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Abstract 

This paper constructs the narrative behind EUʉVietnam trade relations as told by the European 

Commissionʇ A policy plot in three ʒactsʓ focuses in particular on the two most recently concluded 

trade agreementsʁ which share a common narration of ʒa force for goodʇʓ The EU and Vietnam star 

as the main charactersʁ whoʁ in their joint attempts to make bilateral trade ʒa force for goodʓʁ live 

moments of heroismʁ encounter fleeting moments of victimhoodʁ and defeat the villains on the path 

to ethical tradeʇ We find that the Commissionʓs narrative essentially reiterates the longstanding 

ʒdevelopmentʓ storyʁ in which the EU as a protagonist shapes the world according to its own valuesʇ 

Identified challenges are to be addressed through Vietnamʓs ʒdevelopmentʓʁ using the EUʓs oneʉsizeʉ

fitsʉall approachʇ The particularities of these challenges however remain largely obscuredʁ making it 

impossible to ʒname the culpritsʓ and diverting attention away from inconsistencies and conflictsʇ  

 

 

 

Résumé 

Cet article déconstruit le discours de la Commission européenne sur les relations commerciales entre 

lʓUnion européenne ʯUEʰ et le Vietnamʇ Lʓanalyse se concentre en particulier sur les deux accords 

commerciaux les plus récentsʁ qui partagent un récit commun au travers duquel lʓUE se dépeint 

comme une force bienveillanteʇ LϝUE et le Vietnamʁ les deux personnages principaux de ce récitʁ 

sʓefforcent de faire du commerce bilatéral ʠ une force au service du bien ʡʁ vivent des moments 

dϝhéroïsme mais sont aussi parfoisʁ de manière éphémèreʁ les victimes de ces luttes pour vaincre les 

forces du mal sur la voie du commerce éthiqueʇ Lʓanalyse montre comment la Commission réitère 

essentiellement le récit du ʠ développement ʡ dont lʓUE est le protagoniste principalʁ façonnant le 

monde selon ses propres valeursʇ Ainsiʁ les problèmes rencontrés par sa politique commerciale 

doivent être résolus par le ʠ développement ʡ du Vietnam qui repose luiʉmême sur les outils au 

bienfondé supposément universel des politiques européennesʇ Ce récit laisse ainsi dans lʓombre les 

particularités des défis qui entravent la politique commerciale de lʓUnion européenneʇ Il ne permet 

pas dʓidentifier les véritables causes des obstacles rencontrés et détourne lʓattention des 

incohérences et des conflitsʇ 
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INTRODUCTION 

People are storytellersʇ As humansʁ we construct stories ʦ or narratives ʦ to make sense of chaoticʁ 

as well as complex realitiesʁ and to guide our everyday choices and activities ʯSomers ϿЇЇЂʰʇ Whether 

or not intentionalʁ we usually want to create ʒa good storyʓ ʦ a story which worksʁ is easy to grasp 

and paints a positive picture of ourselves and our actionsʇ The story of the European Unionʓs ʯEUʰ 

ethical trade policy is such a storyʇ It entails the reduction of complexʁ multifaceted situations into 

easyʉtoʉunderstand tales with heroesʁ victims and villainsʇ The heroes create a better worldʂ the 

villains must be defeatedʂ and bilateral trade is the instrument to leverage it allʇ The most vital 

attribute of a story is that it is highly selective in what it integrates in its plotʇ A narrativeʁ 

intentionally or notʁ connects some events in a causal story and lapses ʦ or obscures ʦ other elementsʇ 

In this paper we will look at the narrative construction of the EUʓs trade policy for the case of 

Vietnamʇ In the face of human and civil rights violationsʁ the suppression of free speech and freedom 

of association and the disappearance of political activistsʁ Vietnam provides a particularly fertile 

ground for researching the narrative construction of ethical tradeʃ in recent yearsʁ trade relations 

with Vietnam have been subject to significant contestation by civil society groups and Members of 

European Parliament alike ʯEuropean Parliament ЀϾϿЄʁ ЀϾϿЅʁ ЀϾϿІʂ Lawyers for Lawyers ЀϾϿІʂ 

Tremosa ЀϾϿІʂ Human Rights Watch ЀϾϿЇʰʇ In the face of this contestationʁ we will argueʁ that the 

Commission has constructed a particularly attractive performative story of progress and 

modernisationʇ In this storyʁ the EU inevitably emerges as a progressive actorʁ promoting social and 

environmental sustainabilityʁ empowering civil society and defending civil and human rightsʇ  

This paper analyses the EU Commissionʓs story telling through an interpretive narrative analysis of 

two trade agreements that were largely negotiated in parallelʃ the EUʉVietnam Free Trade 
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Agreement ʯFTAʰ and the ʯmuch lesser knownʰ EUʉVietnam Forest Law Enforcementʁ Governance 

and Trade ʯFLEGTʰ Voluntary Partnership Agreement ʯVPAʰʇ The two agreements have different 

policy objectives yet share a narrative construction by the European Commission as a ʒforce for goodʇʓ 

The FLEGT VPA is a sectorʉspecific trade agreementʁ which aims to combat trade in illegally logged 

timber by monitoring timber value chainsʁ verifying the legality of timber products coming into the 

EU market and increasing overall forestʉsector transparencyʇ Due to its explicit environmental ʦ in 

addition to economic ʦ focus and attention to participatory governanceʁ it can be seen as the epitome 

of the ethical trade narrativeʇ The VPAʓs economic twin sisterʁ the FTAʁ entails several provisions for 

making trade ethicalʁ the most notable of which is the Chapter on Trade and Sustainable 

Development ʯTSDʰʁ as well as linkages to the more politicallyʉoriented EUʉVietnam Partnership and 

Coʉoperation Agreement ʯPCAʰʇ These efforts led former Commissioner for Trade Phil Hogan to 

argue that the EUʉVietnam FTAʃ ʒproves that trade policy can be a force for goodʓ ʯEuropean 

Commission ЀϾЀϾaʰʇ In both agreementsʁ an overall positive picture is paintedʁ where the EU and 

Vietnam are heroes in a shared ʒcoalition of the goodʓʁ defeating abstract villains through trade 

cooperationʇ Meanwhileʁ human victims and villains are largely invisibleʇ 

The paper continues as followsʇ Firstlyʁ the paper discusses some of the literature that narrates the 

EUʓs role as an ethical actorʇ It shows how since the introduction of the ʒNormative Power Europeʓ 

concept ʯManners ЀϾϾЀʰʁ the perception of the EU as an ethical actor has taken on a performative 

characterʇ Secondlyʁ the paper introduces narrativity as an ontological and epistemological condition 

and narrative analysis a research methodʇ Thirdlyʁ the paper provides an inʉdepth analysis of the 

ethical trade narrativeʁ which is analysed through the building blocks of the Narrative Policy 

Framework ʯNPFʰ ʯJones et alʇ ЀϾϿЂʂ Jones ȹ McBeth ЀϾϿϾʰ and reconstructed in a causally linked 

policy plot in three ʒactsʓʇ In a fourth stepʁ the paper discusses the underlying assumptions of this 
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policy story by pinpointing what is illuminated and what is obscuredʁ before concluding the paper 

with a reflection on the implication of these findings in wider research on the EUʓs identity in its 

external relationsʇ   

1. THE EU AS AN ETHICAL TRADE ACTOR 

Since the ЀϾϾϾsʁ the EUʓs behaviour on the global stage has often been characterised as ʒnormativeʓʁ 

or ʒethicalʓ ʯManners ЀϾϾЀʂ Aggestam ЀϾϾІʰ in EU scholarshipʇ It was notably Ian Mannersʓ concept 

of ʒnormative power Europeʓʁ that suggested the EUʓs external actions and policies reflect EUropean 

internal normsʁ such as democracyʁ human rights and the rule of law ʯManners ЀϾϾЀʁ ЀϾϿϿʰʇ The 

sustainable development chapters in FTAs and the FLEGT system can also be understood as 

mirroring these valuesʇ A second wave of literature turns this argument aroundʁ arguing that these 

concepts have also become performativeʁ meaning that they have given a collective purpose to the 

EUʓs foreign policy ʯWhitman ЀϾϿЁʰʇ Legitimacy for the EUʓs existence is created through 

appropriation of theoretical concepts such as the ʒEUʓs normative powerʓʁ implying that the EU is a 

ʒforce for goodʓ ʯAggestam ЀϾϾІʁ Ͽʰʇ Notablyʁ the former theoretical concept seems to have become 

a fundamental part of the EUʓs selfʉrepresentation of its beliefʉsystems in its trade policy ʯLawrence 

ЀϾЀϾʰʇ 

The critical perspective opened the door for a new reflection on the EUʓs identity creationʇ Aggestam 

demonstrates how a shift took place from a focus on ʒwhat it isʓ to ʒwhat it doesʓ ʯAggestam ЀϾϾІʰʇ 

Bickerton ʯЀϾϿϿʰ coined this shift as a functional effectʁ where these normative theoretical concepts 

began to define ʒwhat the EU isʓ ʯsee also Bengtsson ȹ Elgstrģm ЀϾϿЀʂ Hoang ЀϾϿЄʂ Larsen ЀϾϿЂʰʇ In 

this veinʁ five performative narratives ʯstoriesʰ have been identified in EU literatureʃ the EU as an 

actor who Ͽʰ provides securityʁ Ѐʰ provides democracyʁ Ёʰ contributes and assures global peaceʁ Ђʰ 
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acts as a good neighbourʁ and finally Ѓʰ contributes to the wellʉbeing of people worldwide ʯNiľoiu 

ЀϾϿЁʁ ЀЂϿʰʇ These narratives are not random appropriations but reflect underlying beliefʉsystems 

that have become a legitimization of the EUʓs actionʇ The interconnected ʒfree tradeʓʁ ʒneoliberalʓʁ 

ʒEurocentricʁ modernist and colonialʓ paradigm asserted elsewhere ʯBollenʁ Ville and Orbie ЀϾϿЄʂ De 

Ville and SilesʉBrŅgge ЀϾϿІʂ Delputte and Orbie ЀϾЀϾʂ Jacobs ЀϾЀϾʰ are legitimised through the 

narrative of ʒthe EU as a force for goodʓʇ  

Our paper furthers this literature on the ʒperformativeʓ character of the EUʓs external actionsʇ By 

applying a narrative lens on the Commissionʓs discourse on an ethical trade agreement with 

Vietnamʁ it will on one hand identify the specific narrative that allows the EU to present itself as an 

ethical trade power and on the other hand engage with underlying ideasʁ ideology and beliefʉ systems 

behind those narrativesʇ Our analysis does not aim to examine the merit or appropriateness of these 

ideas and beliefʉsystemsʁ as was done in earlier research onʁ for exampleʁ TSD chapters ʯFord ЀϾϿЁʂ 

Lawrence ЀϾЀϾʰʇ Neither shall our aim shall be to dive into the discussion that focuses on efficiency 

and impact of the ʒethicalʓ trade policy instruments ʯGarcia and Masselot ЀϾϿЃʂ Bastiaens and 

Postnikov ЀϾϿЅʂ Oehri ЀϾϿЅʂ Harrison et alʇ ЀϾϿІʂ Yildirim et alʇ ЀϾЀϾʰʁ their coherency ʯMeunier 

and Nicolaïdis ЀϾϾЄʂ Carbone and Orbie ЀϾϿЂʂ Robles ЀϾϿЂʂ Woolcock ЀϾЀϾʰʁ or origins ʯCharnovitz 

ϿЇЇЀʂ Bhagwati ϿЇЇЃʂ Young and Peterson ЀϾϿЁʂ Holden ЀϾϿЇʰʇ Similarlyʁ we do not engage with 

debates on the underlying structural inequalities of ethical trade policy measures ʯMaryudi and 

Myers ЀϾϿІʂ McDermottʁ Hirons and Setyowati ЀϾϿЇʂ RamcilovicʉSuominenʁ Lovric and Mustalahti 

ЀϾϿЇʰ or on their applicability in particular contexts ʯBuhmann and Nathan ЀϾϿЀʂ Lesniewska and 

McDermott ЀϾϿЂʰ as has been the case in research on the FLEGT VPAsʇ Insteadʁ our analysis wishes 

to review the ʒperformativeʓ ethical trade policy discourse in the case of EUʉVietnam relationsʇ We 

do this by shedding light on the EUʓs narrative on ethical tradeʁ iʇeʇ the EU Commissionʓs emplotment 
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of scattered events into a whole and complete storyʁ resulting from human meaningʉmaking and 

narrationʇ  

2. NARRATIVE ANALYSIS 

 Policies as Stories  

Narratives are storiesʁ comprised of a beginningʁ middle and endʁ causally linked in a plot ʯStone 

ϿЇІЇʂ Patterson and Monroe ϿЇЇІʂ Hagstrģm and Gustafsson ЀϾϿЇʰʇ They can be understood as a 

specific variant of discourse with sequentially and chronologically organized events ʯRoe ϿЇЇЂʰʇ In 

line with other schools of discourse analysisʁ we understand the social world as primarily created by 

the human mind ʯBurck ЀϾϾЃʂ see also Lynggaard ЀϾϿЇʰʂ within this viewʁ we perceive narratives as 

an ontological and epistemological condition ʯHasteʁ Jones and Renwick Monroe ЀϾϿЃʰʇ This view 

suggests that life is inherently patterned in narrativesʁ as humans construct them in order to make 

sense of a complex and ambiguous reality and to organise our often contradictory and fragmented 

perceptions of the world into a more or less coherent whole ʯWhite ϿЇІϾʂ Somers ϿЇЇЂʂ Mishler 

ϿЇЇЃʰʇ  

Narratives are not born in a timeʉspace vacuumʁ but are linked to the identity of the narratorʁ shaped 

at different levels of socially constructed and institutionalised beliefʉsystems ʯSomers ϿЇЇЂʂ 

Patterson and Monroe ϿЇЇІʰʇ This perception alludes to our interpretative understanding of the 

world and the subsequent necessity to look at subjective narratives ʯsee Dunn ϿЇЇЅʰʇ We consider 

narrative analysis a useful tool for revealing the selfʉconsciousness of the storytellerʁ their perception 

of the actors whom they stand in relation toʁ and their beliefs on cause and effect as reflected by 

truthʉclaims and the sequential order of narrative eventsʇ Rejecting the idea that an objective truth 

can be recognised by the human mindʁ including that of the researcher ʯSomers ϿЇЇЂʂ Shenhav 
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ЀϾϾЄʰʁ we will not try to test the ʒtruthfulnessʓ or ʒfidelityʓ of a particular narrative visʉáʉvis an 

alleged ʒobjectiveʓ realityʁ nor will we attempt to explain the use or success of a particular narrative 

in a positivist mannerʇ Insteadʁ we wish to unravel the narrative construction of ʒethical tradeʓ by 

the European Commissionʇ 

In this researchʁ we follow the assumption ofʁ amongst othersʁ Stone ʯϿЇІЇʰʁ Roe ʯϿЇЇЂʰʁ Hajer ʯϿЇЇЃʰ 

and the Narrative Policy Framework ʯNPFʰ ʯJones et alʇ ЀϾϿЂʂ Jones ȹ McBeth ЀϾϿϾʰ that discourses 

on public policies can be treated as narratives as they entail a structuring of reality into a more or 

less coherent storyʇ A vital attribute of such a policy story is that it is highly selective of what it 

integrates in its plotʇ Narrativesʁ intentionally or notʁ connect some events in a causal story while 

eclipsing othersʃ in creating an illusion of coherencyʁ a policy narrative diverts attention away from 

inconsistencies and incommensurable values ʯYanow ϿЇЇЀʰʇ These moments of eclipse or 

obscuration are therefore as meaningful to understanding the narrative construction of policies as 

moments of narrative illumination ʯYanow and SchwartzʉShea ЀϾϾЄʰʁ as they show the narrative 

patterning of reality while at the same time revealing its limitations in capturing reality in all its 

complex chaosʇ  

 Research methods 

For the concrete analysis we use the narrative building blocks as suggested by the NPFʇ According to 

the NPFʁ a policy narrative entails four essential componentsʃ settingʁ charactersʁ policy solution and 

a plot ʯShanahanʁ Jones and McBeth ЀϾϿІʰʇ The setting situates a specific policy problem in a specific 

context ʯJonesʁ Shanahan and McBeth ЀϾϿЂʰʇ It can be understood as the presentation of ʒtakenʉforʉ

granted factsʓ ʯJonesʁ Shanahan and McBeth ЀϾϿЂʁ pʇ Єʰ that are not questioned ʦ the opening décor 

of the theatre stage before the play beginsʇ The characters play a crucial role in influencing the 
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audienceʓs perception of the policy problem and solutionʁ which is why special attention will be given 

to the characters in our analysisʇ Characters include villains ʯthose creating the policy problemʰʁ 

victims ʯthose affected by the policy problemʰ and heroes ʯthose who potentially solve the policy 

problemʰ ʯJonesʁ Shanahan and McBeth ЀϾϿЂʰʇ In this researchʁ we plead for an analytical distinction 

between these characters on the one hand and their roles ʯas protagonistʁ deuteragonistʁ supporting 

role and antagonistʰ on the otherʁ as this allows us to see how different characters and roles intersect 

within the same narrativeʇ The policy solution represents the moral of the storyʁ generally enacted 

by the heroes ʯJonesʁ Shanahan and McBeth ЀϾϿЂʰʇ Finallyʁ the three elements combined make up 

the plot of the story through a causal narrative ʯJones and McBeth ЀϾϿϾʂ Shanahanʁ Jones and McBeth 

ЀϾϿІʰʇ  

In our researchʁ we have focused on identifying the dominant policy narrative for EUʉVietnam trade 

relations through abductive thematic coding in NVIVOʉsoftwareʁ based on the first three elements 

of narrativity ʯsettingʁ charactersʁ policy solutionʰʁ which we then reconstruct in a causally linked 

policy plot in three parts ʯor ʒactsʓʰʇ We chose the European Commission as our level of analysis 

because of its role as the main developer and defender of the EUʓs trade policyʇ The narration of EUʉ

Vietnam trade relations was respectively researched in the period from the beginning of negotiations 

to the date of entry into force of the two agreements ʯfrom ЀϾϿЀʉЀϾЀϾ for the FTA and ЀϾϿϾʉЀϾϿЇ 

for the VPAʰʇ We identified in total ЇϿ publications of a heterogenous nature addressing EUʉVietnam 

trade negotiationsʁ including press releases and background information sheets intended to inform 

the media and interested publicsʂ staff working documents aimed at specialists and stakeholdersʂ 

the Commissionʓs interventions during Parliamentary debatesʂ and other speeches with a stronger 

persuasion functionʇ Heterogenous corpora have the advantage of being more representative and 
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having less ʒbias related to a single type of sourceʓ ʯCrespyʁ ЀϾϿЃ pʇ ϿϿЀʰʇ For both agreementsʁ those 

communications not authored by the EU Commission were excludedʇ  

As suggested in the previous sectionsʁ we do not understand any discourse ʯeʇgʇ fact sheetsʰ as a 

narrative ʯPatterson and Monroe ϿЇЇІʰ as they do not fulfil the requirements of having a settingʁ 

policy solution and charactersʇ Based on Shanahan et alʇ ʯЀϾϿІʰʁ we included only those publications 

that encompassed at least one character and furthermore a point of view on a specific policy issueʇ 

The latter is revealed through the setting and policy solutionʇ Moreoverʁ we did not pay attention to 

the novelty of information provided in the documents as our aim was not to conduct a frequency 

analysisʇ The documents considered for the analysis are those speaking of trade relations with 

Vietnam published on the EU Commission and the DG Trade Press Corner website ʯsee table Ͽʰʇ All 

the initially identified ІЁ publications referred to Vietnam as an emerging nationʇ Among thoseʁ ЃЁ 

mentioned democracyʁ human rightsʁ rule of lawʁ social or environmental aspects in the context of 

trade with Vietnamʁ while ЁϾ described Vietnam purely an economic emerging nationʁ but did not 

mention other aspectsʁ and two referred to other ethical aspects without mention of tradeʇ Whereas 

the ЃЁ documents were coded deductively drawing from the NPF component ʯsettingʁ charactersʁ 

policy solutionʰʁ the latter ЁϾ documents were not manually codedʁ but still considered in the 

discussion of the storyline presented by the Commission ʯsee annex Ͽ for the total corpusʰʇ   
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Table Ѓʃ CÀ¾ÁÀÄiÅiÀ¿ Àf Åhe cÀÃÁÆÄ cÀded ÈiÅh NVIVO  

Year  Press 
Releases   

Speeches, 
Interventions 

 Webpage  Working 
Documents, 
Position Papers, 
Memo’s  

Total n 

ЀϾϿϿ Ͼ Ͽ  Ͼ Ͼ 1 

ЀϾϿЀ Є Ͽ  Ͼ Ͼ Ѕ 

ЀϾϿЁ Ͼ  Ѐ  Ͼ Ͽ 3 

ЀϾϿЂ Ͽ Ѕ  Ͼ Ͼ І 

ЀϾϿЃ Ѐ Ͽ  Ͽ Ͼ 4 

ЀϾϿЄ Ѐ Ѐ  Ͼ Ѐ Є 

ЀϾϿЅ Ѐ  Ͼ  Ͼ Ͽ 3 

ЀϾϿІ Ͽ Ё  Ͼ Ѐ Є 

ЀϾϿЇ Ͽ  Ї  Ͼ Ͼ 10 

ЀϾЀϾ Ѐ Ͽ  Ѐ Ͼ 4 

Total n 1Ѕ 2Ѕ  3 Є Ѓ3 

Sourceʃ authorsʓ data 

 

2. TRADE AS ‘A FORCE FOR GOOD’? A PLAY IN THREE ACTS 

 Act I: The Quest for Strengthened Trade Relations  

The curtain risesʇ The setting ʦ the primaryʁ takenʉforʉgranted policy objective ʦ is revealedʇ The 

policy objective is to facilitate trade with Vietnamʁ a country that is considered an ʒemerging market 

of the futureʓ ʯDe Guchtʁ ЀϾϿЂb see also European Commission ЀϾЀϾcʰʇ From an economic 

perspectiveʁ facilitating trade with this emerging market is considered a mustʉhave in a changing 

global orderʁ which will ʒcreate new opportunities for workersʁ consumers and entrepreneursʓ 

ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ Regarding the VPAʁ the strengthened trade relations are formulated as 
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environmental in nature as they are a part of the EUʓs response to illegal logging globallyʃ the VPA 

is constructed as a ʒfurther building block in the EUʓs fight against illegal logging and associated 

tradeʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЅʰ and as an extension of the wider FLEGT Action Plan 

ʯPotočnik ЀϾϿϿʂ European Commission ЀϾϿЄbʁ ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЅʁ ЀϾϿІaʰʇ Here tooʁ Vietnamʓs position as 

an emerging country undergoing ʒexponential growth of its forestʉbased industriesʓ ʯEuropean 

Commission ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЄbʁ ЀϾϿЅʂ Ansip ЀϾϿЇʰ makes it an extra valuable trading partnerʁ as this will 

increase the agreementʓs impactʇ  

The protagonist of the story is the EUʁ which is on a quest for strengthened trade relations with 

Vietnamʇ In the following sectionsʁ we will discuss how this pursuit for strengthened trade results 

in a quest for ethical tradeʇ We will discuss the problems related to institutionalised trade with 

Vietnamʁ including social and environmental sustainabilityʁ democracy and human rightsʁ as 

narrative villains that pose challenges for the EU and show how the EU narrates defeating these 

villains through ethical tradeʇ Throughout the narrativeʁ strengthened trade itself will remain the 

unquestioned goalʁ the unmovable ʒsettingʓʃ once the villains are defeatedʁ so the audience learns in 

the course of the narrativeʁ EUʉVietnam trade relations will no doubt have positive and changeʉ

bringing potential for both partiesʇ  

 Act II: Trade Under Attack: Non-Human Villains and Abstracted Antagonists 

In the second Act of the storyʁ a policy twist occursʁ in which the EU is confronted with ethical 

challenges on the way to strengthened trade relationsʇ These challenges can be considered villains 

or antagonists in a nonʉhuman formʃ while they have no human agency and cannot take direct 

actionʁ their villainous attributes prevent the heroes from obtaining their goals ʯShanahanʁ Jones 

and McBeth ЀϾϿІʰʇ   
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For the FTAʁ the encountered villains relate to unsustainability in Vietnamʇ The EUʁ in line with the 

Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nationsʁ understands labour and environmental 

matters as indicators for sustainable developmentʇ Specificallyʁ the issue of labour rights is 

mentionedʁ as trade is narrated to ʒforgʳeʴ connections between consumers in Europe and workers 

around the worldʓ which ʒmay include child labourers or workers in unsafe conditionsʓ ʯMalmstrģm 

ЀϾϿЃʰʇ Unsustainable developmentʁ an abstract villainʁ would therefore be the nonʉratification of 

fundamental labour rightsʁ iʇeʇ eight labour right conventions addressing freedom from child labour 

ʯConventions ϿЁІ ȹ ϿІЀʰʁ forced labour ʯConventions ЀЇ ȹ ϿϾЃʰʁ discrimination ʯConventions ϿϾϾ ȹ 

ϿϿϿʰ and freedom of association and right to collective bargains ʯConventions Noʇ ІЅ ȹ ЇІʰ ʯsee ILOʰ 

have been considered as quasiʉfundamental human rights ʯGross ЀϾϾϿʂ Fudge ЀϾϾЅʂ Mantouvalou 

ЀϾϿЁʂ Islam and Hossain ЀϾϿЄʰʇ In addition to these labourʉrelated rightsʁ the issue of human rights 

is more generally mentioned as an ʒarea of concernʓ in the overall relations with Vietnam ʯHogan 

ЀϾЀϾʰ for which ʒimprovements are centralʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾЀϾcʰʇ In particularʁ freedom 

of expressionʁ freedom of association and assembly and the situation of human rights defenders are 

mentioned ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾЀϾcʰʇ Thirdlyʁ environmental protection is mentioned as 

related to tradeʁ as ʒpurchasing choices made in Europe impact the environment elsewhereʓ 

ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ Although in these examples the problems are explicitly narratedʁ often these 

concerns about ʒunsustainabilityʓ remain tacit and are only made visible through the policy solutions 

offeredʇ  

Regarding the VPAʁ the main villain is more strongly narratedʃ ʒillegal loggingʓ andʁ by extensionʁ 

trade in illegally logged timberʁ needs to be ʒbattledʓ ʯAnsip ЀϾϿЇʰʁ ʒfoughtʓ ʯEuropean Commission 

ЀϾϿЅʂ Ansip ЀϾϿЇʰ or ʒcombattedʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЀʰʇ Similarly to the problematisation of 

ʒunsustainabilityʓ in the case of the FTAʁ the problem of ʒillegalityʓ is not specific to the context of 
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Vietnamʁ but is a structural global problem that is considered a ʒsignificant driving force behind 

deforestationʓ ʯAnsip ЀϾϿЇʰ and ʒdeprives the government of revenueʁ threatens biodiversity and 

creates conflict with forest communitiesʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄbʰʇ 

These villains on the road to ethically strengthened trade relations do not appear out of nowhere but 

find their roots in an additional nonʉhuman villainʁ lifted to a higher level of abstractionʃ the status 

of Vietnam as still under ʒdevelopmentʓ ʯBarroso ЀϾϿЂʂ De Gucht ЀϾϿЂcʰ or as an ʒemerging economyʓ  

ʯDe Gucht ЀϾϿЂaʰʇ Once Vietnam properly ʒdevelopsʓʁ or so the narrative tellsʁ ethical challenges to 

trade will disappearʇ With regard to the human rights situationʁ for instanceʁ former EU Trade 

Commissioner Hogan expressed that ʒwe must take into account where the country has come from 

and see clear evidence of progress in the last ЀЃ yearsʁ notably in the socioeconomic domain ʓ ʯHogan 

ЀϾЀϾʰʇ In this statementʁ we see Vietnam emerging as a victim of poverty and underdevelopment 

that deserves empathy and praise for its gradual emancipation from these villainsʇ Henceʁ if Vietnam 

is the victimʁ it cannot be held accountableʇ Insteadʁ development programmes become necessary 

ʯDe Gucht ЀϾϿЂbʰʇ Similarlyʁ in the VPAʁ the illegality villain is also fed by the underdevelopment 

villainʁ as it has its roots in failing forest governance and law enforcement practices that need to be 

ʒimprovedʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰ and ʒreinforcedʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЅʰʇ  

  Act III: Fighting Back: Trade as a ‘Force for Good’  

The emergence of villains does not deter our protagonist from its quest to strengthen trade relationsʂ 

on the contraryʁ strengthening trade relations is narrated as the solution for fighting these villainsʇ 

The mission to strengthen trade relations will be ʒabout improving peopleʓs lives in Europe and 

Vietnamʓ ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ This conception of trade as a ʒforce for goodʓ relies on heroes using it 

as suchʂ the EU is the primary hero whoʁ through tradeʁ propels the fight against illegal logging 
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ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЀʰ and ʒstrengthenʳsʴ respect for humanʁ environmental and workersϝ 

rightsʓ ʯJuncker ЀϾϿЇʰʇ The EU does not act aloneʁ howeverʃ Vietnam as deuteragonist appears as a 

second heroʁ fighting alongside the EUʇ A coalition of heroes therefore emergesʁ with shared values 

and a common goalʇ Concerning the FTAʁ it is mentioned that ʒVietnam has already made a lot of 

effort to improve its labour rights record thanks to our trade talks andʁ I trustʁ will continue its most 

needed reformsʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾЀϾbʰʇ Similarlyʁ the VPA is narrated to be ʒconsistent with 

the EU and Vietnamʓs joint commitment to the sustainable management of all types of forestsʓ 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄcʰʁ and Vietnam as ʒfully committed to ensure that no illegally harvested 

timber will enter the Vietnamese marketʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿІaʰʇ  

Despite shared valuesʁ the relation between the EU and Vietnam is not an equal oneʇ While the EU 

is narrated as a fully knowledgeable and capable heroʁ most of Vietnamʓs ʒhero momentsʓ entail a 

clear presence of the EU as a mentorʁ guidingʁ assisting and monitoring its menteeʇ An asymmetric 

dynamic appears with the EU depicted as the developed entity and Vietnam as the developing one 

ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ This mentorʉmentee relationship is visible in the pride expressed by the EU on 

perceived achievementsʁ such as Vietnamʓs evolving stakeholder inclusion in the VPA process ʯAnsip 

ЀϾϿЇʰ or Vietnamʓs recent labour right reforms ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾЀϾbʰʁ as well as in explicit 

commitments to help and monitor Vietnamʇ In this regardʁ communications on the FTA state that 

ʒthe Commission will also closely engage and support Vietnam in its commitment to eliminate child 

labour by ЀϾЀЃʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾЀϾcʰʁ while a press release on the VPA mentions that ʒWe 

ʳthe Commissionʴ will be monitoring closely how the country works to implement the agreementʓ 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄbʁ see also Ansip ЀϾϿЇʂ European Commission ЀϾϿІaʰʇ   
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The storyʓs heroes are supported in their endeavours by European and Vietnamese civil society 

actorsʇ Civil society is narrated as a rather technical and abstract part of a structural system to 

improve tradeʁ as well as an unemancipated actor in need of liberation through participation in the 

ʒcoalitionʓʇ In the case of the FTAʁ civil society is described as part of the TSD chapterʁ which foresees 

Domestic Advisory Groups ʯDAGsʰ as ʒa mechanism for each Party to request and receive inputs from 

representatives of its civil society on any matter concerning the implementation of the Chapterʓ 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰʇ To make sure that civil society is able to contributeʁ ʒThe Commission 

is considering activities r ʈʴ so that they can become aware of their rights and of the judicial remedies 

availableʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰʇ Regarding the VPAʁ the Commission talks about ʒa credible 

and robust systemʁ which involves all stakeholdersʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄbʰʂ these 

stakeholders participate in ʒmechanisms for consultation and participationʓ ʯEuropean Commission 

ЀϾϿЅʰ and are an important part of the ʒchecks and balancesʓ that should ensure proper functioning 

of the legality assurance systems ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЁʁ ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЅʁ ЀϾϿІcʰʇ In its 

emancipatory capacityʁ the participation process is further narrated as having ʒcontributed to 

opening the political space for dialogue between the government and civil society on forest 

governanceʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰʇ  

The idea of trade as ʒa force for goodʓ is thatʁ if social and environmental problems are the result of 

ʒunderdevelopmentʓʁ then ʒdevelopmentʓ provides the solutionʇ Strengthened trade relationsʁ in this 

regardʁ provide the ʒlogical next step in our contribution to Vietnamϝs ongoing developmentʓ 

ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ For the FTAʁ this development is in a first instance economic in natureʃ it is 

argued that ʒmajor benefits are expected to accrue for Vietnamʓ through ʒaccelerated structural 

transformation processes as the country moves towards becoming a market economyʓ ʯEuropean 
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Commission ЀϾϿЁʰʇ In this lightʁ the FTA entails gradual tariff elimination for Vietnamʁ to allow it to 

most benefit from the agreementʓs developmental potential ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЁʰʇ 

The assumed changeʉbringing potential of ethically strengthened EUʉVietnam trade relations 

extends beyond economic benefitsʁ as they will support Vietnamʓs transition to a fully modernised 

and developed societyʇ Under the leadership of the EU protagonistʁ several provisions are put in 

place to make this happenʇ For the FTAʁ a TSD chapter is addedʁ which comprises three componentsʃ 

a commitment to international agreements in the field of labour ʯILO conventionsʰ and the 

environment ʯMultilateral Environmental Agreementsʰʁ which serve as baselines for ethical 

behaviourʁ a clause ʒto avoid ʒa race to the bottomʓ in the labour and environmental areasʓ ʯEuropean 

Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰʁ and dispute resolution procedures ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿІbʰʇ The 

Commission ʯDG Tradeʰ also stresses that it will encourage investment in greener production 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЁʁ ЀϾϿЄaʰʇ As an underpinning policyʁ projects in Vietnam financed by 

DG DEVCO are supposed to further foster sustainable development ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʁ 

ϿϿʦϿЂʰʇ 

Additionallyʁ linkages are made with other agreementsʁ most notably the more political Partnership 

and Coʉoperation Agreementʁ which ʒgives the EU a clear legal basis for raising human rights issuesʓ 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄaʰ and allows the EU to end the trade agreement if violations occurʇ In 

this regardʁ former Commissioner for Trade Cecilia Malmstrģm mentioned that ʒan approach of 

engagement and trade ʳʈʴ can have the strongest positive influenceʓ and that ʒour free trade 

agreement will accelerate the modernisation of the country and support reforms including in human 

rightsʓ ʯMalmstrģm ЀϾϿЃʰʇ  
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The VPA does not so much provide provisions for ethical trade but is in itself a means to make trade 

more ethicalʇ The agreement is based on the premise of verification of individual timber products in 

the supply chainʇ Concretelyʁ Vietnam needs to set up a Legality Assurance Systemʁ intended to 

ensure timber products exported from Vietnam to the EU have been legally harvested and processed 

ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЅʰʇ These mechanisms are intended to ʒfightʓ illegal logging and 

ʒpromote trade in timber products that are from sustainably managed forestsʓ ʯEuropean 

Commission ЀϾϿЅʰʇ It is up to the EU as a mentor to make sure the system is waterproofʃ it is 

mentioned that ʒwe are aware that it will be our duty to ensure that its implementation does not fall 

short of the high due diligence standards established by our own EU Timber Regulationʓ ʯAnsip ЀϾϿЇʰ 

and that ʒthe EU will maintain close contact with Vietnam and support their efforts in delivering 

results on the groundʓ ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿІaʰʇ   

Finallyʁ the VPA is also intended to ʒpromote improved forest governanceʓ ʯEuropean Commission 

ЀϾϿЄaʰʁ notably by supporting legal and policy reformʁ building capacityʁ increasing transparency 

and promoting stakeholder involvement ʯEuropean Commission ЀϾϿЄcʁ ЀϾϿЅʁ ЀϾϿІaʰʇ As suchʁ the 

FLEGT Action Plan of which the VPA is a part is considered a ʒprime example of environmentʁ 

development and trade policies acting in a mutually supportive wayʓ ʯAnsip ЀϾϿЇʰʇ The FTA and the 

VPA therefore entail a strong developmental and modernisation componentʁ which should allow 

Vietnam to fight villains hindering the road to ethical tradeʇ 

3. ILLUMINATION & ECLIPSE: A PERSISTENT ‘DEVELOPMENT’ STORY 

In the sections aboveʁ we showed how the Commission has constructed a narrative of ethical trade 

between the EU and Vietnamʇ In this sectionʁ we would like to peak behind the curtain and shed light 

on what is illuminated and what is obscured ʦ what is and what is not said within this narrativeʇ We 
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find that the Commissionʓs narrative is essentially a reiteration of the longstanding ʒdevelopmentʓ 

storyʁ in which the EU protagonist shapes the world according to its own valuesʇ In this adaption of 

the storyʁ it is Vietnamʓs position as ʒemergingʓ or ʒunderdevelopedʓ that gives rise to ethical 

hindrances to strengthened trade relations such as potential environmental and social 

unsustainabilityʇ  

The proposed policy solutions are by no means unique to the context of Vietnamʃ as has been 

identified elsewhere in literatureʁ the EU continues to use a oneʉsizeʉfitsʉall approach in its 

engagement with external partners ʯBģrzel and Risse ЀϾϾЂʂ Bicchi ЀϾϾЄʂ He ЀϾϿЄʰʇ This oneʉsizeʉ

fitsʉall approach has also been called Eurocentricʁ in that the evaluation of the ʒotherʓ is based on 

oneʓs own culturally shaped norms and the assumption of their superiorityʇ The evaluation criteria 

are shaped by norms of industrial capitalism and enlightenment philosophyʁ which have become a 

universal characterʁ notably through imperialism ʯDelputte ȹ Orbie ЀϾЀϾʂ Onar ȹ Nicolaïdis ЀϾϿЁʰʇ 

This valuation model is characterized by the assumption of not only inferiority but also of the 

historical backwardness of nonʉEuropean cultures and the mission of their civilization ʯMelber ϿЇЇЀʂ 

Ziai ЀϾϾЂʁ ЀϾϿЁʰʇ That means that the ʒotherʓʁ in this case Vietnamʁ is not only differentʁ but in an 

earlier ʒstage of developmentʁʓ as we once were ourselvesʇ This ideaʁ as defended by postʉ

development scholars ʯKothari et alʇ ЀϾϿЇʰ suggests that with ʒgood guidanceʓ third countries will 

adopt ʯnewʰ European norms such as ecological sustainability ʯenvironmental agreements in the 

TSD chapter and VPAʰʁ equal opportunitiesʁ individual gender equalityʁ pluralisticʉindependent civil 

society ʯILO conventionsʰ and so forthʇ This development beliefʉsystem further sees a liberalʉ

capitalist representativeʁ plural partyʉsystem as the ideal form of governanceʇ  
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Particularlyʁ the latter idea conflicts with the political selfʉidentification of Vietnamʃ despite the 

economic opening of ϿЇІЄ ʯDoi Moiʰʁ Vietnam remains a singleʉparty socialist republic with the 

supremacy of the Communist Party ʯBui ЀϾϿЄʰʇ This puts into question the Commissionʓs identified 

ʒvillainsʓ or policy problemsʁ and the preferred coalition allies and policy solutionsʁ all of which 

assume the necessity and possibility of an independent Vietnamese civil societyʇ Within the FTAʁ this 

is visible in the villainization of Vietnamʓs outstanding ratification of ILO conventions ЇІ and ІЅʁ 

aimed at an independent civil societyʁ and in the role of civil society in the enforcement of the TSD 

Chapterʇ In the VPAʁ it is visible in civil societyʓs role in negotiating the agreement and monitoring 

implementationʇ While the relation between the Party and the various societal actors in Vietnam is 

by no means straightforwardʁ scholars generally agree that Western expectations of ʒcivil societyʓ 

cannot simply be copyʉpasted onto their Vietnamese counterpartsʁ due to the supremacy of the 

Vietnamese state ʯBui ЀϾϿЄʂ Vu ЀϾϿЇʂ Waibel et alʇ ЀϾϿЂʰʇ In line with the development doctrineʁ the 

Commissionʓs narrative seems to suggest that Vietnam needs to ʒmoderniseʓ out of this political 

ʒothernessʓ to safeguard ethical tradeʇ  

Despite this villainization of Vietnamʓs ʒothernessʓ as ʒunderdevelopedʓʁ moments of obscuration 

make it impossible to ʒname the culpritsʓ ʯSvarstad and Benjaminsen ЀϾЀϾʰ involved in enacting the 

ʯunʰsustainability endangering ethical tradeʃ aside from general concerns regarding the ratification 

of international agreementsʁ we hear very little on the concrete situation of workers or 

environmental problems in Vietnamʇ Even for the VPAʁ the Commissionʓs communications do not go 

into any detail on the concrete shapes the illegality villain takesʁ as there is no explanation regarding 

the particularities of illegal logging or forest rights abuses in the countryʇ Meanwhileʁ any European 

villains are eclipsed altogether from the narrativeʃ the Sustainable Impact Assessment conducted for 

the EU Commission clearly states that several sectorsʁ such as the Vietnamese agriculture sectorʁ will 
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likely suffer from the FTAʇ Those negative economic impacts are not caused by Vietnamʓs political 

systemʁ but by the EUʓs subventions for its own agricultural sectorʇ Howeverʁ such issues are not 

addressed within the sustainable development chapters because the EU Commission chooses to omit 

them from the narrativeʇ  

4. CONCLUSION: THE EU, AN ETHICAL TRADE LEVIATHAN?  

This paper has demonstrated that the EUʓs ethical trade policy can also be understood as a narrative 

that tells the audience a coherent story of why trade is ʒa force for goodʓʇ This powerful narrative 

reveals vital information on the selfʉconsciousness of the EUʇ It suggests that ethical concerns would 

arise if the EU stops being an actor on the international sceneʇ Henceʁ the EU is needed to overcome 

the anarchy and anomy of the international economic systemʇ Subsequentlyʁ one could argue that 

the EU somehow takes the selfʉprescribed role of a democratic world trade ʒleviathanʓ in its 

narrativeʁ making sure that all actors are respecting international rules and normsʇ  

The ʒforce for goodʓ story can be seen as performative in the sense that the narrative enacts or 

reproduces the concept of the EU as a force for goodʇ This performative character becomes even 

more visible as a narrative when one considers that the EUʓs trade policy does not fully address the 

selfʉascribed identity of the partner countryʁ nor does it go in depth in unpacking any of the ethical 

problems the policy intends to solveʁ such as workersʓ and human rights and environmental 

protectionʇ By no means does this put into question the appropriateness of the ethical character ʯas 

moral principlesʰ of the EUʓs trade policyʇ Ratherʁ the policy solution is in accordance with EUropean 

valuesʇ The story tells us that ʒtradeʓ and ʓeconomicʓ problems of the world can only be solved by and 

with the EUʁ because of the EUʓs ʒethical natureʓ and ʒethical actionsʓʇ The persuasive power of this 

narrative lies in a sense of belonging to the European audienceʁ which is clearly its targetʇ 
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Earlier research has identified neoliberal and ʒEurocentric developmentʓ paradigmsʁ which are also 

identifiable in our findingsʇ Our analysis has attempted to contribute to this discussion by 

dismantling the ethical trade policy as a story being toldʇ We found that the story of ethical trade 

unfolds against the assumption that trade is necessary for economic growth and that the biggest 

danger for ethical concerns are social and environmental sustainability and underdevelopmentʇ 

From this perspectiveʁ the empirical debate on efficiency echoes this basic assumption and looks at 

ways of making existing mechanisms more effective ʯsee eʇgʇ debates on tougher sanctions and 

conditionality as trade instruments for changeʰʇ This in turn leads to more questions for further 

researchʃ do counterʉnarratives exist within the EUʁ notably in the European Parliamentʁ but also 

among civil societyʎ How do these narratives intersect with the Commissionʓs narrativeʎ 

Furthermoreʁ how does the political affiliation of respective Commissioners influence the narrativeʎ  

Powerful narratives are both convincing and appealing to humansʁ but can be dangerous in a political 

contextʁ as they simplify and omit eventsʇ They dictate the continuance of specific policies and 

debatesʁ while often overshadowing vast political realitiesʇ This becomes highly problematic when 

such narratives are adopted by political elitesʁ academiaʁ and civil societyʁ often leading to a narrow 

measurement of ʒsuccessʓ by these actors within the existing narrative boundariesʇ  
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