/globalisation discourse strategically, and such 

discourses have shown to be very powerful tools to initiate and legitimise or, indeed, hinder a wide range of 

institutional and policy reforms (Lynggaard, 2013); [and that] [h]ow exactly this plays out is essentially an 

empirical question (Lynggaard 2015, 239).  

 

An underlying premise of these research clusters, and in the present thesis, is, therefore, that   
[the] unpopular assumption that globalization can be managed or steered or that it is, in some general sense, 

organized. Contrary to many popular accounts of globalization, which construct the notion of a world out of 

control, in which volatile capital and footloose transnational corporations move rapidly around the world 

without control or direction… globalization has always been, and continues to be, driven by deliberate actions 

and non-actions on the part of states, international organizations and private actors. (Newell 2012, 4 see also 

Cameron and Palan 2004 and Rosamond 2002).  

 

A third important research cluster, which this study draws upon, is the  Bourdieusian practice 

turn approach in IR30 to the study of EU diplomacy (see e.g. Adler-Nissen 2013; Adler and 

Poulliot 2014; Mérand 2008). This research cluster is importantly not a part of the discursive 

institutionalist literature. Thus, while applying a discursive institutionalist theoretical 

framework in this study, this thesis shares the insights of the Bourdieusian practice turn 

literature regarding the conceptualization of EU diplomacy as a social process. 

 

1.1.3 Research question 

Against this backdrop, the research question is:                                                                                  

• How can a supranational actor speak with one voice in international sustainable 
development negotiations?  

In addition to the theoretical implications of this research question – how this can be studied 

and theorized –the research question also points to a series of empirical questions: 

• How, and why, has EU diplomacy managed the economic and environmental 
challenges of globalisation in UN negotiations on sustainable development, in the way 
it has, from 1992–2017?  

 

                                                        

 
30 Also referred to as the ‘Bourdieusian practice turn approach’ and the ‘Bourdieusian practice turn literature’ in 
this thesis. 
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The ‘economic and environmental challenges’ are, in turn, narrowed down to the challenges of 

1. the changing international economic order (CIEO) and  
2. the crisis of global sustainability (CSG).  

In addition to these – there is a third ‘challenge’ implied in the above research question:  

3. the challenge of being a supranational actor in the state-centric environment of the UN. 
 

1.2 Analysing the SDGs and EU diplomacy as two outcomes of one story? 

1.2.1 What is sustainable development, globalisation and EU diplomacy? 

The above-presented research question should be of interest for many reasons. For starters, 

the very terms ‘EU (supranational) diplomacy’, ‘globalisation’ and ‘sustainable development’ 

are contested concepts both within and beyond academia. Intense debates are still ongoing as 

to whether one can meaningfully talk of an ‘EU diplomacy’, what this might include or not, and 

how this is defined in relation to EU foreign policy-making.31 (Elgström and Smith 2006, 1; 

Smith 201432). Sustainable development has been used to denominate wildly different things, 

by different actors, at different times (Farley and Smith 2014; Sneddon, Howarth, Norgaard 

2006). The strength of the latter concept is even argued to lie in its vague definition in most 

international negotiated documents, as it allows various actors to frame it in whatever way is 

necessary to please their respective constituencies (Sneddon, Howarth, Norgaard 2006).  

Other perceive this as a major weakness of the concept to the extent that they argue for 

the redefinition of the concept. An example of this is Farleyand Smith’s (2014, 151 and ch. 6) 

suggestion that ‘sustainable development’ be substituted with their concept of ‘neo-

sustainability’. Finally, the nature, extent, causes and effects of globalisation have sparked 

numerous research projects, heated political debates and even social protests and civil society 

movements (e.g. Deese 201233).  

The lack of consensus on the definition of these concepts should, however, not make 

                                                        

 
31 An early example is Laatikainen and Smith’s (2006, 14) argument about the ’cosiderable variation in the 
degree of adaptation of national diplomacy towards a European or EU diplomacy’. 
32 See also Allen and Smith 1990; 1998; Bretherton and Vogler 1999; Carlsnaes et al. 1994; 2004; Hill 1993; 
1998; Hill and Smith 2011; Peterson and Sjursen 1998; H. Smith 2002; K. Smith 2003; Tonra and Christiansen 
2004; White 2001; Whitman 1998; Drieskens and van Schaik 2014; Barota and Spence 2015; Balfour, Raik and 
Carta 2015). 
33 For specific references on causes and effects, see e.g. Deese 2012; regarding the nature and extent, see e.g. 
Cameron and Palan 2004; on the impact on diplomacy, see e.g. Neumann 2008; 2013; on civil society, see Gill 
1995; 2002).   
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researchers shy away from debating them both as analytical constructs or empirical 

phenomena (for this argument with regard to European integration and globalisation, see e.g. 

Lynggaard 2015, 237; Rosamond 2005). To some extent, this is also not the case with the 

concepts of sustainable development and sustainability, as these concepts have been 

extensively discussed within global environmental governance studies (e.g. Chasek, Downie 

and Brown 2014), ecological economics (e.g. Neumayer 1999) and ecology (Paulson et al. 

2003; Robbins 2004). 

Many exchanges have also taken place regarding the existence of a ‘European collective 

diplomacy’, ‘European external diplomacy’ or ‘EU diplomacy’ and a ‘European foreign policy 

system’ within the EU Studies literature (e.g. Hill and Smith 2011) and, particularly, within EU 

foreign policy and diplomacy studies (e.g. Gstöhl and Mahncke 2011; Smith 2011; Elgström 

and Smith 2006).  

Nevertheless, these debates on sustainability, sustainable development and EU diplomacy 

have mainly stayed within their subfields and have been largely absent from the above-

mentioned discursive institutionalist (DI) literature on the European Union or the branch of 

International Relations (IR) research on rising powers, the decline of the West or the role of 

diplomacy in world politics. As noted above, this has not been the case with globalisation.34 

Moreover, an engagement of the concepts of EU diplomacy at the global level and 

sustainable development also accommodates the empirical developments in the form of:  

1. The succession of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) – making sustainable development the key concept of the 
UN’s work until 2030 (Resolution 70/135), and  

2. The creation of an EU diplomatic service (i.e., the European External Action Service 
(EEAS)) and the granting the status of legal personality in international law to the EU 
with the Lisbon Treaty (TEU 2007/C 306/0136). 

 

These developments call for more focus on SD in IR and IPE, not as peripheral ‘purely 

                                                        

 
34 As globalisation has been extensively debated across many academic disciplines despite the lack of consensus 
on the definition of the term. 
35 General Assembly resolution 70/1, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development  
A/RES/70/1 (25 September 2015), available from undocs.org/A/RES/70/1. 
36 European Union, Treaty of Lisbon Amending the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty Establishing the 
European Community, 13 December 2007, 2007/C 306/01, available at: 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/476258d32.html [accessed 19 May 2016]. 
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environmental’ topics, but as key empirical areas of investigation on a par with international 

trade and global finance37. It also calls for overcoming the current lack of research in IR and 

IPE on EU (external) diplomacy’s actual engagement at the global level in multilateral 

diplomacy (notable exceptions are, respectively, Kütting 2004; Newell 2012 and Adler-Nissen 

and Pouliot 201438).  

Furthermore, the latter would cater to the much-neglected empirical and theoretical topic 

of the External Perceptions of the EU as a Global Actor (Lucarelli and Fioramonti 2011). It 

would thereby also take seriously the idea that most non-European negotiators do not 

differentiate between the EU and EU member state actors, but rather subsume all of them into 

one ‘EU diplomacy’ in UN SD negotiations (Brantner 2011, 17539; Corthaut and Eeckhoutte 

2012, 167).  

Moreover, an investigation of the development of the EU’s engagement in UN SD 

negotiations from 1992 to 2017 is of relevance due to the current lack of longitudinal studies 

of both:  

1. how the EU as a unitary diplomatic actor has understood and conceptualised SD in UN 
negotiations; and  

2. how EU diplomacy within a sector-specific policy area de facto40 evolves at the global 
level.  

Furthermore, it is also a timely field of inquiry, because the EU itself has singled out economic, 

environment and development politics as the key focus for its external engagement and as 

                                                        

 
37 Work has been done to overcome this gap. However, there are important differences between more (e.g. 
Kütting 2004) and less integrated treatments (e.g. Newell 2012; Clapp and Dauvergne 2005), the latter treating 
SD in relation to key IPE themes rather than in itself. 
38 ’However, there are only a few studies that are driven by an interest in an all-EU perspective on the EU’s 
development policy and its broader relationship to the developing world (Carbone, 2007; Grimm, 2008; 2003; 
Orbie 2008; Söderbaum and Stålgren, 2010b)’ (Grimm, Gänzle and Makhan 2012, 9). 
39 ’In all the documents studied and the interviews, non-EU actors tend to subsume EU member states, their 
history and policies, under the EU banner – or at least they do not clearly distinguish between proper ’EU’ 
policies in terms of CFSP or Commission policies, and those of its member states’ (Brantner 2011, 175).   
40 There is a rich literature on the EU’s ascent as a global green leader (e.g. Orbie 2008; Wouters et a. 2012) but, 
to my knowledge, none which builds on primary data in the form of both interviews, participant observation and 
MFA archival material and, on this way, bases its analysis on first-hand-knowledge of the ’everyday workings’ of 
the EU’s (external) diplomacy on sustainable development. Notable exceptions are Rasch (2008), Brantner 
(2011) and Drieskens (2012). These studies do, however, ‘only’ focus on a specific point in time. They also ‘limit’ 
themselves to studying the institutional aspect of EU participation in UN fora in New York, and, thus, leaves out a 
focus on the development of the substance of the EU’s diplomacy in these fora. I address this gap in the literature in 
more detail in the literature review chapter 2. Laatikainen and Smith (2006) and Wouters et al. (2012) provide 
investigations the EU’s engagement within specific policy areas in the UN, but does not provide longitudinal 
studies but rather assessments of the EU’s role in specific UN fora at a certain point in time. I discuss the concept 
of ‘role’ futher in chapter 2.  



21 
 
 

areas in which it claims global leadership (Grimm, Gänzle and Makhan 2012; Wouters et al. 

2012). 

But how does this make the creation of the SDGs and the EU diplomacy related topics or, 

even, two outcomes of one story?  I argue that (at least) part of the answer to the question of 

why this reading is not more common is to be found in the existing literature’s presentation of 

‘sustainable development’ and ‘EU diplomacy’ as predominantly technical issues of formal41 

institutional design (see respectively e.g. Zysman and Huberty 2014, xiv42 and Schunz et al. 

2012, 29–30). This narrative can be found in many EU (foreign policy) studies, and in 

environmental studies.  

The former (EU studies), according to some scholars, can be described as obsessed with 

formal institutional, organisational and legal issues, while the ‘real questions’ of EU’s actual 

engagement with the world in ‘the processes of negotiation, recognition and outreach as well 

as the dynamics of UN politics tends to be downplayed43’ (Jørgensen and Laatikainen 2013, 5). 

Moreover, it is rare, and only recently, that scholars have started to discuss this topic in 

relation to the international distribution of power, and, even rarer, with a view to the EU’s 

impact on the emerging multipolarity (Jørgensen and Laatikanen 2013, 9). 

The latter (environmental studies), goes to great lengths to lay out how one might, in 

technical terms, bring about more sustainable development and less damage to planetary 

boundaries, whether climate change, biodiversity loss or another of nine boundaries 

identified by Rockström et al. (2009), for ‘a safe operating space for humankind’ (e.g. Sachs 

2015; Jørgensen et al. 2015; Meadows, Randers and Meadow 2004; López and Toman 2006; 

Jorgensen and Kick 2006; notable exceptions that include a political perspective are e.g.. 

Newell 2012; Paterson and Newell 2010; Wijkman and Rockström 2011; Kaninnen 2013; 

Baker et al. 1997).  

While the technical solutions regarding how to bring about more SD are urgently needed 

                                                        

 
41 For a definition of formal institutions, please see footnote 10.  
42 While Zyman and Huberty (2014,k xiv) acknowledge that ’moving green growth from religion to reality is as 
much a political task as a technical and economic one.’ They stay within a specific logic of green growth and 
seems to attach greater importance to issues of national energy systems than to ideational and political factors. 
43 ’In other words, analysts tend to focus on research that can be done from home, rather than analysing the EU’s 
role in substantive politics that would require more intensive fieldwork abroad (exceptions are e.g. Bachmann 
2013; Drieskens 2012; Alder-Nissen and Pouliot 2014). 
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and far from easy, one might wonder why so much scholarly attention is being paid to 

questions of policy implementation, and relatively little is being paid to critically assessing 

what the key actors in global SD governance (i.e., the EU, US and G7744) understand by, or 

define as, SD?  In my view, these gaps can to a large extent be explained by:  

1. the past at least 30 years’ dominance in political science, including IR and IPE, of 
neopositivism as the methodological stance (Jackson 2011; 2016)45;  

2. rationalist rather than relational theories of international relations and the EU’s 
presence therein (Adler-Nissen 2015a; Schmidt 2008); and  

3. a treatment in studies of diplomacy that focuses on diplomacy as all about process and 
bargaining and not on the ‘non-innocence’ of diplomacy, i.e., the idea that diplomacy is 
not just the implementation of foreign policies but a very active social system 
producing world politics and, hence, also world orders (Adler-Nissen 2015b; Sending, 
Pouliot and Neumann 2015). 

 

Overcoming this gap in the political science literature requires, in my view, focusing not only 

on how power is wielded in multilateral diplomacy, but also why certain ideas or policies 

succeed or fail, why some are promoted and others not (Schmidt 2008; Keukeleires (2003).  

Hence, in the case of the EU’s role as a global green leader, one ought also to ask questions 

about official and, particularly, internal, behind the scenes or ‘unofficial’ objectives and 

motives.  

A rare example of combining material and ideational factors is Brande’s (2008) analysis 

quoted above. This begs the question: Why not ‘just’ apply the same analytical approach as 

Brande (2008)?46 Or Keukeleire’s (2003) ‘structural diplomacy’ framework? The answer can 

be found partly in the next subsection and is fully developed in chapter 2.  

 

1.2.2 What are the aims of the thesis – empirically and theoretically? 

Based on the above description of the concepts of ‘sustainable development’, ‘EU diplomacy’ 

and ‘globalisation’, the overall aim of the thesis is twofold.  

                                                        

 
44 The G77 is the Group of 77 and China the developing countries negotiation bloc at the UN (see www.g77.org). 
45 For the argument about how the mainstream methodology (i.e., the philosophy of science stance) in political 
science has led to an emphasis on some types of research questions and a neglect of other types, see also e.g. 
Schmidt (2008), Berling (2013); Bigo (2013); Schwartz-Shea (2014). 
46 One main critique is that Brande (2008) failed ot anchor her analysis is in interviews, internal documents or 
participant observation. These types of sources, it seems to me, are necessary in order to empirically tease out 
what might arguably have been the ’EU diplomacy’s motive’ in any case. Furthermore, the EU, being a ‘compound 
polity’, is predestined to be home to competing internal motives or preferred policy solutions (Schmidt 2008). 
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Empirically, the ambition is to present the first longitudinal study of how the EU’s 

diplomatic interpretation of sustainable development has evolved over the course of the three 

UN mega-conferences47 on the topic, and the negotiations of the SDGs, spanning the period 

from 1992 to 201748.  The thesis zooms in and focuses on the economic dimension of the EU’s 

sustainable development discourse, tracing the development of the sub-discourses on the ‘the 

changing international economic order’ (CIEO) and the global sustainability crisis (GSC)49 

together with the challenge of being a supranational actor in a state-centric environment.  

In this way, the very broad agendas of the above-listed UN conferences on sustainable 

development and the negotiations of the SDGs – spanning topics from regulation of fisheries 

in international waters to women’s health and reproductive rights – is narrowed down to an 

investigation of the development of EU (supranational) diplomacy’s interpretations of the 

economic and environmental challenges of globalisation, their possible links, the Union’s role 

therein and preferred policy responses to these challenges (i.e., the coordinative discourse – 

not the official communicative discourse).  

Moreover, moving from solely studying the development of the ideas or ‘substance’ of EU 

diplomacy’s discourse on SD in UN fora, the present study also seeks to unravel how and why 

said discourse developed in the way it did. This investigation into the ‘practices’ or ‘conduct’ 

and ‘culture of discourse’, in turn, aims to explain why some ideas failed and others succeeded 

in the emerging EU diplomacy on sustainable development at the UN.  

Thus, the thesis seeks to contribute to filling the existing gaps in the political science 

                                                        

 
47 For an account of the term ’mega-conferences’ and the application of this term to the UN conferences on 
sustainable development, see e.g. Seyfang (2003). Note that Seyfang (2003) applies the concept both to the three 
mega-conferences under investigation in this study and to the Stockholm conference – i.e., the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE) – held in 1972, which preceeded the coining of the concept of 
sustainable development. The UNCHE was, however, a key first step towards understanding of environment and 
development as interconnected challenges and the possible solutions thereof as inextricably linked (see also 
Dodds and Strauss with Strong 2012, ch. 1 for a discussion of the dynamics and outcomes of this conference).  
48 Importantly, there exist other longitudinal studies of the development of the EU’s internal and external 
conceptualisation of sustainable development, though these are rare and predominantly focus on the former 
rather than the latter dimension of the EU’s sustainable development policy (see respectively e.g. Backer et al. 
1997 and Brande 2008; Vogler 2011; Vanden Brande 2012). What is lacking is studies of the EU diplomacy’s 
conceptualisations of sustainable development as these have developed on the ground in and around the UN 
negotiations that feed into and complement EU foreign policy developed in Brussels. This will be discussed in 
much further detail in the following chapters and referred to as ’the Brussels versus the New York perspective’. 
49 These two conceptualisations, in turn, correspond to i) the transition in the global economy that the EU has 
been faced with, and ii) the transition, which the EU has itself promoted at the UN in the form of e.g. the green 
economy, over the course of the studied period. 
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literature – on how global trends have not only been shaped by, but have also shaped, the EU 

itself – by exploring how the Union has simultaneously sought to manage globalisation, or, in 

other words, global capitalism through moving towards ‘speaking with one voice’ and 

promoting alternative definitions of what constitutes ‘sound’ development and economies50 

(e.g. ‘responsible’ or ‘managed’ globalization integrating SD into the approach or ‘the green 

economy’). 

Theoretically, the aim is to move Schmidt’s (e.g. 2012a) discursive institutionalism (DI) 

forward by elaborating on the framework’s conceptualisation of the ‘interactive’ vis-à-vis the 

‘substantive’ dimension of discourse. In short, I do so, by referring to the latter as ‘the content 

of discourse’ and to the former as ‘the conduct of discourse’51. Moreover, I add to the 

theorization of the ‘interactive’ dimension of discourse (the conduct of discourse) by 

developing the concept of ‘the culture of discourse’. The latter points not only to the 

descriptive aspect of ‘where, when and how the discursive actors’ meet, but also to the 

interpretation of the cultural norms informing the interaction in different (negotiation) 

settings, and how this, in turn, impacts on what can or cannot be talked about, in what ways, 

and how this limiting the range of possible outcomes. 

‘The culture of discourse’ does, in this way, also point to the importance of the sub-

concepts of ‘taboos’ and ‘mottos’ for understanding how and why some ideas fail and others 

succeed, and, hence, why institutions or policies are changed or not (the key puzzle in 

Schmidt’s (e.g. 2008; 2014) discursive institutionalism).  

In this way, the common view on the causal chain within discursive institutionalist 

literature (see figure 1.1 below adapted from Lynggaard 2012, 94) gets problematized not 

only in terms of the definition of causality (whether this is e.g. a neopositivist nomothetic one 

of generalisations across time and cases or, as here, a kind of singular causal analysis52).  

The causal chain also gets problematized at a substantive theoretical level by bringing 

                                                        

 
50 To what extent I will actually be able to do that and exactly how, is still not completely clear to me. I have some 
ideas about this, but none set in stone. At the moment, I think this will be done under ’the conduct of discourse’ 
subsections in chapters 5–7. 
51 Inspired by Lynggaard’s (2012, 95-97) distinction between the concepts of the ‘discursive code’ and the 
‘discursive conduct’ within discursive institutionalism – which in my reading seems equal to what Schimdt 
(2012a) refers to as the substantive and the interactive dimension of discourse.  
52 I elaborate on this in the first section of chapter 3. 
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attention to, and further conceptualising, how the culture of discourse (a neglected factor in 

the illustration below) impacts on what policy ideas can be articulated where, when and how.  

 

Figure 1.1 The causal mechanism of institutional change in discursive institutionalism 

(DI)53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, in proposing a further conceptualization of the ‘interactive’ dimension of discourse 

in Schmidt’s DI framework, I, draw on important insights from the Bourdieusian ‘practice 

turn’ literature in IR (Adler-Nissen 2013; Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 201454) and EU studies 

(Adler-Nissen 2016). The definition of culture in these literatures is, however, more static and 

structuralist than the conceptualisation of culture adopted in this study. 

In developing the latter, I have drawn on important insights from Ann Swindler’s (e.g. 

1986) work on culture as ‘a strategically55 used toolbox’ and on Claudia Strauss’ (2005) 

conceptualisation of ‘cultural models’ and tools. That said, ‘the culture of discourse’ is my 

terminology, not Strauss’ or Swindler’s.  

I also draw on Strauss (2005) and Quinn’s (2005a; 2005b) definition of (social) discourse:  
‘We use discourse interchangeably with the less technical term talk, which we have chosen for our volume title. 

Given the popularity of another, narrower, definition of the term “discourse” in contemporary usage, it needs to 

be added that our usage here is not being limited here to that other sense: its Foucauldian sense of a way of 

talking and a set of associated practices, forms of subjectivity and power relations that together constitute a 

body of knowledge, identified with members of some sub-groups of society – for example, the medical 

establishment or defence intellectuals. Strauss (fn 14, this volume) neatly distinguishes the way of usage of 

“discourse” in this volume, by calling these “social discourses.” Nothing of course prevents methods of discourse 

                                                        

 
53 Adapted from Lynggaard (2012, 94). See the problematization of Lynggaard’s figure on the previours page. 
54 See also Adler and Pouliot 2011; Adler-Nissen 2013; Adler-Nissen 2014; Adler-Nissen 2015a; 2015b; Mérand 
2008. 
55 ‘Strategically’ here does not denote a rationalist means-end logic, but a conscious use of cultural tools. 
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