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While the European Union’s (EU) external trade policy has always engaged with such values 

as development, human rights and environmental sustainability, this rhetoric has been 

significantly stepped up over the last years. Unprecedented politicization of major trade deals 

and accusations that the EU ignores normative concerns in practice have led the European 

Commission to declare that ‘trade policy [..] will not only project our interests, but also our 

values’ (European Commission, 2015). A growing number of scholarly contributions address 

the EU’s response to the contestation and attempts to improve the legitimacy of this policy.  

The book Governmentality in EU External Trade and Environment Policy: Between Rights and 

Market contributes to this debate from a critical perspective. It was originally written as a 

doctoral thesis in Transnational Legal Studies. Jessica Lawrence’s work, however, reaches 

beyond the mainstream of her discipline, providing an insightful analysis of the EU’s external 

policy grounded in Michel Foucault’s idea of governmentality. It is this interdisciplinary 

approach that gives the book its richness.  

Lawrence looks at the EU’s use of diverse economic instruments to promote its environmental 

norms beyond its borders, or its ‘external trade/environment agenda’ (p. 5). The book offers a 

detailed critical analysis of two major empirical cases – EU–Colombia/Peru free trade 

agreement and the EU’s emissions trading scheme for airlines. In line with the governmentality 

approach, both case studies are structured to provide an account of the EU’s rationalities and 

technologies of governance, as well as actors’ subjectivities at play.  

Lawrence’s conclusion is that the EU’s policy is simultaneously guided by two major 

rationalities: the ‘rights’ one, based on the notion of legally enshrined rights which are 

guaranteed by the state, and the ‘market’ one, which views individual actors and not the 

government as the primary unit of social life (pp. 58-61). These rationalities drive the EU’s use 

of certain technologies of government and presuppose certain subjectivities of non-

governmental actors. While the ‘rights’ rationality is associated with promotion of values 

through legal and bureaucratic means, allowing citizens to demand concrete action from the 

EU, the ‘market’ rationality implies decentralized, horizontal, privatized governance, where 

free market reigns and ‘interest-maximizing stakeholders’ are left to defend their values on 

their own (pp. 104-107, 132). The book, thus, points out the heterogeneous nature of the EU’s 

political system and the somewhat ambiguous role of law therein.   

In addition to providing this useful, succinct conceptual framework, the book convincingly 

demonstrates the practical complexities riddling the EU’s efforts to promote environmental 

standards through trade. The overlap of market and rights rationalities allows the EU to 

simultaneously promote contradictory policies: ‘It can express its belief in the efficacy of labels 

in steering consumers toward preferred behavior, while at the same time believing that only 
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import bans will prevent individuals from purchasing morally repugnant products’ (p. 132). 

This dual approach may be enabling and offer flexibility. However, it may also be debilitating, 

for instance, when implementation of provisions that are formally stipulated in treaties is 

expected ‘through horizontal, individualized practices of self-regulation’ as in the case of 

sustainability provisions in the EU–Colombia/Peru FTA. In a way, thus, the EU is but also is 

not promoting environmental standards through trade (see pp. 144-8). While the book does not 

discuss the results of this awkward value promotion, Lawrence’s account may explain why 

other studies on the effects of sustainability provisions in the EU’s trade agreements (e.g. 

Harrison, 2018; Orbie et al, 2016; Orbie, Van den Putte and Martens, 2017) find them to be 

generally weak.  

While the detailed analysis of the EU’s policies is certainly valuable, it would, nonetheless, be 

worthwhile to pay greater attention to the perspectives of the EU’s partners. While Lawrence 

does recognize that ‘The coexistence of multiple, overlapping, and fundamentally distinct 

technologies of government provides opportunities for strategic behavior by other parties, as 

well’ (p. 149), she does not delve deeper into this promising field of research. While focusing 

on the EU in the framework of this particular study is completely legitimate, third countries’ 

rationalities, technologies and subjectivities warrant a separate inquiry (Keukeleire and Lecocq 

2018).  

In general, Jessica Lawrence’s book provides a rigorous, illuminating insight into the 

complexities of the EU’s external governance. Her interdisciplinary, critical approach 

highlights new facets and nuances in the EU’s action, giving a fresh look on the political 

rationales behind even seemingly apolitical initiatives and the internal contradictions which 

sometimes prevent the EU from successfully achieving its goals. The book offers a valuable 

example of deconstructing the EU’s law-making and will certainly be a valuable reading for 

political scientists, especially those interested in the EU studies and in applying the 

governmentality concept to international affairs.  
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