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Abstract
This article compares the EU and China’s approaches to negotiating free trade agreements (FTAs). 
We show how China’s approach is more gradualist with regards to coverage of issues, and argue 
that this gives China advantages, which it leverages in later deals. While there are important 
differences in the scope and approach of EU trade negotiations, we argue that the EU could gain 
similar advantages by incorporating more Chinese-style gradualism to how it negotiates FTAs. 
Paradoxically, we argue that mirroring Chinese strategy in this regard could be used by the EU to 
secure very different ends from China’s such as normative reforms in the areas of human rights, 
the rule of law, and democratic government. More gradualism would allow the EU to scale up 
trade cooperation and regulatory convergence in an incremental manner while autocratic partner 
countries make democratic reforms, and would also enlarge the scope of more coherent positive 
conditionality.
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Introduction

The European Union claims to use free trade agreements (FTAs) as one of its tools to 
promote a normative agenda in foreign policy including democracy, human rights, and 
the rule of law.1 This is one of the reasons the EU has been called a ‘normative power’ in 
foreign affairs.2 ‘Normative Power Europe’ can be critically examined from several dif-
ferent angles. For example, does the EU really pursue normative goals consistently, or is 
normative language mainly a rhetorical guise to mask self-interested behavior? Or, 
despite ‘good intentions’, is the manner in which the EU pursues normative goals effec-
tive? This article contributes to the literature on normative power Europe, highlighting 
several aspects of the EU’s current approach to negotiating FTAs that undermine its 
normative goals. We look both at the strategic efficacy of the EU’s current approach and 
its normative coherence with the values the EU seeks to promote (using the normative-
theoretical approach of immanent critique). On both normative and strategic grounds we 
conclude that the EU’s current strategy for negotiating FTAs does not serve the EU’s 
agenda well.

Contrasting the EU’s approach to negotiating FTAs with China’s, marked by consid-
erably more gradualism, we argue that the EU could learn lessons from the Chinese 
approach. This would further improve the EU’s bargaining position vis-à-vis many auto-
cratic partners, a position that could be used to leverage many sorts of concessions, 
including the political reforms central to the EU’s normative agenda. We also argue for a 
somewhat surprising conclusion – that this more deliberate gradual approach can, in the 
context of EU FTAs with proximate autocratic partners, also assuage some of the weak-
nesses of the EU’s current strategy in terms of its normative coherence.

There is something obviously paradoxical in arguing that the EU can learn from China 
to be better able to pursue its normative foreign policy goals. China does not pursue 
human rights, the rule of law, or democratic reform in the countries with which it makes 
free trade deals. Indeed, while it does pursue strategic interests, it largely steers clear of 
the normative conditionality that characterizes many EU FTAs.3 It is also, by all standard 
measures, a deeply authoritarian country. Still, we argue, the gradual approach that China 
uses to exact greater strategic and economic concessions from partners could increase 
the EU’s bargaining position in some cases and reduce the initial adjustment costs 
imposed on developing countries. With that improved bargaining position, the EU could 
better pursue many different ends, including normative ends. Furthermore, gradualism 
improves the normative coherence of the EU’s strategy of using free trade to further 
normative goals, or so we argue.4

The article is structured as follows: in part 1, we lay out and analyze the advantages 
of China’s gradualist free trade strategy. In part 2, we contrast this approach with the 
EU’s strategy, using the example of the Euro-Med region. While the EU also has a 
sequential approach (starting with smaller agreements and moving on to larger ones), we 
show that EU agreements are more comprehensive than Chinese agreements both in 
terms of issue coverage and the depth of liberalization. Section 3 traces the development 
of ‘Normative Power Europe’. We show why and how the EU uses conditionality to 
pursue a normative agenda in foreign policy, and assess the origins of this approach in 
EU development policy. In part 4, we turn to the normative-theoretical part of the paper. 
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Taking the trade agreement negotiating strategies as our independent variable, we argue 
that the EU’s current approach to pursuing normative foreign policy goals through FTAs 
can be normatively incoherent; FTAs with proximate autocratic partners can undermine 
democratic values while claiming to promote them. In part 5 we show that, similarly to 
China, the EU’s bargaining position with countries in the Euro-Med has improved over 
time. This means the EU could extract more concessions (including normative/political 
reforms) from partners in later deals. Finally, we integrate the strategic and normative-
theoretical parts of our argument, arguing that adopting a more gradualist approach to 
FTAs can strengthen normative power Europe for three reasons: (1) it would create more 
room for positive conditionality, lessening the risk of normatively incoherent ‘weak con-
ditionality’; (2) smaller agreements make lower legitimacy demands on autocratic states 
unable by definition to meet stringent democratic standards; and (3) making further trade 
integration conditional to democratic reform ensures that subsequent broader and deeper 
FTAs are better able to meet democratic legitimacy standards.

Gradualism: China’s approach to free trade agreements

Recent decades have witnessed a dramatic expansion of global trade. The increasing 
complexity of international supply chains has been accompanied by the multiplication in 
the volume of world merchandise trade by three times in the last two decades. A signifi-
cant part of this growth has been driven by the integration of China into the global trade 
system in 2001 since when its merchandise trade has grown by over 29 times.5 This 
period has also been characterized by a growing proliferation of regional trade agree-
ments, with 178 agreements concluded globally since 2001.6 The EU has concluded 29 
regional trade agreements in this period, while China has completed 16.7 However the 
recent shocks to world trade and global supply chains represented by COVID-19 and 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have led to growing calls to reduce dependence and increase 
economic self-sufficiency.8 These shocks have combined with the already increasing 
protectionist rhetoric and disputes at the WTO to put the global trade trends of the last 
two decades in doubt.9 In this context of evaluation, this article asks what the EU could 
learn from China’s rapid growth in trade.

The EU’s approach to trade agreements has been rather consistent over recent decades 
However, given the recent shocks to global trade, there maybe benefits to both the EU 
and its trade partners in now reassessing its strategy and developing a new approach. 
There is now an increasing diversity of strategies pursued by states when negotiating and 
concluding trade agreements.10 Some have tended to adopt initially more comprehensive 
agreements whilst others exhibit a preference for a more limited and gradual approach 
to both liberalization and issue coverage.11 By a gradual approach we mean that the ini-
tial trade agreement is comparatively more limited in terms of liberalization as well as 
with regards to which issues are covered with respect to elements such as harmonization, 
competition, government procurement, services, and investment.12

As this section shows, when it comes to coverage of issues beyond goods liberaliza-
tion, China is recognized for the limited nature of its initial agreements, its gradual 
approach to trade negotiations, and the distinct lack of formal policy conditionality 
attached to its international agreements more generally.13 EU agreements tend to be more 
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comprehensive, incorporating clauses related to regulatory alignment, services liberali-
zation, intellectual property protections, and competition from the outset (see Section 
2).14 What are the advantages of China’s approach and what lessons might the EU draw? 
We suggest that adopting a more gradual approach in terms of issue coverage and liber-
alization may increase the bargaining leverage of the EU in some cases (see Section 5). 
That increased bargaining power can improve the EU’s position vis-à-vis its trade objec-
tives is clear, but we also argue that a gradual approach to policy conditionality can 
improve the EU’s position in terms of its normative agenda (see Section 6).

A comparison between China’s regional agreements in Asia and the EU’s Euro-Med 
partnership agreements is instructive. China is currently party to 17 trade agreements, 
including nine with regional partners in Asia and the Pacific region.15 These agreements 
have tended to focus on economically minor but strategically significant partners (e.g. 
Pakistan, New Zealand, and Singapore), only in more recent years turning to negotiations 
with larger economies such as South Korea. Beijing’s trade agreements can be divided 
into two categories: the first are with regional partners with whom China has adopted the 
‘neighboring country relations strategy’, whilst those in the second category are with 
countries that have resources and raw materials that China wants to more easily access.16

In comparing the EU and China’s approach to concluding trade deals with neighboring 
countries, the first category of Chinese deals is a natural focus. China’s reputation for 
more limited trade agreements in terms of both issue of coverage and depth of liberaliza-
tion (i.e. what we call China’s gradualist approach) is long-standing.17 China has adopted 
a piecemeal approach to the negotiation of FTAs and the resulting agreements are both 
of lower coverage and characterized by a low level of legal obligations.18 In many of its 
negotiations with regional partners, Beijing has pushed for agreements that are initially 
narrow, entail limited liberalization and a limited coverage of issues, and which are sub-
sequently expanded in numerous negotiation rounds.19 Thus, China’s agreements leave 
many elements beyond goods liberalization to continued negotiations.20 China has also 
often provided relatively generous terms up-front, and then subsequently both expanded 
the agreements and balanced the terms through later negotiations. This has the effect of 
increasing the economic dependence of these actors on China early on and subsequently 
increasing China’s bargaining leverage. The agreements with ASEAN and Pakistan are 
good examples of this.

The ASEAN-China agreement in particular provides the closest analog in terms of 
relative power position and power dynamics to the EU relationship with its Mediterranean 
neighbors. For this reason, it can be an instructive comparison.21 The initial agreement 
with ASEAN incorporated liberalization in goods only. In their early negotiations with 
China, ASEAN states were worried that their markets would be inundated with more 
competitive Chinese goods.22 To address this concern, China offered an ‘Early Harvest 
Program’ (EHP) which provided protections for agricultural sectors in ASEAN countries 
during the implementation period of the agreement. It meant elimination of tariffs on 
around 200 agricultural products by China whilst tariffs could be maintained by less 
developed ASEAN members until much later. Subsequent agreements on services were 
concluded in 2007, followed by an investment agreement in 2009.

As the agreement was expanded, ASEAN members’ economic dependence on 
China increased. ASEAN exports to China grew dramatically whilst their combined 
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GDP remained relatively stable and thus compared unfavorably to China’s impressive 
growth.23 As a result, businesses in Indonesia expressed concerns prior to full imple-
mentation of the deal that industries such as textiles and electronics would be 
adversely affected.24 Despite this, a protocol was signed in 2015 to upgrade the free 
trade area further.25

Similar dynamics can be observed in China’s negotiations with Pakistan. A goods 
agreement with limited liberalization was concluded in 2006.26 An EHP was again 
included to protect the agriculture sector in Pakistan in the early phases of implementa-
tion. The agreement did not include clauses on competition, intellectual property rights, 
or public procurement. It did however include sections related to subsequent expansion 
of the agreement. A protocol on special investment zones was concluded in 2008, fol-
lowed by an expansion of the agreement to include services. In 2011, a second phase of 
talks on expanding the agreement was initiated.

Again, over the period of agreement expansion, Pakistan’s economic dependence on 
China grew. Subsequently, a further eight rounds of negotiations were conducted under 
phase two of the agreement, culminating in an upgrade of the deal in 2016 despite the 
reluctance of Pakistan’s government.27 Pakistan was holding up negotiations because 
many domestic producers were concerned about competition from their Chinese coun-
terparts.28 The agreement is controversial in Pakistan but nevertheless China sub
sequently requested that Pakistan reduce duties to 0% on 90% of products under a revised 
FTA. Under phase I of the agreement, Pakistan reduced duties to 0% only on 35% of its 
products, while China reduced duties to 0% on 40% of Pakistan’s. Expansion to 90% was 
therefore a challenge for Pakistan’s businesses already struggling to cope.29 Pakistan 
subsequently requested revision of the existing treaty, arguing that the agreement brought 
no added advantages compared with countries that had no agreement with China, but 
Beijing was unwilling to accept Islamabad’s request.30

As trade cooperation developed, China became an increasingly important trading 
partner for Pakistan: Goods exports from Pakistan to China increased from $500 million 
in 2006, before the conclusion of the agreement, to $1.4 billion in 2017, when it was its 
third largest destination for exports of goods. Exports of goods from China were worth 
$4.2 billion in 2006 and Pakistan was the 33rd largest importer. By 2018, this figure had 
increased more than four-fold to $18 billion but Pakistan remained a relatively minor 
economic partner, in 27th place.31 Meanwhile, in 2017 China was the destination for 
around 27% of Pakistan’s exports (its next biggest destination for exports in 2017 was 
UAE at 13%). During the period of agreement expansion, China took a higher percent-
age of Pakistan’s exports than its next three export destinations combined.32 Despite 
controversy in Pakistan, the process of agreement expansion continued, and Pakistan has 
limited alternatives given the costs of replacing what is now its third largest market. 
Concerns persist in Pakistan about not being able to secure meaningful market access.33

The EU’s approach to free trade agreements

Compared to China, the most distinctive aspect of EU trade policy is that it explicitly 
links trade objectives with normative and political objectives through conditionality 
clauses either in many of the agreements themselves or through links to other political 
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agreements between the parties (we return to this in Section 3).34 There are three main 
types of trade agreements the EU makes. First, the most comprehensive are customs 
unions, where the EU and the partner countries agree to mutually eliminate customs 
duties and adopt common tariffs for external importers. Next are various types of FTAs 
such as Association Agreements, Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements, and 
Economic Partnership Agreements, which all mutually remove or reduce customs tariffs 
in bilateral trade. Finally, the EU also makes more limited Partnership and Cooperation 
Agreements, which seek to develop a general framework for bilateral trade, but generally 
exclude tariff reductions.35

The EU adopts a varying approach to the breadth and depth of its trade agreements, 
which can be divided into three broad categories. The first encompasses agreements with 
partners in Europe, North America, Latin America, and East Asia; these agreements are 
comprehensive from the outset. Agreements such as those with Canada, South Korea, 
Singapore, Vietnam, Moldova, Ukraine, and Georgia are comprehensive in global terms, 
matching the most comprehensive US agreements.36 Often these agreements entail high 
levels of liberalization and include areas such as services, investments, regulatory stand-
ards, public procurement, competition, and intellectual property.37 The second group are 
with regional partners in North Africa and the Middle East under the framework of the 
Euro-Med partnership. These agreements are often initially more limited, though in con-
trast to the approach adopted by China they still cover a wider range of issue areas and 
often incorporate sections on intellectual property, competition, government procure-
ment, and broader sections on standards harmonization. This is in addition to coverage 
of non-trade issues in the Association Agreements which, given that the EU does this to 
a much greater extent than China, only increases the contrast.

The EU also utilizes a Generalized Scheme of Preferences (GSP) in three variants. 
The first is standard GSP, by which customs duties are partially or fully removed on two 
thirds of tariff lines for lower income countries. In GSP+ reduces these tariffs to 0% for 
vulnerable lower income countries that implement 27 international conventions related 
to human rights and good governance. Finally, ‘Everything but Arms’ (EBA) deals pro-
vide duty-free and quota-free access for all products except arms, and are used for the 
least developed countries.38

In 2011, the European Commission announced ‘a partnership for democracy and 
shared prosperity going far beyond market access to further deepen integration with 
countries in the Southern Mediterranean and promote human rights, good governance 
and democratic reforms’.39 It simultaneously announced its intention to open negotia-
tions on Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements (DCFTA) with Egypt, Tunisia, 
Jordan, and Morocco.40 When announcing the initiative, the Commission emphasized 
that: ‘One of the basic objectives of the EU is to ensure that economic growth and devel-
opment go hand in hand with social justice’.41 Examining a subset of these agreements 
will shed light on the particularities of the EU approach and the opportunities for a shift 
in strategy. Particularly, we will see how the EU’s approach is relatively more compre-
hensive than China’s.

The EU and Morocco concluded an Association Agreement (AA) in 2000, covering 
trade in goods.42 There were subsequent negotiations on issues such as agriculture, 
fisheries products and a bilateral dispute resolution mechanism.43 The two parties 
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subsequently concluded an agreement on geographical indications in 2015.44 Simultane
ously, Morocco signed the Agadir Agreement along with Jordan, Egypt, and Tunisia in 
2004. This ‘committed all parties to removing all tariffs on trade between them and to 
harmonizing their legislation with regard to standards and customs procedures’.45 The 
EU already adopted a limited form of gradualism then but, unlike comparable agree-
ments with China, the EU-Morocco agreement included clauses on political dialog and 
trade related issues such as intellectual property, competition, and investment protec-
tions. In the 12 years following entry into force, the deal envisioned the abolition of all 
duties on goods covered in the agreement.46 With respect to depth of liberalization and 
issue coverage, the EU-Morocco agreement is considerably more comprehensive than 
China’s regional agreements.

A similar AA was concluded by the EU with Egypt in 2004. It focused on removal of 
tariffs on industrial goods but negotiations on services liberalization are currently on 
hold.47 As with the Morocco agreement, the deal with Egypt envisioned deep liberaliza-
tion. By the end of implementation of the agreement, Egypt will have liberalized tariffs 
on 99.9% of its imports from the EU.48 A subsequent deal concerned with agriculture, 
and fisheries products entered into force 6 years later. The two parties began talks on a 
DCFTA in June 2013.49 Since the conclusion of the 2004 agreement, EU-Egypt trade has 
increased from €11.8 billion in 2004 to €27.9 billion in 2017. Trade with the EU now 
constitutes around a third of Egypt’s total trade.50

A year after Egypt’s, an AA between the EU and Algeria entered into force, covering 
liberalization in both goods and services. It includes advanced provisions on investment, 
domestic regulations, intellectual property, and state-owned enterprises. The two parties 
envisioned the abolition of quantitative restrictions and duties within the 12-year transi-
tion period.51 Following the agreement, the EU is now Algeria’s most significant trade 
partner, accounting for 46.7% of Algeria’s trade in 2019.52 In 2017, both countries agreed 
on new partnership priorities that emphasized political dialog, governance, the rule of 
law, and the promotion of fundamental rights alongside economic development.53

As these examples illustrate, EU agreements with Euro-Med partnership are rela-
tively comprehensive both in terms of the liberalization envisioned in the agreements 
and in terms of issue coverage, both in relation to trade and non-trade issues. In this, and 
despite the fact that they have a more sequential nature than those signed with some other 
trade partners, they contrast strongly to China’s agreements (see Section 1). Given that 
the gradualist strategy has worked to Beijing’s advantage, it is interesting to consider 
whether similar successes could be made for the EU, and to what ends. In the next section, 
we make the somewhat paradoxical case that adopting more Chinese-style gradualism 
could help the EU to pursue its normative foreign policy agenda.

In making this case, it is important to recognize that there are significant differences 
in the way that trade policy is formulated and implemented. Chinese trade policy is more 
centralized and arguably less subject to lobbying pressures. As such, we must be cautious 
when arguing that the EU could mirror Chinese FTA negotiation strategies. Nevertheless, 
these differences, while important, do not prevent lessons from being drawn for a num-
ber of reasons. The extent of decentralization of EU trade policy, though real, should not 
be overstated. The Commission has a relatively wide range for discretion compared to 
agents in other international organizations. It has agenda-setting power; it can submit 
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proposals to negotiate trade agreements, including the choice of partners and negotiating 
objectives. It also negotiates on behalf of the EU member states and thus exercises rep-
resentational power. Finally, the Commission is in charge of implementation, as it man-
ages things such as trade defense measures.54

Though subject to more pressure than Beijing’s negotiators, the Commission is not 
entirely powerless in the face of interest group lobbying. It can administer access by lob-
byists and can favor those actors with similar preferences with greater access.55 Finally, 
whilst some trade agreements such as TTIP become controversial, many agreements 
simply fly under the radar of popular opinion and do not become an issue in the European 
Parliament or with member states. For example, the EU-Japan negotiations have gone 
‘almost entirely unnoticed by CSOs, parliamentarians and the general public’.56 As did 
the EU-Vietnam and EU-Singapore agreements. The EU-Korea agreement attracted 
opposition largely from the auto industry only.57 Agreements such as TTIP are therefore 
not typical in the response evoked from member states and sub-national groups.58 
Furthermore, the response to TTIP was a reaction to the extent of the liberalization of 
trade and investment in that agreement and the side-lining of political concerns.59 The 
recommendation we make in this paper, that the EU adopt a more gradualist approach in 
FTAs with proximate autocratic states, thus seems unlikely to generate a similarly nega-
tive public reaction.

Normative power Europe: using trade for governance 
reform

If we are to take EU rhetoric seriously, FTAs are an important part of the EU’s toolbox 
to pursue its normative foreign policy agenda. The EU ostensibly uses FTAs to pursue 
democratic governance, the rule of law, human rights, environmental standards, labor 
standards, and good governance.60 Normative foreign policy goals such as these have led 
to the EU being labeled as a ‘civilian power’61 and a ‘normative power’.62 We interpret 
the term ‘Normative Power Europe’ in the following way: for Europe to be a normative 
power it must be able to use its power resources to further European fundamental values 
abroad. European fundamental values are understood as simply those values listed in 
Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU): ‘respect for human dignity, freedom, 
democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of 
persons belonging to minorities’.

Some argue that EU foreign policy, and perhaps especially FTAs, should not be 
assessed in terms of normative goals, or that behind the normative rhetoric the EU in fact 
pursues a more hard-nosed, realist, and self-interested agenda in its foreign and trade 
policy.63 This may well be true. In this article however, we take seriously the EU’s pro-
fessed normative orientation for two reasons. First, we depart from the view that while 
actors in the EU might be divided on this point, there remain a significant number com-
mitted to a normative agenda in foreign policy. Indeed, the European Commission’s 
discursive commitment of normative goals in the context of FTA’s has been steady. For 
instance, the very first paragraph of the summary of the EU Action Plan on Human 
Rights and Democracy 2020–2024 insists that the EU will use trade to ‘consistently and 
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coherently’ promote human rights and democracy, while elsewhere the Commission 
speaks of Free Trade Agreements as ‘key instruments in support of democratic transfor-
mation’ in neighboring countries.64 Second, even where the commitment to normative 
foreign policy and trade goals is only skin deep, there are sometimes legal and political 
imperatives to do so. Pointing out inconsistencies and contradictions between specific 
EU policies and the EU’s normative foreign policy goals is therefore one way of holding 
the EU to account.

This section offers examples of the EU’s strategy of marrying ‘trade goals’ and ‘nor-
mative goals’ in this way, focused on the Euro-Med region. We track the development of 
conditionality from development policy to cooperation agreements and trade agree-
ments. In the next section, we show how the EU has not coherently applied normative 
standards across economic and trade relations with different partners.

The main – and most successful – strategy of normative power Europe has been  
‘leverage’65: using political and economic conditionality to incentivize progress toward 
greater respect for human rights, democratization reforms, etc. Positive economic condi-
tionality revolves around the offer of financial resources or economic benefits in 
exchange for progress, whereas negative economic conditionality freezes assets, rolls 
back trade, and so on. Political conditionality mobilizes political capital to the same 
ends, both via incentives (e.g. liberalized visa regimes or a pathway to EU membership) 
and sanctions (e.g. travel bans).66

The primary arena of normative power Europe was post-Cold War democratization.67 
Strategies of political and economic conditionality however first arose in EU develop-
ment policies. The Lomé agreements, the first of which was signed between the EU and 
African, Caribbean, and Pacific group (ACP) countries in 1975, would eventually for-
malize commitments to human rights and democratic principles. While Lomé I did not 
provide for any formal mechanisms of conditionality, the EU did suspend official aid to 
Uganda (with the exception of humanitarian assistance) in reaction to human rights vio-
lations by the Idi Amin regime.68 Partly in response to this, Lomé III formalized certain 
political commitments to human rights and human dignity. It was not until the fourth 
Lomé Convention (1990–2000) though that commitments to democracy and the rule of 
law were formalized, while conditionality was introduced only in a 1995 revision to 
Lomé IV. Article 366a of this revised convention contained a suspension clause permit-
ting parties to suspend the convention as a measure of last resort for violations of ‘respect 
for human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law’. The suspension clause was 
consequently invoked by the EU against Burundi (1996), Niger (1996), Nigeria (1993), 
Rwanda (1995), and Sierra Leone (1997).

As would later be the case in the European Neighbourhood Policy, partner ACP coun-
tries saw the normative goals of the Lomé agreements as Euro-dominated. The unilater-
alism of suspension mechanisms in Lomé IV and the absence of joint procedures for 
measuring these metrics led to ‘vociferous, albeit ineffective, ACP opposition’.69 Partly 
in response to this, the Cotonou agreements, do not unilaterally impose development 
policies on third parties. Rather, the norm (or at least the rhetoric) is that partner coun-
tries articulate the policies and goals in partnership, including through developing com-
mon and jointly implemented standards for the evaluation of these policies.
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Conditionality as a strategy of EU foreign relations thus preceded the EU democrati-
zation programs of the 1990s. Full conditionality, however, which includes both negative 
and positive conditionality, developed with instruments such as the first MEDA (from 
Mesures d’accompagnement) program (1995–1999) and the European Initiative for 
Democracy and Human Rights (1994–2007). In preparation for the 1995 Euro-Med con-
ference, the 1994 Commission Communication ‘Strengthening the Mediterranean Policy 
of the European Union: Establishing a Euro-Mediterranean Partnership [EMP]’ empha-
sized that respect for democratic principles constitutes an ‘essential element’ of the rela-
tionship (paragraphs 10 and 22). This type of clause is familiar from the 1996 revision of 
Lomé IV, and indicates that anti-democratic practices can constitute grounds for sus-
pending the relationship. This set the stage for the EU strategy of using trade deals to 
exact normative reforms in Euro-Med countries (see Section 2). However, as we shall 
see, the EU has not applied conditionality consistently, undermining the normative power 
agenda.

Conditionality and normative power Europe

The way that the EU currently pursues normative foreign policy goals via free trade deals 
with autocratic states can be normatively incoherent. By normative coherence we mean 
‘weak coherence’ whereby a set of policies, laws, rules, or principles do not conflict with 
one another; normative incoherence is therefore when a set of policies, laws, rules, or 
principles do conflict with one another.70 Inconsistent application of especially negative 
conditionality also undermines expressive adequacy while broad demands on autocratic 
countries for regulatory convergence undermines the EU’s commitment to democratic 
government.

Weak conditionality and expressive adequacy

On the whole, the EU has only used negative conditionality in extraordinary circum-
stances, and, even then, has applied it inconsistently. This ‘weak conditionality’ under-
mines the expressive coherence of the EU’s commitment to normative goals.

While suspension clauses were used in some cases in Eastern Europe – for instance in 
denying aid to Serbia-Montenegro and Croatia under the pre-accession PHARE program 
– they have been less used in countries without an EU membership perspective. In fact, 
suspension clauses have never been used to suspend a signed AA, although the EU has 
suspended negotiations with Libya (for a framework agreement) and has indefinitely 
postponed signing the AA with Syria. Much the same applies to Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreements (PCAs).71 While a formal aspect of PCAs is to support the 
democratic and economic development of the partner country, in practice the focus of 
these agreements has been economic cooperation and the furthering of trade relations.72 
Only in two cases did the EU suspend existing agreements – with Romania in 1989 and 
with Yugoslavia in 1991 – and these instances both predate the more comprehensive 
PCAs of the 1990s.

The only exception worth mentioning is the fact that the EU has not implemented 
its PCA with Belarus for its failing to live up to democracy, human rights, and 
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market-economy principles.73 PCAs with all countries in what the EU refers to as the 
‘Eastern Partnership’ went into force in the late 1990s. In the case of Belarus, however, 
a PCA was negotiated in the early 1990s and signed in 1995. As Lukashenko’s regime 
took an increasingly authoritarian turn in 1995, the EU made the implementation of 
interim economic and trade agreements conditional on democratic and economic reforms. 
The worsening situation with regards to democracy and human rights led to a suspension 
of technical support and funding, and the abandonment of the ratification process. The 
isolation of Belarus deepened when Lukashenko failed to give up his office as President 
at the end of his original term in the summer of 1999.

Not only has the EU applied conditionality inconsistently in its pursuit of its norma-
tive goals, many have argued that what makes the difference in whether the EU applies 
conditionality or not are strategic and economic concerns.74 For instance, the EU contin-
ued to negotiate an AA with Azerbaijan in 2005, despite widespread electoral fraud in the 
2005 Azerbaijani general election, in part because of the important pipelines running 
through Azerbaijan to the EU.75 Similarly, in the Mediterranean, scholars have argued 
that the lack of EU conditionality can often be explained through instrumental considera-
tions that have little relation to the extent that partner countries live up to – or violate – 
so-called fundamental values.76

What is the problem with weak conditionality in the context of normative power 
Europe? For normative power Europe to succeed, the EU must have some power 
resources, and must know and be able to clearly communicate its normative foreign 
policy goals. One aspect of clearly communicating normative commitments is expressive 
adequacy. Pursuing normative goals through trade policy serves the expressive function 
both of drawing EU member states together as a value community (i.e. toward a shared 
perspective of which values are fundamental to EU member states) and communicating 
to partners the importance the EU accords these values. Where EU trade policy is able to 
further these values, claims to using trade policy in the service of normative ends is 
expressively adequate. Where not, this policy is a poor vehicle for expressing normative 
commitments – they are expressively inadequate.

Normatively, expressive adequacy matters for two reasons. First, on democratic 
expressivist lines,77 it may be considered valuable in itself to unite EU member states as 
a common value community. Second, expressive clarity is useful in order to facilitate 
communication to partner states on what EU commitments to normative foreign policy 
goals consist of, as well as their relative importance. Inconsistent application of condi-
tionality in response to breaches by partners of fundamental values undermines both of 
these normative ends.

The tension between comprehensive regulatory convergence and EU 
fundamental values

Though weak conditionality undermines normative power Europe through expressive 
inadequacy, the answer is not uniform application of strong conditionality in EU trade. 
Strong conditionality can also undermine the EU’s fundamental values. This problem 
arises once we recognize that the EU pursues multiple ends in its trade and foreign 
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policy, and that those ends can come into conflict. Indeed, we saw this in the previous 
subsection in the context of the EU sometimes prioritizing economic and trade goals 
over the protection of democracy, as in Azerbaijan in 200578 and in the Euro-Med 
region following the Arab Spring.79 Where such conflicts over different ends occur, 
normative power Europe prescribes prioritizing the EU’s normative agenda. But we 
wish to focus on a different point that has seen less attention: the way the EU currently 
pursues trade agreements with autocratic partners can itself undermine the EU’s funda-
mental values.

The main thrust of the argument is as follows: in its more comprehensive trade agree-
ments, the EU requires partners to adopt regulatory norms and standards that can have 
wide-ranging and quite fundamental impact on their domestic economies.80 Presumably, 
partner countries’ governments are persuaded that the benefits of freer trade with the EU 
are worth the costs of such comprehensive regulatory convergence. Yet, undoubtedly, 
there will be such costs, and some domestic economic actors will lose out as a conse-
quence to freer trade, even if the net impact of FTAs is positive.81 This is not a problem 
when partner countries are democratic, as processes are in place for those affected by 
free trade policies to influence their government’s foreign policy, and potentially sanc-
tion government commitments that they feel run counter to their interests. But in auto-
cratic partner states, these democratic legitimacy mechanisms are absent. Incentivizing 
autocratic partners to adopt economic and regulatory norms therefore seems to run coun-
ter to the EU’s commitment to democratic government.

But is it really the case that the EU incentivizes partners to unilaterally adopt EU 
norms via its FTAs? The EU insists that its approach to trade agreements is consensual; 
that partners agree on both the economic and trade goals and on the normative values that 
these agreements claim to pursue.82 If this is correct, then the EU is simply supporting 
autocratic partner countries that wish to take steps toward, say, democratization, in 
achieving that goal.

There are two things wrong with this objection. First, despite the rhetoric, the EU in 
fact imposes fairly monolithic trade agreements on partners – particularly where those 
partners are weaker, there is little to show for the rhetorical commitment to mutuality.83 
Second, even if the governments of autocratic partner states were to accept the compre-
hensive package of economic and regulatory norms the EU imposes, along with the 
normative agenda for governance reform, the fact of the matter is that autocratic states, 
by definition, lack democratic legitimacy. The wholesale adoption of EU regulatory 
norms and standards in the acquis communautaire by autocratic partners incentivized by 
trade liberalization thus undermines the EU’s commitment to the development of demo-
cratic government in those partner states.

In the following two sections we argue that learning from China’s approach to gradu-
alism in free trade policy can further normative power Europe in two ways. First, gradu-
alism can sometimes increase the EU’s bargaining advantage vis-à-vis the current, more 
comprehensive approach (Section 5, below). Second, in section 6, we argue, counter-
intuitively, that gradualism can take the sting out of the normative critique developed in 
this section, and can offer a way out of the anti-democratic effects of imposing economic 
and trade norms comprehensively on autocratic partners.
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Learning from China: the advantages of gradualism

The preceding discussion of China’s trade agreements (Section 1) suggested how some 
aspects of its more gradual approach to trade negotiations have served to maximize bar-
gaining leverage by combining the growing asymmetric economic dependence of part-
ner countries with delayed negotiations over crucial trade issues. Over the following two 
sections we argue how the EU can further its normative agenda via more gradualism by 
(a) scaling back the sectoral coverage and depth of liberalization in FTAs with proximate 
autocracies, and (b) progressing more incrementally (i.e. at a slower speed) from nar-
rower to more extensive agreements with autocratic trading partners.

We have seen that the scope of EU agreements is broader in terms of issue coverage 
and deeper in terms of initial liberalization when compared to China (Section 2) and this 
leaves fewer opportunities for the EU to utilize its growing bargaining power in pursuit 
of its goals. However, the EU’s Euro-Med agreements do exhibit some similarities with 
China’s approach in terms of their sequential character. The Barcelona process is associ-
ated with a number of initially limited bilateral FTAs. Agriculture and services liberaliza-
tion is often excluded, and technical barriers to trade are often significant even after 
conclusion of early agreements. This section places the issue of China’s leverage over its 
trade partners in direct comparison with the bargaining approach of the EU. If the EU can 
take greater advantage of a gradualist approach to trade, it could improve its bargaining 
position from which to pursue normative foreign policy goals.

From the EU perspective, what would an approach that maximizes its leverage in 
trade look like? What was called the ‘influence effect’ of trade by Albert Hirschman 
derives from the fact that the trade conducted between one state, is worth something to a 
second state, and the latter would consequently grant political, or economic advantages 
to retain trade with the former.84 If a state wants to increase its leverage over another, it 
must create a situation in which the latter would make concessions in order to retain their 
trade with it. This is achieved when it is costly for the second state to lose the trade rela-
tionship completely or to replace the first state as a market. The possibility that the first 
state would expand an already established trade relationship is a mechanism by which it 
can influence its trade partners (positive conditionality). This option is more easily avail-
able to actors adopting a gradual approach to trade negotiations since it increases oppor-
tunities for subsequent expansion.

We can take the Chinese approach as a template for this positive conditionality mech-
anism. As we have seen, China’s agreement with Pakistan covered liberalization in goods 
only, and these tariffs were eliminated on only 35% of products. Alongside this, there 
was also weak liberalization in a number of areas including textiles and plastics; the 
agreement consequently falls far short of commitments under GATT article XXIV on 
eliminating tariffs on ‘substantially all trade’ and the initial deal did not include services 
or chapters on intellectual property, competition, or government procurement.85

Expansion was built into the deal with Pakistan under phase two. However, discus-
sions under this second phase were difficult; in 2015, Pakistan raised concerns regarding 
competition faced by the local industries represented by cheap imports from China. 
Nevertheless, in contrast to its initially generous approach, Beijing subsequently 
demanded Islamabad reduce duties to 0% on 90% of products under the proposed revised 
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FTA. In 2019, the second phase was implemented with further liberalization on both 
sides. Running concurrently with these negotiations were concessions on the part of 
Pakistan in the form of a 2018 agreement to use the Yuan instead of the US Dollar for 
bilateral trade. In 2019, Pakistan also offered tax breaks for Chinese corporations along-
side a series of strategic concessions related to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
(CPEC).

Similarly, with ASEAN, trade dependency increased over time with total trade 
between China and ASEAN reaching $480 billion in the 10 years after the agreement and 
China becoming a much more important partner for the group of nations. This asymme-
try has real consequences for bargaining power; previous research has shown that 
increased trade dependence on China is correlated with more accommodative positions 
on the part of China’s partners on economic issues.86

How does this compare to EU trade deals in the Euro-Med region? To take Algeria 
first, since the AA was concluded in 2005, Algerian exports of goods to the EU have 
increased substantially, from $22 billion in the year before the agreement to over $41 bil-
lion in 2008, reaching a peak of over $42 billion in 2013 before declining with exports 
valued at $26 billion in 2019.87 Over this period, Algeria’s trade dependence on the EU 
was substantial and increasing. With growing trade concentration, the EU now consti-
tutes over 50% of its total trade and is a significant importer of natural gas and oil.88 This 
is unsurprisingly an asymmetric dependence; Algeria is only the EU’s 20th largest part-
ner for imports and its 24th largest partner for exports.89 Yet, despite this growing 
dependence on the part of Algeria, there is little evidence the EU has utilized initially 
limited agreements to maximize its leverage. Likewise, Morocco’s exports to the EU 
have expanded to an even greater degree than Algeria’s following the AA, going from 
around $6 billion in 2000 to $18 billion in 2019.90 Yet, whilst there is evidence of some 
success in the EU’s support for democratic reforms, there is little evidence that the EU 
has utilized the leverage arising from Morocco’s growing trade dependence in pursuit of 
these goals. Similarly, since the conclusion of the AA with Egypt in 2004, EU-Egypt 
trade has more than doubled from almost $12 billion in 2004 to $28 billion in 2017, with 
the EU being responsible for around 30% of Egypt’s total trade volume.91

Clearly, in the context of normative power Europe, the success of the agreements 
should be measured not only in terms of the economic concessions gained, but also in 
terms of the political reforms undertaken by these countries. We suggest however that the 
commercial leverage should not be foregone, because this actually helps secure progress 
on the political chapters. There are weaknesses in the political aspects of the agreements 
with Algeria and Morocco,92 and utilizing commercial leverage could help strengthen 
these parts further. That is not to say that commercial interests should never be sacrificed 
for political ones – the balance the EU attempts to strike between these should be politi-
cally and democratically determined and indeed our argument is geared toward increas-
ing the scope, impact, and efficacy of the EU’s normative agenda. However, quick and 
early economic concessions should not be made for minor and shallow political reforms 
(as arguably characterizes the EU-Morocco deals, for instance) as this undermines both 
the economic and political aspects of the AAs.

There is therefore substantial scope for the EU to improve the use of positive condi-
tionality in relation to its Euro-Med trade partners. In particular, a change in approach on 



Sampson and Theuns	 15

the depth of initial liberalization, in the same fashion as China, will have the dual bene-
fits of giving developing economies time to adjust to the new trade relationship, as well 
as maximizing long-term EU leverage in non-trade areas as progressive liberalization is 
tied to progress elsewhere. This would require a major shift in the EU approach to adopt 
one which sacrifices short-term economic advantages for longer-term leverage.

Beyond the neighborhood countries, the EU does have an alternative system to sup-
port normative objectives. The GSP+ incentive arrangement reduces duties on two 
thirds of tariff lines to 0% for vulnerable low and lower-middle income countries that 
implement 27 international conventions related to human rights and good governance). 
The latest incarnation of the scheme was adopted in 2012,93 with the goal of assisting 
developing countries in assuming ‘the special burdens and responsibilities resulting from 
the ratification of core international conventions on human and labor rights, environmen-
tal protection and good governance as well as from the effective implementation 
thereof’94 To qualify for the GSP+ scheme, a country must be vulnerable, defined in 
terms of a ‘lack of diversification and insufficient integration within the international 
trading system’, and must have ratified all 27 conventions.95

However, GSP+ has been criticized for many reasons. First, not all of the countries 
involved need the same kinds of help in securing the same objectives.96 Further, by 
rewarding countries that have already implemented these conventions, it is inevitable 
that developing countries with the greatest capacity to implement are rewarded over 
those with more limited initial capacity. Second, under GSP+, tariff concessions are 
withdrawn if there is a lack of progress. Yet the trade concessions exist to help support 
the progress of development and compensate for the costs of implementing the conven-
tions. Logically then, it makes little sense to withdraw these concessions when they are 
likely to be needed the most (i.e. when progress is not yet secured).97

The advantage of the gradualist approach to trade negotiations would have over the 
GSP+ system is, that the particular circumstances of partner countries could be better 
taken into account. The same is true in general of more gradualism with regard to EU 
trade deals with authoritarian partners. Indeed, a more gradualist approach would allow 
the EU to reward progress over time rather than punish backsliding. Gradualism would 
also be more in line with taking into account the particular circumstances in partner 
countries as it would result in agreements that are tailored to them rather than imposing 
a standard template. For these reasons, both in the context of vulnerable GSP+ countries 
and in the context of other countries with whom the EU has a trade advantage and who 
would be likely targets of the EU’s normative foreign policy agenda, more gradualism 
seems like a powerful strategy to adopt in the service of normative power Europe.

Gradualism in light of normative coherence

In the previous section we argued that the EU could learn from China’s approach to 
negotiating more limited initial FTAs in order to improve its bargaining position. A 
stronger bargaining position could be used to many ends, but one of those ends is norma-
tive power Europe.98 Of course, using the improved bargaining position pursuant to a 
more gradualist strategy to pursue normative foreign policy would starkly contrast with 
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China’s use of its strategic power in this domain which is focused on economic 
advantage.

Adopting a more wide-ranging gradualist approach99 also serves normative power 
Europe in three other ways. First, using gradualism would create more room for positive 
vis-à-vis negative conditionality. Given the EU’s reluctance to use negative conditional-
ity, leading to inconsistent application of such mechanisms (‘weak conditionality’, see 
Section 4.1), improving the balance of positive to negative conditionality tools is likely 
to improve the normative coherence of EU free trade policy. Second, in prioritizing 
smaller agreements, requiring less transferal of regulations and standards, gradualism 
would make lower demands on democratic legitimation in partner countries. For coun-
tries that currently perform poorly on democracy and the rule of law, this would mean 
EU FTAs no longer undermine EU fundamental values (in the manner described in 
Section 4.2). Third, awarding partner countries increased trade cooperation, correspond-
ing to increased demands of regulatory convergence, incrementally as they take steps to 
democracy also enables subsequent more comprehensive deals to better meet the stand-
ards of domestic democratic legitimation.

Using the example of trade agreements with the Euro-Med region, we have discussed 
how the EU’s current approach is relatively comprehensive in terms of both issue cover-
age and depth of liberalization (see Section 2). Despite the sequentialism of these deals 
(more limited deals being followed by more extensive deals), EU trade negotiation strat-
egy stands in stark contrast to China’s approach of using gradualism to maximize its 
leverage (see Section 1). Pivoting from the EU’s current strategy to a more deliberate 
gradualist strategy would improve the normative coherence of the EU’s FTAs in light of 
the normative goals the EU professes to pursue with free trade.

Currently, the EU applies conditionality inconsistently – we have called this ‘weak 
conditionality’ (see Section 4.1). Whereas in exceptional circumstances the EU has back-
tracked on agreements – as in the case of Belarus – often the EU has not applied negative 
conditionality mechanisms despite partner states clearly regressing on normative gov-
ernance goals – democracy, human rights, the rule of law, etc. This inconsistency under-
mines the EU’s commitment to fundamental values that ground this normative foreign 
policy agenda, drawing attention to the fact that the EU often prioritizes other ends such 
as stability, security, or economic development.100 As laid out in Section 4.2, it exposes 
normative power Europe to an expressive inadequacy that both undermines the ability of 
EU member states to unite as a common value community and the ability of the EU to 
clearly communicate the importance and even the content of the EU’s normative foreign 
policy goals.

Of course, one possible solution to the inadequacies of ‘weak conditionality’ is simply 
that negative conditionality is more consistently applied. But there is another option; a 
more gradualist approach would change the focus of conditionality mechanisms from 
negative conditionality to positive conditionality, given that limited agreements leave 
much further cooperation open. Subsequent, incrementally deeper and more comprehen-
sive agreements could be offered to those partner states that make real reforms toward 
governance goals. Of course, not all partner regimes will respond the same way to EU 
conditionality in trade agreements – some regimes, like Morocco and Tunisia, have 
seemed to be fairly open to making reforms in response to EU leverage,101 while the 
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success of EU conditionality in other states, such as the states of the Western Balkans, 
has been much more limited.102 However, that not every authoritarian state will respond 
identically to the same sorts of incentives does not mean that the EU will not be better 
positioned to pursue its normative agenda where adopting gradualism improves its lever-
age. Indeed, the gradualist approach would provide more numerous opportunities for the 
EU to tailor its approach in reaction to the behavior of these trade partners.

In Section 4.2 we laid out how the way the EU now pursues deeper and more compre-
hensive free trade agreements can also more directly undermine democracy – a pur-
ported value that the EU’s free trade agenda intends to further. The problem is that such 
comprehensive deals necessarily affect domestic actors in different ways; even if one can 
expect that the aggregate economic impact is positive, there will still be losers in partner 
countries, and indeed in the EU.103 Furthermore, DCFTAs come with significant demands 
for partner countries to converge their regulations and economic policies with EU norms. 
Democratic legitimacy standards demand that such sorts of policies are legitimated by 
democratic procedures, but those procedures are absent or flawed in the proximate auto-
cratic countries that the EU makes free trade deals with. Adopting a more gradualist 
approach like China’s would require less regulatory convergence early on, thereby low-
ering the democratic legitimacy demand. Consequently, for partner countries with flawed 
democratic procedures – or none at all – limited trade deals would not undermine the 
EU’s commitment to democracy.

This ‘negative’ argument (that gradualism is preferable because it is not flawed in the 
way the EU’s current comprehensive approach can be) also has a ‘positive’ correlate: 
awarding autocratic partner countries increased economic and trade cooperation as they 
make real progress toward democratization makes each subsequent deal more legitimate 
from the perspective of democratic governance. Very extensive trade deals requiring 
significant regulatory convergence with the EU would thus be reserved for democratic 
partners. In other words, this would not only help communicate the EU’s commitment to 
normative power Europe by ‘sweetening the deal’ on offer when democratic, human 
rights and rule of law reforms are extensive and durable, but it would also make such 
extensive deals more internally coherent qua legitimated by domestic democratic pro-
cesses in the partner countries in question.

The idea of the EU learning lessons from China on trade policy to further its norma-
tive foreign policy is counter-intuitive. It is prima facie strange to say that the EU could 
better pursue some of its normative agenda using strategies that better characterize the 
Chinese approach to FTAs. The strangeness lies both in the vast dissimilarities of the EU 
and China as (political) economies and in their stark differences on core normative val-
ues such as liberal democracy, human rights, and the rule of law. However, while the 
counter-intuitive nature of the argument makes it more striking, it does not undermine its 
validity. Indeed, far from suggesting the EU abandon normative goals to mirror the 
Chinese focus on mere strategic and economic considerations, we recommend the EU 
become more creative in its pursuit of normative foreign policy, including mirroring 
strategies of negotiating FTAs used by an authoritarian state where those elements  
(a) seem more effective and (b) are themselves not contrary to the EU’s normative 
commitments.
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Conclusion

We have argued that adopting a more extensive gradualist approach to negotiating FTAs 
can strengthen the EU’s normative power. More gradualism in the negotiation of FTAs 
would allow the EU to capitalize on the increasing economic dependency of some part-
ner countries over time to improve its bargaining position. This improved bargaining 
position could be used to secure many different kinds of concessions from trading part-
ners, including normative reforms in the areas of human rights, the rule of law, and 
democratic government.

More gradualism would also resolve problems regarding the normative incoherence 
of the EU’s current approach. The current, more comprehensive approach, requires 
autocratic partners to adopt large portions of the acquis communautaire to achieve the 
regulatory convergence necessary for free(r) trade. Yet in autocratic states, by defini-
tion, there are no or only very flawed democratic processes to legitimate such wide 
scale changes to their economies. Furthermore, while there exist de jure mechanisms 
for the EU to scale back its trade cooperation with partner countries in the case of severe 
breaches of EU fundamental values (for instance serious human rights violations), in 
practice these are rarely and inconsistently used. More gradualism would allow the EU 
to scale up trade cooperation and the concurrent demands for regulatory convergence as 
autocratic partner countries make democratic reforms, and would enlarge the scope of 
more consistent positive conditionality over the inconsistently used negative condition-
ality mechanisms.

There are some important limits to the scope of our argument. The normative case 
against the democratic legitimacy of current more comprehensive free trade deals only 
applies straightforwardly to agreements with proximate autocratic states. Our argument 
also reveals a more general normative tension between the EU’s commitment to a demo-
cratic ethos and the idea that the EU can use its considerable economic power to incen-
tivize partner states to make fundamental reforms to their government models; this ought 
to be further explored. Empirically, while positive conditionality mechanisms are applied 
more consistently than negative conditionality mechanisms, questions of the efficacy of 
the former remain. Furthermore, particular bilateral trade relationships may have their 
own unique dynamics which impact both the extent that an authoritarian partner is sensi-
tive to the EU’s normative agenda, and the effect increased leverage might be expected 
to have on trade negotiations. Future research is needed to bring a more granular per-
spective on the expected returns of the EU adopting more gradualism in particular bilat-
eral relationships with autocratic partners. Finally, while we have shown the plausibility 
of the idea that the EU’s bargaining position improves over time with some Euro-Med 
countries, demonstrating this robustly and examining the extent to which this applies to 
other trading partnerships requires more sustained empirical analysis.

To be clear, the bulk of China’s approach and the ends to which China puts its eco-
nomic strength contrast starkly with EU fundamental values. We are suggesting not that 
the EU adopt China’s ends with regard to free trade negotiations, but that the EU look 
creatively at whether adopting a more gradualist strategy can further its normative 
agenda. Where gradualism can enhance the promotion of EU fundamental values abroad 
by improving the EU’s strategic bargaining position and reducing normative 
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incoherencies of the EU’s current, more comprehensive approach, these opportunities 
should be taken. It is precisely because of the importance of those fundamental values 
that the EU should be creative in their pursuit, and careful that the tools it uses to these 
ends are consistent with those values. In that spirit, we are convinced the EU should 
sometimes adopt gradualism in free trade negotiations with authoritarian partners to 
strengthen its normative power.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

ORCID iD

Tom Theuns  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8838-3397

Notes

    1.	 See for example: European Commission, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy: Working 
Towards a Stronger Partnership’, JOIN(2013) 4 final, 2013, p. 15; European External 
Action Service, ‘Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global Strategy for 
the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy’, 2016, pp. 26–7, https://eur-lex.europa.
eu/EN/legal-content/summary/common-foreign-and-security-policy-global-strategy.html 
(accessed 31 January 2023); European Commission, ‘EU Action Plan on Human Rights and 
Democracy’, JOIN(2020) 5 final, 2020, p. 4.

    2.	 Ian Manners, ‘Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?’, JCMS: Journal of 
Common Market Studies, 40(2), 2002, pp. 235–258.

    3.	 Especially compared to the more extensive Association Agreements and Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements the EU signs. Chien-Huei Wu, ‘Beyond European 
Conditionality and Chinese Non-Interference: Articulating EU–China–Africa Trilateral 
Relations’, in Jan Wouters, Tanguy de Wilde, Pierre Defraigne, et al. (eds), China, the European 
Union and Global Governance (London: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2012), pp. 106–21.

    4.	 In making this argument we are not assessing which trade agreements provide the largest 
economic benefits most quickly. Rather, we are concerned with which negotiating strategy 
would be the most beneficial for the EU in securing its goals effectively (among which 
economic benefits are only one).

    5.	 The Economist, ‘A Closer Look at the Global Trade Landscape’, Economist Intelligence  
Unit, 2022, accessed January 31, 2023, available at: https://www.eiu.com/n/a-closer-look 
-at-the-global-trade-landscape/

    6.	 WTO, ‘Regional Trade Agreements Database’, 2022, available at: https://rtais.wto.org/UI/
charts.aspx# 

    7.	 WTO. Only agreements that have entered into force are included in this number.
    8.	 The Economist, ‘A Closer Look at the Global Trade Landscape’.
    9.	 Foreign Policy, ‘Trump Puts WTO Appellate Body in Life or Death Moment’, accessed  

January 31, 2023, available at: https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/12/09/trump-may-kill-wto- 
finally-appellate-body-world-trade-organization/

  10.	 Andreas Dür, Leonardo Baccini, and Manfred Elsig, ‘The Design of International Trade 
Agreements: Introducing a New Dataset’, The Review of International Organizations, 9(3), 
2014, pp. 353–75; Leonardo Baccini, Andreas Dür, and Manfred Elsig, ‘The Politics of 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8838-3397
https://www.eiu.com/n/a-closer-look-at-the-global-trade-landscape/
https://www.eiu.com/n/a-closer-look-at-the-global-trade-landscape/
https://rtais.wto.org/UI/charts.aspx#
https://rtais.wto.org/UI/charts.aspx#
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/12/09/trump-may-kill-wto-finally-appellate-body-world-trade-organization/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/12/09/trump-may-kill-wto-finally-appellate-body-world-trade-organization/


20	 International Relations 00(0)

Trade Agreement Design: Revisiting the Depth–Flexibility Nexus’, International Studies 
Quarterly, 59(4), 2015, pp. 765–75.

  11.	 Agata Antkiewicz and John Whalley, ‘China’s New Regional Trade Agreements’, The 
World Economy, 28(10), 2005, pp. 1539–57; Guoyou Song and Wen Jin Yuan, ‘China’s Free 
Trade Agreement Strategies’, The Washington Quarterly, 35(4), 2012, pp. 107–19; Michael 
Sampson, ‘The Evolution of China’s Regional Trade Agreements: Power Dynamics and the 
Future of the Asia-Pacific’, The Pacific Review, 34(2), 2021, pp. 259–89.

  12.	 Dür et al., ‘The Design of International Trade Agreements’, p. 359.
  13.	 Xiaojun Li, ‘Does Conditionality Still Work? China’s Development Assistance and 

Democracy in Africa’, Chinese Political Science Review, 2(2), 2017, pp. 201–20.
  14.	 For example, see the agreement with Egypt: WTO, ‘Factual Presentation. Euro-

Mediterranean Association Agreement Between the European Union and Egypt (Goods). 
Report by the Secretariat’, June 2012.

  15.	 International Trade Administration, ‘China - Trade Agreements’, Country Commercial 
Guide, 2022.

  16.	 Sampson, ‘The Evolution of China’s Regional Trade Agreements’.
  17.	 Ka Zeng, ‘Multilateral Versus Bilateral and Regional Trade Liberalization: Explaining 

China’s Pursuit of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs)’, Journal of Contemporary China, 19(66), 
2010, pp. 635–52; Antkiewicz and Whalley, ‘China’s New Regional Trade Agreements’.

  18.	 Zeng, ‘Multilateral Versus Bilateral and Regional Trade Liberalization’.
  19.	 Jarrod Hepburn, Markus Gehring, Mui Pong et al., ‘Sustainable Development in Regional 

Trade and Investment Agreements: Policy Innovations in Asia?’, Centre for International 
Sustainable Development Law (CISDL) Legal Working Paper, 2007.

  20.	 Hepburn et al., ‘Sustainable Development in Regional Trade and Investment Agreements’, 
p. 20.

  21.	 This is also why we do not focus on the more recently implemented RCEP agreement. 
While China and ASEAN are also parties to RCEP, large, developed economies such as 
Japan, South Korea, and Australia are also participants. Because of their relative power and 
economic development, these states are more able and willing to insist on more compre-
hensive agreements. Consequently, studying RCEP would be less useful in drawing lessons 
from its design and development for the relationship between the EU and its Mediterranean 
partners.

  22.	 Alice D. Ba, ‘China and ASEAN: Renavigating Relations for a 21st Century Asia’, Asian 
Survey, 43(4), 2003, p. 637.

  23.	 Anthony Welch, ‘Ir-Regular Regionalism? China’s Borderlands and ASEAN Higher 
Education: Trapped in the Prism’, in Robertson, Susan L., Kris Olds, Roger Dale, and Que 
Anh Dang, (eds) Global Regionalisms and Higher Education (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing, 2014), pp. 121–2.

  24.	 ‘The China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement: Ajar for Business: More Breadth than Depth’, 
The Economist, 2010.

  25.	 Sampson, ‘The Evolution of China’s Regional Trade Agreements’.
  26.	 Tariffs were eliminated on just 35% of products upon entry into force: WTO, ‘Factual 

Presentation: Free Trade Agreement Between Pakistan and China (Goods). Report by the 
Secretariat’, 2008.

  27.	 Irfan Haider, ‘Details of Agreements Signed During Xi’s Visit to Pakistan’, Dawn, 2015; 
Financial Express, ‘China, Pakistan to Begin Second Phase of Trade Talks Next Week’, 
Financial Express, 2017.

  28.	 Mubarak Zeb Khan, ‘Pakistan, China yet to Strike Deal on FTA Phase-II’, Dawn, 2016.
  29.	 Khan, ‘Pakistan, China yet to Strike Deal on FTA Phase-II’.



Sampson and Theuns	 21

  30.	 Khan, ‘Pakistan, China yet to Strike Deal on FTA Phase-II’. Sampson, ‘The Evolution of 
China’s Regional Trade Agreements’.

  31.	 IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics, International Monetary Fund, 2017.
  32.	 World Bank, ‘Pakistan Trade at a Glance’, 2018, accessed January 31, 2023, available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/negotiations-and-agreements/.
  33.	 ‘Breakthrough’ in Sino-Pak FTA Talks’, Dawn, 2017. Sampson, ‘The Evolution of China’s 

Regional Trade Agreements’.
  34.	 Katharina L. Meissner and Lachlan Mckenzie, ‘The Paradox of Human Rights Conditionality 

in EU Trade Policy: When Strategic Interests Drive Policy Outcomes’, Journal of European 
Public Policy, 26(9), 2019, pp. 1273–91; Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Forced to be Good: 
Why Trade Agreements Boost Human Rights (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011).

  35.	 European Commission, ‘Negotiations and Agreements – Trade’, 2021, accessed January  
31, 2023, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/negotiations- 
and-agreements/.

  36.	 Dür et al., ‘The Design of International Trade Agreements’.
  37.	 Dür et al., ‘The Design of International Trade Agreements’.
  38.	 European Commission, ‘Generalised Scheme of Preferences (GSP)’, 2021.
  39.	 European Commission, ‘Tailoring Trade and Investment Policy for those Countries Most in 

Need’, 2012.
  40.	 European Commission, ‘Tailoring Trade and Investment Policy for those Countries Most in 

Need’.
  41.	 European Commission, ‘Tailoring Trade and Investment Policy for those Countries Most in 

Need’.
  42.	 WTO, ‘EU-Morocco Trade Agreement’, 79(1998), (2000, Geneva: WTO), pp. 1–53.
  43.	 European Commission, ‘Morocco – Trade’, 2020, accessed January 31, 2023, available at:  

https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and- 
regions/morocco_en.

  44.	 European Commission, ‘Morocco – Trade’.
  45.	 European Commission, ‘Morocco – Trade’.
  46.	 WTO, ‘EU-Morocco Trade Agreement’, (Geneva: WTO), pp. 1–53.
  47.	 European Commission, ‘Egypt – Trade’, 2020, accessed January 31, 2023, available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/egypt/ (accessed 31 January 
2023).

  48.	 WTO, ‘Factual Presentation. Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement Between the 
European Union and Egypt (Goods). Report by the Secretariat’.

  49.	 European Commission, ‘Egypt – Trade’.
  50.	 European Commission, ‘Egypt – Trade’.
  51.	 European Union, ‘Euro-Mediterranean Agreement Establishing an Association Between 

the European Community and its Member States and the People’s Democratic Republic of 
Algeria’, 2005.

  52.	 European Commission, ‘Algeria – Trade’, 2020, accessed January 31, 2023, available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/algeria/

  53.	 European Council, ‘The European Union and Algeria Adopt their Partnership Priorities’, 
2017.

  54.	 Manfred Elsig, ‘European Union Trade Policy After Enlargement: Larger Crowds, Shifting 
Priorities and Informal Decision-Making’, Journal of European Public Policy, 17(6), 2010, 
pp. 781–98.

  55.	 Andreas Broscheid and David Coen, ‘Lobbying Activity and Fora Creation in the EU: 
Empirically Exploring the Nature of the Policy Good’, Journal of European Public Policy, 
14(3), 2007, pp. 346–65; Elsig, ‘European Union Trade Policy After Enlargement’.

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/negotiations-and-agreements/
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/negotiations-and-agreements/
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/negotiations-and-agreements/
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and-regions/morocco_en
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/eu-trade-relationships-country-and-region/countries-and-regions/morocco_en
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/egypt/
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/algeria/


22	 International Relations 00(0)

  56.	 Hitoshi Suzuki, ‘The New Politics of Trade: EU-Japan’, Journal of European Integration, 
39(7), 2017, pp. 875–89; Alasdair R. Young, ‘European Trade Policy in Interesting Times’, 
Journal of European Integration, 39(7), 2017, pp. 909–23.

  57.	 Sunghoon Park, ‘The New Politics of Trade Negotiations: The Case of the EU-Korea FTA’, 
Journal of European Integration, 39(7), 2017, pp. 827–41; Young, ‘European Trade Policy 
in Interesting Times’.

  58.	 Christilla Roederer-Rynning and Morten Kallestrup, ‘National Parliaments and the New 
Contentiousness of Trade’, Journal of European Integration, 39(7), 2017, pp. 811–25; 
Young, ‘European Trade Policy in Interesting Times’.

  59.	 Alvaro Oleart, Framing TTIP in the European Public Spheres: Towards an Empowering 
Dissensus for EU Integration (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).

  60.	 European Commission, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy’, p. 15; European External Action 
Service, ‘Shared Vision, Common Action’, pp. 26–7; European Commission, ‘EU Action 
Plan on Human Rights and Democracy’, p. 4.

  61.	 François Duchêne, ‘Europe’s Role in World Peace’, in Richard Mayne (ed.), Europe 
Tomorrow: Sixteen Europeans Look Ahead, Vol. 43 (London: Fontana, 1972), pp. 32–47.

  62.	 Manners, ‘Normative Power Europe’.
  63.	 Karen Smith, ‘The Outsiders: The European Neighbourhood Policy’, International Affairs, 

81(4), 2005, pp. 757–73; Adrian Hyde-Price, ‘Normative’ Power Europe: A Realist 
Critique’, Journal of European Public Policy, 13(2), 2006, pp. 217–34; Peter Seeberg, ‘The 
EU as a Realist Actor in Normative Clothes’, Democratization, 16(1), 2009, pp. 81–99.

  64.	 European Commission, ‘EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy’, p. 1; European 
Commission, ‘European Neighbourhood Policy’, p. 15.

  65.	 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, ‘Linkage Versus Leverage. Rethinking the International 
Dimension of Regime Change’, Comparative Politics, 38(4), 2006, pp. 379–400.

  66.	 Arguably the most successful strategy of normative power Europe has been the use of politi-
cal conditionality in light of EU membership/accession. However, given that this article 
focuses on free trade agreements, we will focus on economic conditionality measures.

  67.	 Tanja Börzel and Thomas Risse, ‘Venus Approaching Mars? The European Union’s 
Approaches to Democracy Promotion in Comparative Perspective’, Promoting Democracy 
and the Rule of Law (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 34–60.

  68.	 Börzel and Risse, ‘Venus Approaching Mars?’.
  69.	 Martin Holland and Matthew Doidge, Development Policy of the European Union (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p. 72.
  70.	 Joseph Raz, ‘The Relevance of Coherence’, BUL Rev., Vol. 72, 1992, pp. 273–321.
  71.	 Partnership and Cooperation Agreements are bilateral treaties between the EU and a third 

party to, minimally, develop trade and democracy. Often PCAs also include provisions 
relating to science, technology, culture, bureaucratic capacity and civil society.

  72.	 Natalia Shapovalova and Richard Youngs, ‘EU Democracy Promotion in the Eastern 
Neighbourhood’, FRIDE Working Paper (Madrid, Spain: FRIDE, 2012), p. 2.

  73.	 This paragraph and the following draw on: Tom Theuns, ‘The Legitimacy of Free Trade 
Agreements as Tools of EU Democracy Promotion’, Cambridge Review of International 
Affairs, 32(1), 2019, pp. 12–3.

  74.	 Sonja Grimm and Julia Leininger, ‘Not All Good Things go Together: Conflicting Objectives 
in Democracy Promotion’, Democratization, 19(3), 2012, pp. 391–414; Aseem Dandashly, 
‘The EU Response to Regime Change in the Wake of the Arab Revolt: Differential 
Implementation’, Journal of European Integration, 37(1), 2015, pp. 37–56.

  75.	 Azerbaijan ultimately backed out of the AA negotiations unilaterally to pursue further 
economic cooperation with Russia.



Sampson and Theuns	 23

  76.	 Michelle Pace, ‘Paradoxes and Contradictions in EU Democracy Promotion in the 
Mediterranean: The Limits of EU Normative Power’, Democratization, 16(1), 2009, pp. 
39–58; Tanja Börzel and Vera van Hüllen, ‘One Voice, One Message, but Conflicting 
Goals: Cohesiveness and Consistency in the European Neighbourhood Policy’, Journal of 
European Public Policy, 21(7), 2014, pp. 1033–49.

  77.	 For an elaboration of democratic expressivism see: Andrei Poama and Tom Theuns, ‘Making 
Offenders Vote: Democratic Expressivism and Compulsory Criminal Voting’, American 
Political Science Review, 113(3), 2019, pp. 796–809.

  78.	 Kristi Raik, ‘EU and mass protests in the neighbourhood: models of normative (in)action’, 
European Foreign Affairs Review, 17(4), 2012, pp. 553–575.

  79.	 Pace, ‘Paradoxes and Contradictions in EU Democracy Promotion in the Mediterranean’; 
Börzel and van Hüllen, ‘One Voice, One Message, but Conflicting Goals’.

  80.	 This section draws on Theuns, ‘The Legitimacy of Free Trade Agreements as Tools of EU 
Democracy Promotion’, pp. 9–10.

  81.	 Eswar Prasad, Kenneth Rogoff, Shang-Jin Wei, et al., ‘Effects of Financial Globalization on 
Developing Countries: Some Empirical Evidence’, in Wanda Tseng and David Cowen (eds), 
India’s and China’s Recent Experience with Reform and Growth (Houndmills: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), pp. 201–28.

  82.	 Tom Theuns, ‘Promoting Democracy Through Economic Conditionality in the ENP: A 
Normative Critique’, Journal of European Integration, 39(3), 2017, pp. 287–302. Börzel 
and Risse, ‘Venus Approaching Mars?’.

  83.	 For instance, Delcour and Kostanyan show that in the case of the EU’s DCFTA with Georgia 
both the decision to negotiate the DCFTA, and the content of the agreement was set by the 
EU with little concern for Georgian concerns and interests: Laure Delcour, ‘Meandering 
Europeanisation. EU Policy Instruments and Policy Convergence in Georgia Under the 
Eastern Partnership’, East European Politics, 29(3), 2013, pp. 347–50; Hrant Kostanyan, 
‘Neither Integrated nor Comprehensive in Substance: Armenia and Georgia’, in Anne 
Wetzel and Jan Orbie (eds), The Substance of EU Democracy Promotion (Houndmills: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 347.

  84.	 Albert O. Hirschman, National Power and the Structure of Foreign Trade (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1945).

  85.	 Sampson, ‘The Evolution of China’s Regional Trade Agreements’.
  86.	 Scott L. Kastner, ‘Buying Influence? Assessing the Political Effects of China’s International 

Trade’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 60(6), 2016, pp. 980–1007.
  87.	 World Bank, ‘Top Exporters and Importers 2018’, WITS: Top Exporters and Importers, 

2018, accessed January 31, 2023, available at: https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/
en/Country/WLD/Year/2018/TradeFlow/EXPIMP/Partner/by-country

  88.	 European Commission, ‘Morocco – Trade’.
  89.	 World Bank, ‘Top Exporters and Importers 2018’.
  90.	 IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics.
  91.	 European Commission, ‘Egypt - Trade’.
  92.	 See for instance: Bosco Govantes, ‘Is Morocco EU’s Model Student at ENP? An Analysis of 

Democracy and Human Rights Progress’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 47(5), 
2020, pp. 702–22; Raffaella A. Del Sarto and Tobias Schumacher, ‘From Brussels With 
Love: Leverage, Benchmarking, and the Action Plans With Jordan and Tunisia in the EU’s 
Democratization Policy’, Democratization, 18(4), 2011, pp. 932–55.

  93.	 Thomas Lebzelter and Axel Marx, ‘Is EU GSP+ Fostering Good Governance? Results 
From a New GSP+ Compliance Index’, Journal of World Trade, 54(1), 2020, pp. 1–30.

https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/WLD/Year/2018/TradeFlow/EXPIMP/Partner/by-country
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/WLD/Year/2018/TradeFlow/EXPIMP/Partner/by-country


24	 International Relations 00(0)

  94.	 European Parliament, ‘Regulation (EU) No 978/2012 of the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 25 October 2012 Applying a Scheme of Generalised Tariff Preferences and 
Repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 732/2008’, 2012; Bruce Wardhaugh, ‘GSP+ and 
Human Rights: Is the EU’s Approach the Right One?’, Journal of International Economic 
Law, 16(4), 2013, pp. 827–46.

  95.	 European Parliament, ‘Regulation (EU) No 978/2012’; Wardhaugh, ‘GSP+ and Human 
Rights’.

  96.	 Wardhaugh, ‘GSP+ and Human Rights’, p. 836.
  97.	 Lorand Bartels, ‘The WTO Legality of the EU’s GSP+ Arrangement’, Journal of International 

Economic Law, 10(4), 2007, pp. 869–86; Wardhaugh, ‘GSP+ and Human Rights’.
  98.	 Our claim is not that the EU never uses its improved bargaining position over time with  

certain partners to extract concessions in subsequent larger trade deals. Rather, we have 
shown that there is little evidence the EU does so effectively, whereas we have seen China 
does so systematically and effectively.

  99.	 It is important not to overstate our view. As we discuss in Sections 2 and 5, the EU’s 
approach in the Euro-Med region shares some characteristics with China’s approach in that 
it is sequential – the EU typically makes smaller trade deals with partners prior to making 
more extensive trade deals. However, both in terms of issue coverage and in terms of initial 
liberalization the EU’s approach is comparatively broader and deeper. What we suggest 
therefore is that the EU adopts a more gradualist approach.

100.	 Pace, ‘Paradoxes and Contradictions in EU Democracy Promotion in the Mediterranean’; 
Börzel and van Hüllen, ‘One Voice, One Message, but Conflicting Goals’.

101.	 On Morocco and Tunisia see for example Vera Van Hüllen, ‘Europeanisation Through 
Cooperation? EU Democracy Promotion in Morocco and Tunisia’, West European Politics, 
35(1), 2012, pp. 117–34. On worries about how the EU benchmarks progress on political 
reforms in the context of Tunisia see: Del Sarto and Schumacher, ‘From Brussels With 
Love’.

102.	 Solveig Richter and Natasha Wunsch, ‘Money, Power, Glory: The Linkages Between EU 
Conditionality and State Capture in the Western Balkans’, Journal of European Public 
Policy, 27(1), 2020, pp. 41–62.

103.	 Prasad et al., ‘Effects of Financial Globalization on Developing Countries’.

Author biographies

Michael Sampson is assistant professor of International Relations at the Institute of Political 
Science, Leiden University and researcher at the Leiden Asia Centre. His research focuses on 
international political economy and primarily the strategic and distributional consequences of 
international institutions, international trade, and rising powers. His previous work has been pub-
lished in The Pacific Review and International Politics and his most recent research, published by 
Chatham House, explores China’s evolving role in global economic governance.

Tom Theuns is assistant professor of Political Theory and European Politics at the Institute of 
Political Science, Leiden University and Associate Researcher at the Centre for European Studies 
and Comparative Politics, Sciences Po Paris. Previously, he held a research position at Utrecht 
University and a teaching position at the University of Amsterdam. In 2021, he started a 4-year 
NWO funded project on ‘Protecting Democracy in Europe’. He has published his research in jour-
nals such as the American Political Science Review, JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, 
and the Journal of European Integration.


