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urope is a continent shaped by
conflict. Since the rise of mer-
cantilism, this conflict has tak-
en place on both inter and intra
continental levels. European
states have held power over

vast swathes of the globe, doing so for re-
sources, labour power and access to mar-
kets. In Europe, the carving up of the globe
led to a fragile détente between imperial
powers, yet the fragility of such cordiality
became clear with the onset of the First
World War. Today, the evils unleashed by
European colonialism continues to stamp
those countries who were so viciously
brought to heel. Yet, Europe has never come
to terms with its past. It has never accepted
it, apologised for it or renounced the privi-
leged position that centuries of colonial con-
quest and imperial domination bestowed on
it. As Edward Said explained, the colonised
‘lost’ and are therefore required to live with
the very real material consequences of the
period of colonial conquest.1 Europe ‘won’
and therefore can choose to ignore the colo-
nial enterprise as just another episode of his-
tory, to be acknowledged or not as Euro-
peans deem fit. This reality means that a
popular narrative has been allowed to devel-

op within Europe. It is the notion that fas-
cism and Nazism were not in keeping with
Europeanism and its culture. Furthermore,
the notion that since the Second World
War, Europe - via its institutions like the
EEC and the EU - has become a continent of
peace and prosperity obfuscates the price
paid for this peace.

The internal harmony of Europe
and the European Union has
beenpredicatedon thecontinua-
tion of neo-colonial practices.
Europe continues to be violent,
both via its migration policies
and its external economic poli-
cies.

As Aimé Césaire argued, the barbarism of
Europe was not due to the prison guard or
the adventurer, but due to the ‘decent fel-
low’, the ‘respectable bourgeois’ across the
way.2 Neo-colonialism and the inequality

Bourgeois hegemony lies not in the
violence of the ruling class but in

its ability to manufacture the
spontaneous consent of the

general population.

E
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associated with it has become ingrained
within the institutions of Europe and our
‘respectable bourgeoisie’.
This paper attempts to map European neo-
imperialism today, concentrating on the
EU’s migration policies and Economic
Partnership Agreements and delineating
how European neo-imperialist powers use
the European Union as a vehicle for their
policies. This will show how the EU is an
organisation specifically designed for the
continuation of European imperialism in
the post-war era. To understand Europe,
we must analyse its relationship with its
neighbours and also analyse how the mate-
rial realities of Europe’s past continue to
shape it today.

TheMaking of Europe
Antonio Gramsci argued that the strength
of bourgeois hegemony lies not in the vio-
lence of the ruling class but in its ability to
manufacture the spontaneous consent of
the general population.3 The ruled accept
the conception of the world passed down to
them by the rulers and this manifests itself
in the institutional arrangements of the
state.Gramsci furtherarguedthathegemo-
ny therefore is characterised by both politi-
cal and intellectual leadership. The role of
creating and defining the EU would there-
fore be a political and intellectual project
with the purpose of manufacturing the
spontaneous consent of the governed. This
intellectual and political project has at-

tempted to create a ‘cosmopolitan Europe’,
one that recognises the institutional com-
monalities that European countries share
whilstalsocelebrating itsculturaldiversity.
The EU’s motto, ‘united in diversity’ is
meant to reflect this.
However, the diversity that the EU speaks
of is narrow in nature and obfuscates the
‘otherness’ implicit in its definition. The
EU’s definition relates only to the linguistic
and cultural diversity of constituent mem-
bers, themulticulturalismthatexistswithin
member-states is not conceptualised with-
in this understanding of diversity. Accord-
ing to Bhambra “these multicultural others
arenotseenasconstitutiveofEurope’sown
self-understanding – or as legitimate bene-
ficiaries of the post-war social settlement –
emerging from its history of colonialism; a
history that is carried by individual nation-
states and ... by the common European
project itself.”4 The EU in effect has man-
aged to create a dichotomy between cos-
mopolitanism on the one hand and multicul-
turalism on the other. Europe is cosmopoli-
tan and those ‘high value migrants’ it covets
are as well. Poorer migrants denote multi-
culturalism and are therefore dangerous to
the European project.
These definitions are implicit in which
countries are considered ‘European’ and
which aren’t. Schlenker for example maps
the opinions of citizens of the European
Union on prospective member countries.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Switzerland
(80.9%), Norway (80.6%), Iceland (72.4%)



and Croatia (54.5%) (which was not in the
EU at the time) were the countries EU citi-
zens were most in favour of joining. On the
otherend,Bosnia,Herzegovina,Serbia,Al-
bania and Turkey whose favourability
ranged from 44.6% to 31.2%.5 One could
make the argument that Europeans view
Switzerland more favourable because it is
at the geographic heart of Europe, whereas
Norway possesses a strong economy and its
social welfarism - on paper at least - coin-
cides with Europe’s conception of itself.
Iceland however is very far from the centre
of Europe geographically and would offer
nowhere near the same economic boost
that the accession of a country like Turkey
would offer. Furthermore, Croatia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina were constituent nations
of the same state just over 20 years ago, yet
there is a 10% gap in favourability for EU
accession. Clearly, in the consciousness of
EU citizens, there is an implicit bias in
favour of those countries that are Christian
or post-Christian.

The Borders of Europe
The dialectical relationship between exter-
nal and internal policies is often over-
looked. External policies and the way in
which countries and peoples are othered
has a role in increasing internal cohesive-
ness and identity. Identity is usually under-
stood in the negative: “I am something be-
cause I am not something else”. Within Eu-
rope, the fight to maintain ‘internal cohe-
siveness’ has taken place throughout histo-
ry, whether as a fight against ‘Arabisation’
in Iberia or against ‘Islamification’ and the
Ottoman Empire. This continues to this
day with the implicit association of Europe
with Christian values and clearly plays a
role as to why countries such as Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Turkey are

not considered European. There is a con-
tradictionbetweenthestatic,Christianand
Athenian conception of Europe on the one
hand and the supposedly fluid, dynamic
and cosmopolitan Europe on the other.
This conception of Europeanness, and the
othering implicit within it helps define
those who can and can’t enter the EU. The
reality of life for migrants who live on the
borders of Fortress Europe or precariously
within it, is grotesquely different to the Eu-
ropeespousedintheEU’s“four freedoms”.
Raj characterises this reality eloquently:
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"The European project, often characterized as the creation
of an open space, free from barriers to flows and where na-
tional frontiers no longer mean anything, is a veneer that
glosses an intense violence at the borders of an increasingly
Fortress- like Europe. This latter violence is absolutely con-
stitutive of the hegemonic project of Europe. This violence
not only finds its expression in overt violence–beatings, ar-
rest, detention of migrants – but also pervades the social
realm in the most quotidian of instances, such that certain
classes of people are made to inhabit an everyday limbo of
precarity and indeterminacy in which they have to be bor-
ders. The concern of hegemonic projects such as an attempt
to build a Fortress Europe, is to create a political order that
relies uponmaintaining a delicate and generalized violence
directed against people who live their experiencemarked as
borders, standinginwelfare lines,askingforpublichousing,
sitting inpolicestationsandwaitingforhospital treatment.6

The borders of Europe are an institutional
embodiment of the contradictions within
the European project. It is the institutional
embodiment of the othering process
whereby the relationship individuals have
with the borders of Europe is dependent on
their gender, ethnicity and country of ori-
gin. Balibar describes the borders of Eu-
rope as a spatio- temporal home for mi-
grants who repeatedly encounter, and are
regulated by it, whereas the privileged are
allowed to pass freely through those very
same borders.7 “So when a local govern-
ment official in Calais declares: ‘I feel the
whole world and his wife have twigged
that...the port is as full of holes as a piece of
Gruyere cheese,’ this is only partially true:
themyththattheborderisporousistruefor
some but serves precisely to make others
reside there in a state of semi-perma-
nence.”8 The EU is a part and driver of Bal-
ibar’s “world apartheid.”

An equally insidious yet overlooked conse-
quence of EU migration policy is how EU
bloc neo-imperialism “promotes the sub-
sidisation of the EU by the African,
Caribbean and Pacific Group of States
(ACP) regions through migration to the EU
of professionals such as nurses, teachers,
doctors, etc.”9 This has a dual role: Firstly,
these professionals were trained and paid
for by the home country, and therefore
these poorer nations subsidize rich Euro-
pean countries. Secondly, these countries
are usually in dire need of such expertise
due to the legacy of European colonialism
which developed their state apparatus to be
extractive. A further consequence of this
notion is that some migration to Europe is
necessary because of declining population
rates and an ageing population that reduces
migrants to nothing more than tools for Eu-
ropean consumption, to be thrown away
when no longer necessary.In essence, this
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process reduces the capacity of underde-
veloped countries to build their own pro-
ductive forces, thus exacerbating and con-
tinuingthecircleofdependencyandtheex-
ploitative relationship between Europe
and the South.

Globalisation, Imperialism
and the State
The internationalisation of capital, or glob-
alisation, has paradoxically coincided with
the proliferation of nation states; the UN in
1945 had 51 members, today that number
has reached 193. Ellen Meiskins Wood
stated that “the world today is more than
everaworldofnationstates.Globalcapital-
ism is nationally organised and irreducibly
dependent on national states.”10 Transna-
tional firms, although important within the
wider system of imperialism, do not “or-
ganise imperialeconomicandpoliticalrela-
tionships, rather the existence of transna-
tional firms would not be possible without a
system of states maintaining stable rela-
tions of unequal influence across the
globe.”11

Robert Cox calls the process at hand the
“internationalisationofthenation-state.”12

In essence, the functions of the state, such
as education, welfare and taxation, and the
restructuring of state assets to a deregulat-
ed and privatised model is not a retreat of
the state, but instead a change in its role. It
now works as a facilitator for the global-na-
tional economic paradigm. We can best de-
fine globalisation as a reorganisation of the
state, rather than as an attempt to by-pass
it. Governments regularly use state power
to quell discontent and the anger that bub-
bles to the surface as a reaction to the state's
neoliberal project. As Hardt and Negri ex-
plain:

When the proponents of the glob-
alisation of capital cry out against
big government, they are being
not only hypocritical but also un-
grateful...where would imperial
capital be if big government were
not big enough to wield the power
of life and death over the entire
global multitude?13

The EU plays an important yet nuanced
role within this system. The purpose of the
European project was not to create a single
state but a common framework; a frame-
work that helps standardise trade flows be-
tweenEuropeandthewidereconomy.Fur-
thermore, the EU ties poorer countries -
suchastheACP-toEuropeasabloc.Onthe
one hand, this restricts the ‘trade’ between
a single mother country and a colony while
simultaneously “bind[ing] the ACP to the
EU, indefinitely in a new type of mercantil-
ism.”14 Thisnewmercantilism(or imperial-
ism) attempts to confine trade between the
ACP regions and the EU as a whole, rather



than in a more linear colonised-coloniser
dichotomy, yet the outcomes are strikingly
similar. Kwame Nkrumah was able to both
perceive and define this change, stating
that “the neo-colonialism of the French pe-
riod is now being merged in the collective
neo-colonialism of the European Common
Market.”15 The EU therefore is best under-
stood as a vehicle for larger European states
to continue their imperialist and neocolo-
nial practices. The main difference in post-
war Europe is not that Europe has ‘become
civilised’ and has fundamentally changed;
it is that Europe became acutely aware of its
new place within the world system.16 Euro-
pean states no longer possessed the com-
parative advantage that they were used to;
it firstlyhadtocometotermswithbeingthe
USA's junior partner during the Cold War
before more recently attempting to assert
its influence in competition with the USA.
The EU has attempted to export its ‘values’
rather than relying solely on military and

economic might like the USA. Hansen and
Jonsson argue that calls for creating a Euro-
pean union were marked by the waning in-
fluence of European states.17 The EU,
therefore is a new form of an old system, it
is a way for European countries to maintain
a sphere of influence over Africa and fur-
ther afield. As far as the European project is
an endeavour for peaceful coexistence, it
has been bought with the lives, land and
labour of Africans.

Trade as Neo-Colonialism
‘Illegal’ migration is the outcome of EU
neo-imperialism arriving at the shores of
Europe. However, where European neo-
imperialism is most pernicious and damag-
ing is via its trade agreements, the Euro-
pean Partnership Agreements. Europe’s
relationship with its ex-colonies remains
relatively unchanged since the time of colo-
nialism.
Trade between Europe and Africa is veiled
in terms of ‘development’ by the EU, yet “it
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is striking that the development of the
South became their priority just as the
colonisers were leaving for home. Such pas-
sion was not in evidence during colonial
rule. The ‘civilising mission’ was recast as
development, although its ‘implicit racism’
was never jettisoned. In Europe’s colonial
repertoire, development was the new
ace.”18 The way in which Europeans ‘justi-
fied’ colonialism and continue to justify un-
equal North-South trade today shares the
sameroot.“Colonialismwasjustifiedbythe
grand lie that the West developed au-
tonomously; it was thus superior and
obliged by its history and ethics to invade
the inferior, incapable non-West.”19 This
white man’s burden continues with Eu-
rope’s ‘mission’, our ‘duty’ to help the ‘un-
developed’ South. Colonialism did not end
due to European goodwill but due to the
struggle and determination of the
colonised and because the colonial powers
had created new conditions within the
colonies. There now existed colonial legal
systems, traditional society had been eradi-
cated and Western ‘values’ had become the
norm. The economic advantages that arose
from colonialism “could now largely be ob-
tained by more politically acceptable, and,
at thesametimemoreeffectivemethods."20

Walter Rodney explains how the so called
‘international’ trading system was devel-
oped within Europe and how those origins
meant that, historically, trade between
Africa and Europe was unequal:

From the beginning, Europe as-
sumed the power to make deci-
sions within the international
trading system. An excellent illus-
tration of that is the fact that the
so- called international law which

governed the conduct of nations
on the high seas was nothing else
butEuropeanlaw.Africansdidnot
participate in its making, and in
many instances, African people
were simply the victims, for the
lawrecognized themonlyas trans-
portable merchandise. If the
African slave was thrown over-
board at sea, the only legal prob-
lem that arose was whether or not
the slave ship could claimcompen-
sation from the insurers! Above
all, European decision-making
power was exercised in selecting
what Africa should export – in ac-
cordance with European needs.21

Although the “merchandise” being trans-
ported has changed, the underlying un-
equal exchange between African and Eu-
rope has not. These trade agreements con-
tinue to be ‘made in Europe’. As Mary Far-
rell explains: "the origins of European rela-
tions with the countries of Africa and the
Caribbeancanbefoundinthehistorical ties
between them, based largely upon the lega-
cy of colonialism. Through the Yaoundé
Convention of the 1960s and the successor
Lomé agreements, the European countries
sought to retain the economic links, the ac-
cess to natural resources and raw materials
and other strategic economic interests they
had enjoyed under colonialism.”22

Both Kwame Nkrumah and Sekou Toure
correctly warned that the new neo-colonial
system would be a continuation of asym-
metric trade between Africa and Europe.
Although countries in Africa were now for-
mally independent, money from aid and
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pressure from European governments
would push African elites to agree to trade
agreements that would hinder Africa’s
long-term development.23 As Sekou Toure
remarked, trade and aid arrangements be-
tween Africa and the European Economic
Community would maintain Africa’s posi-
tion as “hewers of wood and drawers of wa-
ter.”24 From the very beginning it was clear
that Africa would continue to supply Eu-
rope with raw materials while Africa would
continue as a market for European value-
added consumer goods. The EU, via its
policies, continues to perpetuate the inter-
national division of labour which maintains
the status quo of the global capitalist sys-
tem.

The Price of ‘Free’ Trade
The Cotonou Agreement (the overarching
framework for EU-ACP relations) stresses
the importance of “equitable develop-
ment”, supporting “the principles of the
market economy” and “developing the pri-
vate sector.”25 Trade opening and econom-
ic liberalisation are central tenets of Eu-
rafrican relations, with the EU lauding free
trade as a win-win for all parties involved.26

This description of Eurafrican trade obfus-
cates the effects of the unequal relationship
betweenEuropeandAfricathataffectswho
wins and loses from such trade. Trade tar-
iffs imposed by African governments were
a vital source of government revenue, rang-
ing from 10% of total government re-
sources in the more developed African
states27 to a staggering 35% of total treasury
receipts in the case of Uganda and Sene-
gal.28 ‘Free’ trade between the EU and
Africa therefore cut government revenue
by up to a third overnight, leading to deep-
er, more entrenched poverty and the loss of
social safety nets. African Governments
feel obliged to enter into Economic Part-
nership Agreements with the EU as the fail-
ure to do so leads to terms under the Gener-
alised System of Preferences. This would
further hinder African development as it
would entail higher export tariffs on
African products. Due to European pres-
sure, Africa is unable to develop its own
productive forces or its own internal mar-
ketas itdeemsfit,andthisunequalrelation-
ship between both continents means that
the structure of African economies be-
comes deformed as they specialise in sec-
tors beneficial to European consumption.
The sectors that Africa possesses a compar-
ative advantage over the EU are those very
same sectors that are deemed of low market
value. This situation is further exacerbated
by a balance of payment deficit between
European and African states due to the im-
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portation of high market value goods and
exportation of cheaper goods or raw mate-
rials. Reciprocal free trade results in job
losses and deindustrialisation in the under-
developed world due to the import-flood-
ing of cheap European consumables detri-
mental to local production. Any net gain
that is seen via cheaper shopping bills pale
in comparison to the wider economic hard-
ships felt, such as rising unemployment and
lack of economic diversification as value-
added sectors collapse under the weight of
cheaper foreign imports.
Not only is this approach neo-imperial, it is
also hypocritical. “European countries
reached their own current levels of eco-
nomic prosperity through use of protec-
tionist trade policy tools which are now be-
ing denied to African governments.”29 Ha
Joon-Chang has called this the “kicking
away [of] the ladder of development.”30 To-
day, the EU promotes free trade in com-
modities in mature European industries
whilst it continues to protect its vulnerable
industries.TheEU’sCommonAgricultural
Policy is a clear form of economic protec-
tionism,yettheEUinsiststhatACPregions
open up their agricultural sectors for free
trade. This has very real consequences for
food security. In Ghana, 200,000 jobs have
beenlost inthepoultrysector.In1992,95%
of Ghana’s domestic poultry needs were
supplied by the domestic market, by 2002,
that number was 11%.31 The World Food

Crisis of 2006-08 was precipitated by the
risingpriceof foodcommodities.Areliance
on imported foodstuffs prone to price
volatility makes such crises more likely in
future.
The EU’s imperialist policy of trade protec-
tionism at home and trade liberalisation
abroad will further exacerbate food insecu-
rity on the continent. This seems almost
criminal considering the very real issues
such places already experience due to cli-
mate change and centuries of intentional
underdevelopment. The EU’s trade poli-
cies therefore not only make it difficult for
countries in the Global South to develop in
a way that benefits their local populations,
but also as ‘uncompetitive’ value-added
sectors become de- industrialised, these
trade policies have, and will continue to ex-
acerbate food insecurity, which in turn is
exacerbatedbyclimatechange;aproductof
Western overconsumption.
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Concluding Remarks
The EU facilitates European neo-imperial-
ism. Due to Europe’s changing place within
the world system, it is hard to quantify how
individual European states could have con-
tinued their pre-war imperial practices
without such an institution. We must also
call into question the ability to ‘reform’ the
EU. The act of reforming something as-
sumes that it is not doing its role as effec-
tively as it could, or that it needs moderni-
sation. The EU is doing the exact thing it
was designed to do, namely to continue the
underdevelopment of ACP countries, ex-
port market economy principles and main-
tain an uneasy alliance between European
capitalists. The EU does not need reform-
ing, it is a reformed kind of European impe-
rialism. What is also clear is that Brexit
Britain and the EU have more in common
than some may care to admit. They both
possess an imperialist arrogance, support
neoliberalism and maintain an identity
grounded in the exclusion of others. The
people of Europe can push genuine, real
change by showing solidarity with those
Europe oppresses and by understanding
that the capitalist system also leaves the
workers of Europe downtrodden. Another
Europe is possible, but another European
Union is not.
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