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[Salutation…]
It is an honour to be here today, as you start the Michaelmas law term, and I wish you all every success in your essential work.  
We are in the middle of the eighth Irish Presidency of the Council of Ministers of the European Union. The first was in 1975, just two years after our entry to the then EEC.  Most recently, we held the office in 2013.  I was then our Permanent Representative, or Ambassador, to the EU.    During the previous Presidency in 2004 I was very much involved in the negotiation of the European Constitutional Treaty which became, after some vicissitudes, the Treaty of Lisbon. My final Foreign Affairs assignment was as the head of EU and European affairs from 2016 to 2019.  That time was dominated by Brexit - a very challenging issue, if mostly a rather melancholy exercise in damage limitation.
But you will be relieved that I am not going to talk about negotiations long ago or how the EU works.  Instead I thought I would stand back and reflect on the EU’s founding principles and basic values: what they are and how far they are honoured today.
The Treaty on European Union states that “the Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail.”
Of course, the Union’s values did not emerge from nowhere, nor was their formulation solely the work of EU drafters and jurists.  The principles of the  United Nations Charter and the European Convention on Human Rights are recognised as being of fundamental and foundational importance.
The early stages of European integration were rigorously pragmatic - starting with co-operation on coal and steel and gradually moving into other practical areas such as trade and agriculture.  Underlying them was, however, a deeply moral purpose: an end to war between Europeans, and a transition from historic enmities to enduring friendships. 
Early documents, however, said little or nothing about values more generally. There is no reference to them in the Treaty of Rome - and certainly no hint of a religious impulse.
However, Christian, specifically Roman Catholic, thought did influence many of the EEC’s founders.  Christian Democrat parties led governments in most of the first six member states. And, notably, Robert Schumann, the French Foreign Minister, whose Declaration of 9 May 1950 launched the process which led to the Treaty of Rome, was a deeply committed Catholic who saw European reconciliation and integration as a spiritual and moral as well as a practical imperative. Two months after his Declaration, he convened a private meeting of some national Catholic leaders, as well as the future Pope John XXIII, to discuss Europe’s future. It was held in Luxeuil-les-Bains, a small town in the Vosges, and in the margins of the celebration of the fourteen-hundredth anniversary of the birth of the founder of its famous abbey -  that great Irish European, St Columbanus.  This explains the composition of the particularly eminent Irish delegation, including the Taoiseach, John A. Costello, the Minister for External Affairs, Seán McBride, and the leader of the opposition, Eamon De Valera. 
Schuman described St Columbanus as the "patron saint of all those who seek to construct a united Europe".
Schuman was declared Venerable in 2021, and just last week Pope Leo went to his home town of Metz to pay tribute to him and to stress the continuing importance of European co-operation.
One should not exaggerate.  Most countries were not represented at Luxeuil, and some who were did not join the EEC at its foundation.  And other leading figures were at best indifferent to religion. Jean Monnet was not a practising Catholic, and the first proponent of a federal Europe, the Italian Altiero Spinelli, was a communist whose Ventotene manifesto of 1943 was written on the island where he had been a prisoner of Mussolini since 1927.
But as the Union grew and developed, and as it began to act and have influence well beyond its borders, the question of its moral basis and purpose became more salient. In 1990 Jacques Delors, speaking in the aftermath of the fall of communism, and as the Community evolved towards defining itself as a Union in the Maastricht Treaty, called for Europe “ to have a heart and a soul.”  
The Maastricht Treaty introduced the principle of subsidiarity, a concept has its roots in papal encyclicals by Popes Leo XIII and Pius XI  which presented subsidiarity as a principle according to which the common good is to be achieved through a plurality of social forms.  This is profoundly contrary to the totalitarianism of both fascism and communism - and to an Irishman it evokes Edmund Burke’s assertion that “to love the little platoon we belong to in society…..is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.” 
In the late 1990s and early 2000s, as the Constitutional Treaty and Charter of Fundamental Rights were negotiated, there were strong calls for explicit reference to the Union’s Judeo-Christian and Graeco-Roman roots. They were successfully resisted by those who stressed multiculturalism and laicity.  However, the preamble of the Charter  stated that the Union was conscious of its spiritual and moral heritage; and the Treaty said that it drew “inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance of Europe, from which have developed the universal values of the inviolable and inalienable rights of the human person.”
And the Treaty, in a new Article 17, made a commitment: “Recognising their identity and their specific contribution, the Union shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with churches and philosophical organisations”.  This dialogue is well-established, and indeed this summer Archbishop Jackson led a group representing European bishops from several denominations in a meeting with the Taoiseach as the leader of our Presidency. 
The acid test, however, must be whether in its actions Europe acts, however imperfectly  in accordance with its values.  I will look briefly at five issues.  They demonstrate, I think, that the Union is still guided by its values and seeks to act in accordance with them. But defining what this should mean in practice, and manoeuvring through political, diplomatic and financial challenges, is really difficult and often falls well short of the ideal.
First, an example of where broad consensus can be blocked by a small minority. The internal operation of the EU depends on member states trusting one another to implement collective decisions and to uphold the rule of law and respect for human rights. There is no greater defence than an independent, competent and respected judicial system. But experience with the previous Polish and Hungarian governments shows how hard it can be to act where there are breaches. There is no provision whereby a Member State can be expelled from the Union. There exists the sanction of the removal, after a long process, of  a country’s voting rights in the Council:  but this seems unlikely ever to happen, because it requires unanimity among all other member states. It is also true that the illiberal actions of a member state can have considerable democratic public support at home, and often elsewhere. The one weapon the Union has been able to use quite effectively has been the suspension of some funding.  But of course that only works with those who are recipients of such funding - and it would be naïve to think that  richer countries, and even possibly large founding Member States, could never breach basic principles.  So far it has been the electorates of Poland and Hungary who have broken the deadlock and saved the day: but one cannot assume that voters will always act in a pro-EU way. A 
My second example is where values underpin an agreed objective, but there are differences on how to achieve that objective, and pay for it. Europe, both the EU itself and member states, is the world’s largest donor of development assistance - €88 billion in 2024, or 42% of global funding, a percentage which will have risen sharply, alas, with the aggressive cuts to foreign aid made by President Trump.  This is something of which we can be proud.  But there are major strains.  First, the amount, while very large, is by no means enough to deal comprehensively with humanitarian disasters - as can be seen in Sudan and elsewhere.  Secondly, there is continued debate about the effectiveness of aid, and which types should be supported.  Ireland maintains a focus on health and education, supporting food security, and assisting women and children.  Others argue for larger-scale investment in infrastructure and economic development.  Corruption and inefficiency continue to be major challenges. How far should Europe insist on tying its support to good governance and the maintenance of human rights, especially if the countries concerned are strategically important?  There is a move for the Union to be more overtly geopolitical in using aid to support its own interests - particularly the suppression of illegal migratory flows.  And at a time of intense budgetary pressures in many member states development spending can be an obvious target for cuts. In 2025, Ireland and Denmark were the only Member States not to reduce spending in real terms.    I have no doubt that as the negotiations on the EU’s budget come to a conclusion there will be serious downward pressure on aid spending.
My third example is one where values can conflict with hostile public opinion. Migration is an incendiary political issue across Europe.  It is the member states which have responsibility for legal immigration, and there is considerable pushback against the levels to which it has risen in many of them - including Ireland.  One can debate how to  balance social and economic factors, but everyone should be treated fairly and with respect and  there should be no tolerance of racism and discrimination.   The Union does have a role in combatting illegal or irregular migration, and in ensuring shared rules for the handling of asylum applications. In doing so it is conscious of how much public anger the issue generates and how destructive this can be of social solidarity and of support for mainstream political parties.  Increasingly stringent measures have been introduced both at European and national levels.  These can be justifiable, and may be starting to work.  But they must not grossly violate the safety and dignity of those trying to enter Europe, by whatever means. Reports of the treatment of refugees in countries such as Libya are shocking - above all as the Union is financially supporting the authorities there to reduce migration across the Meditteranean.   Again, there is a strong case for re-examining and where necessary modernising aspects of international law, designed for a totally different era - but this cannot be at the cost of protecting those in genuine danger of violence or persecution.  
Fourthly, a case where values can be pitted against necessity. The European Union originated as a peace project, and peace is the goal of all its external action. But now Europe is developing its capacity to defend itself against real external threats and possible aggression, with or without the support of uncertain allies. Increased spending on defence, mostly by member states but also by the EU, raise serious concerns for many people.  They warn of militarisation, of the rise of a military-industrial complex, of the erosion of the EU’s character as a peace project.  These views are sincerely held. And indeed in his address last week Pope Leo cautioned against rearmament. But warnings against the militarisation of Europe have been made for at least forty years. One can observe that neither President Putin nor President Trump seems impressed by the results so far.  In fact European defence expenditure is in relative terms much lower today than at the end of the Cold War. The moral case against war is always strong, and often unanswerable.  But there is also a theology of the just war which goes back many centuries.  Sadly, history and current events both show that there can be occasions when war, waged as a last resort and in response to attack, can become inescapable. I  hope those of us in the EU never find ourselves in such a situation, but it would surely be negligent of Governments, and indeed a breach of their primary duty to protect their own people,  not to prepare for war while hoping for peace: si vis pacem, para bellum.  And all countries, including Ireland, have a duty - a moral duty to be prepared to support one another by all means at their disposal. 
Fifthly, and finally, what if there is a strong feeling that the Union is not upholding its values at a crucial time?  On Wednesday it will be exactly three years since Hamas savagely murdered over one thousand Israeli men, women and children.    And, as we all know, the Israeli response, initially legitimate,  became, and continues to be, brutal and patently illegal under international law, with tens of thousands of Palestinian civilian victims. Survivors live amidst the ruins, often without access to basic necessities of life, and with no better future in sight. 
The Irish Government and people are to the fore of the very many Europeans who believe that the Union has not used all the economic and diplomatic means available to it to put pressure on Israel to change course.  There is frustration and indeed anger at its inability to agree to do so.   But such a stalemate must not lead to despair or to dismissive rejection of the European Union.  The Union has long been the largest donor to Palestine, and has channelled more humanitarian support to Gaza than anyone else.  Correctly, within the EU and internationally our Government seeks to build on this by pressing for more support and for better and smoother aid access.  At the political and diplomatic levels we continue to be a leader in efforts to negotiate a stronger EU approach to the current crisis, and to keep alive the possibility of a lasting settlement with peace and security for all.  There is no alternative but to keep on working to persuade.
.
Remaining rooted in and guided by values and principles is  enormously demanding. Political, diplomatic,  economic, strategic and social considerations all bear heavily on governments and legislators.  Inevitably this can lead to actions which depart from eloquently-expressed values.  But it is always necessary to balance the real and the ideal, interests and principles.  Indeed different values can need to be weighed against one another.  But the answer is surely not to give up and say that our values are worthless and empty formulae which have no practical meaning.  I believe that European leaders, parliamentarians, churches, lawyers, civil servants and the public as a whole are deeply attached to them: the challenge is to navigate by these stars while buffeted by the waves and winds.
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