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Abstract
A certain amount of political disagreement and internal debate within the 

member states has always been part of EU (foreign and security) policy-making. 

Over the past few years, however, domestic actors have fundamentally challenged, 

undermined and even reversed established EU norms, policies, and procedures. 

Different political and societal actors – from political parties to civil society 

organisations – have been engaging in acts of internal contestation, both directly 

through government policies and indirectly by shaping the domestic debate. 

Whether different acts of contestation have been able to make a lasting impact 

on EU foreign and security policy capacity remains to be seen. On the one hand, 

contestation can simply result in a more pluralistic policy debate. On the other hand, 

member states’ stances on certain policy areas have become extremely polarised, 

with some capitals drastically changing their policy positions and challenging 

fundamental EU norms. This type of internal contestation has severely curtailed 

the Union’s ability to act promptly and effectively on the global stage.
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Introduction

Over the last few decades, it has become increasingly clear that foreign policy is 

“no longer a domaine réservé of an elite” and that “competing concepts of the 

‘national interest’” are fundamentally challenging the way in which national and EU 

foreign policies are formulated.1 Policy areas that were considered a prerogative of 

national executives or diplomats – from defence policy to trade negotiations – have 

come to directly affect EU citizens and have thus been the target of growing public 

scrutiny. The permissive consensus that characterised EU decision-making up until 

the 1980s is no longer the norm. Instead, a growing number of policy areas have 

become subject to a constraining dissensus born out of domestic contestation and 

politicisation.2 Foreign policy, an broad concept encompassing the institutionalised 

the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and Security and Defence Policy 

(CSDP) as well as other areas with an external dimension (such as trade), is no 

exception to this rule. Against the backdrop of this increased contestation of EU 

foreign and security policy, this paper seeks to answer the following questions: 

according to existing scholarship, how does internal EU contestation constrain EU 
foreign and security policy? In particular, how does internal contestation affect the 
capacity of the EU to respond to crises and conflicts in the realm of foreign and 
security policy?

Recent challenges to fundamental EU norms, long-standing positions and 

established practices are qualitatively different from the legitimate policy 

disagreements between European capitals that have been characterising EU foreign 

and security policy since its inception. In particular, scholars point to episodes of 

contestation that extend well beyond closed-door meetings in Brussels, resulting 

instead in a much greater visibility of the debate, the involvement of a significant 

number of societal actors and the polarisation of actors’ positions.3 Additionally, 

1 Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers. The Populist Challenge to Foreign Policy, Brussels, 
European Policy Centre, February 2016, p. 17, https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/~257da8.
2 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From 
Permissive Consensus to Constraining Dissensus”, in British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No. 1 
(January 2009), p. 1-23.
3 Katja Biedenkopf, Oriol Costa and Magdalena Góra, “Introduction: Shades of Contestation and 
Politicisation of CFSP”, in European Security, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021) p. 325-343, https://doi.org/10.1080/0
9662839.2021.1964473.

https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/~257da8
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1964473
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1964473
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the tone and scope of the challenge matters: whenever foundational European 

norms are disregarded or rebuked, we can no longer dismiss contestation as simply 

“business-as-usual” disagreements.4

Internal contestation of foreign and security policy is spurred by a diverse array of 

domestic actors as well as by external players seeking to foster divisions among 

the EU-27.5 Populist and mainstream parties anticipating a political gain have 

actively challenged or walked back on previously agreed EU foreign and security 

policy positions. Societal actors, such as civil society organisations (CSOs) and non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), as well as the media and public opinion, 

have also contributed to the politicisation of foreign and security policy issues. 

Recognising that EU external relations are subject to an increasing amount 

of contestation, researchers have paid more and more attention to domestic 

challenges to specific policy areas, such as external migration, trade, development 

and enlargement.6 The literature has just begun to try and establish the precise 

effects of internal contestation on EU foreign and security policy, but scholars 

agree that it often results in a more divided and less proactive Union, which in turn 

makes for an easy target for third countries seeking to influence its foreign policy. 

Scarcer still is the academic literature exploring the effects of internal contestation 

on the EU’s ability to respond to crises and conflicts. Nevertheless, borrowing from 

the scholarship on EU crises, it is possible draw a few preliminary conclusions on 

the different ways in which internal contestation can hamper the Union’s crisis 

response capacity.

All the while examining contestation of EU external relations more broadly, the 

present review includes lessons for EU foreign and security policy proper. For one, 

4 Patrick Müller, Karolina Pomorska and Ben Tonra, “The Domestic Challenge to EU Foreign Policy-
Making: From Europeanisation to de-Europeanisation?”, in Journal of European Integration, Vol. 43, 
No. 5 (2021), p. 519-534, https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2021.1927015.
5 See, most recently, Katja Biedenkopf, Oriol Costa and Magdalena Góra, “Introduction”, cit.; Patrick 
Müller, Karolina Pomorska and Ben Tonra, “The Domestic Challenge to EU Foreign Policy-Making”, cit.; 
Franziska Petri, Elodie Thevenin and Lina Liedlbauer, “Contestation of European Union Foreign Policy: 
Causes, Modes and Effects”, in Global Affairs, Vol. 6, No. 4-5 (2020), p. 323-328, https://doi.org/10.108
0/23340460.2020.1863159; Christine Hackenesch, Julian Bergmann and Jan Orbie, “Development 
Policy under Fire? The Politicization of European External Relations”, in Journal of Common Market 
Studies, Vol. 59, No. 1 (January 2021), p. 3-19, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13145.
6 See, most recently, Christine Hackenesch, Julian Bergmann and Jan Orbie, “Development Policy 
under Fire?”, cit.; Elisabeth Johansson-Nogués, Martijn Vlaskamp and Esther Barbé (eds), European 
Union Contested. Foreign Policy in a New Global Context, Cham, Springer, 2020.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2021.1927015
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2020.1863159
https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2020.1863159
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13145
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if even relatively technical policy areas such as external trade are increasingly 

subject to contestation (see section 3 below), one can only expect a strongly 

intergovernmental area such as foreign and security policy to be even more prone 

to challenges by domestic actors revendicating their sovereign decision-making 

powers. Furthermore, the role of external actors in promoting internal contestation 

of EU foreign and security policy will be even more prominent in internationalised 

conflicts and crises, from the Israel-Palestine conflict to the crisis in Venezuela. 

Finally, the constraining effects of internal contestation in crisis situations where the 

EU is expected to take a stand will be all the more harmful to the Union’s image, 

reinforcing long-standing prejudices of the EU as a “political dwarf” unable to meet 

expectations.

The review starts by discussing how the International Relations (IR) literature has 

addressed the relationship between domestic politics and foreign policy, devoting 

particular attention to recent contributions on the internal dimension of (EU) 

foreign policy contestation and on the role of specific political and societal actors. 

Surveying a few examples of contested policies in EU external relations, the review 

focuses on those aspects of internal contestation dynamics that remain under- 

or unexplored. Finally, the review examines the contributions that, to date, have 

sought to establish the effects of such internal contestation on EU foreign and 

security policy capacity and, more specifically, on the EU’s capacity to manage 

conflicts and crises.7

1. The importance of the domestic context for foreign 
policy

Since the 1990s, several trends have contributed to the increasing relevance of 

domestic factors for foreign policy. For one, the end of the Cold War allowed states 

7 To provide an overview of the most recent and rigorous research on internal contestation, this 
review privileged academic articles and Special Issues published among the leading European 
journals within the last five years The same standard was applied to notable monographs issued by 
prestigious publishers in the field. Works that pre-dated 2017 were only included if they constituted 
seminal contributions to existing scholarship (as indicated inter alia by multiple references to them 
in other cited works). Moreover, the review took into account “grey literature” from research institutes 
and think tanks (e.g. policy briefs, commentaries, working papers, etc.), including the institutions that 
participate in the JOINT project. Finally, the following discussion draws on the findings of previous 
Horizon 2020 projects (particularly EU-LISTCO).
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to act more autonomously in the international system, endowing domestic actors 

with greater freedom to influence their country’s foreign policy. Moreover, the 

domestic repercussions of global events – from migration to climate change – have 

fostered an “exclusive nationalist backlash, which includes economic protectionism, 

xenophobic reactions to immigrants, and a strong aversion to international 

institutions”.8 In seeking to counter some of the negative consequences of 

globalisation, states have resorted to international and regional cooperation. No 

form of regional cooperation has achieved greater levels of integration than the 

European Union. Yet, precisely because the competences of the EU across several 

policy domains (including foreign and security policy) have expanded since the 

1990s – with significant consequences for EU member states’ national policies – 

domestic actors have increasingly sought to influence (and politicise) EU decision-

making. Indeed, the transfer of powers from the national to the supranational level 

has been identified as one of the primary causes of politicisation of international 

institutions and policies.9 More specifically, the integration process has led to a 

growing tension between the widening competences of the EU, on the one hand, 

and relatively stable national identities, on the other.10 Political entrepreneurs at 

the domestic level, in turn, have capitalised on this tension by linking a supposedly 

endangered national identity as well as economic and cultural insecurity with 

European integration, thus fostering Euroscepticism.11

1.1 Bringing domestic factors to the fore: The second image and two-
level game

In exploring the various sources of conflict and cooperation among states, Kenneth 

Waltz famously identified three levels of analysis (or images, as he called them at 

8 Michael Zürn, Martin Binder and Matthias Ecker-Ehrhardt, “International Authority and its 
Politicization”, in International Theory, Vol. 4, No. 1 (March 2012), p. 69-106 at p. 80; see also Tanja A. Börzel 
and Michael Zürn, “Contestations of the Liberal International Order: From Liberal Multilateralism to 
Postnational Liberalism”, in International Organization, Vol. 75, No. 2 (Spring 2021), p. 282-305, https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000570.
9 Michael Zürn, Martin Binder and Matthias Ecker-Ehrhardt, “International Authority and its 
Politicization”, cit.
10 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration”, cit.
11 Michael Zürn, “Politicization Compared: At National, European, and Global Levels”, in Journal of 
European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No. 7 (2019), p. 977-995, https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.1619188; 
Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration”, cit.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000570
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000570
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2019.1619188
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the time).12 Even though Waltz himself favoured structural explanations of state 

behaviour,13 his account soon gave way to the so-called second-image literature, 

which focused precisely on domestic factors to explain states’ foreign policy 

decisions and differences in countries’ foreign policies.14 Specifically, the subfield 

of Foreign Policy Analysis has provided critical insights into the role of domestic 

actors in determining foreign policy decisions.15 Moreover, scholars soon came 

to realise that a country’s foreign policy is the result of concomitant and parallel 

forces at the national and international level. Robert Putnam (1988) captured this 

reciprocal relationship by conceptualising the influence of domestic constraints 

on international negotiations as a “two-level game”. Putnam’s framework was soon 

adapted to analyse EU negotiations with third countries. The two-level game thus 

became a three-level one, to include the domestic, EU and international layers of 

the negotiations.16 However, two- and three-level games frameworks do not concern 

themselves with “the domestic games played inside the Member States” and even 

less with the internal contestation of national and EU foreign policies.17 It is to the 

scholarship on role theory, as well as the literature on contestation and politicisation, 

that one should turn to gain better insights into the internal contestation of the EU.

12 Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State and War. A Theoretical Analysis, New York, Columbia University 
Press, 1959.
13 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics, Reading, Addison-Wesley, 1979.
14 See for instance Peter J. Katzenstein, “International Relations and Domestic Structures: Foreign 
Economic Policies of Advanced Industrial States”, in International Organization, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Winter 
1976), p. 1-45, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300003726.
15 Valerie M. Hudson, “Foreign Policy Analysis: Actor-Specific Theory and the Ground of International 
Relations”, in Foreign Policy Analysis, Vol. 1, No. 1 (March 2005), p. 1-30; Valerie M. Hudson, Foreign 
Policy Analysis. Classic and Contemporary Theory, 2nd ed., Lanham, Rowman and Littlefield, 2014; 
Brian White, Understanding European Foreign Policy, Basingstoke/New York, Palgrave, 2001; Brian 
White, “The European Challenge to Foreign Policy Analysis”, in European Journal of International 
Relations, Vol. 5, No. 1 (March 1999), p. 37-66; Graham T. Allison, The Essence of Decision. Explaining 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, Boston, Little Brown, 1971.
16 See, most recently, Clara Weinhardt and Anke Moerland, “(Mis)Perceptions in Two- and Three-
Level Games: Detachment in Economic Partnership Agreement Negotiations”, in Journal of Common 
Market Studies, Vol. 56, No. 3 (April 2018), p. 576-593; Natasja Reslow and Maarten Vink, “Three-Level 
Games in EU External Migration Policy: Negotiating Mobility Partnerships in West Africa”, in Journal 
of Common Market Studies, Vol. 53, No. 4 (July 2015), p. 857-874.
17 Magdalena Frennhoff Larsén, “Trade Negotiations Between the EU and South Africa: A Three-
Level Game”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 45, No. 4 (November 2007), p. 857-881 at p. 
861.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300003726
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1.2 Contestation in EU foreign and security policy

The scholarship on contestation initially examined challenges to national foreign 

policies coming from both national legislatures and different types of non-state 

actors. Recognising that EU policies are subject to a growing level of scrutiny and 

politicisation from the member states, researchers soon turned to the internal 

contestation of the EU itself.18 The latter differs from national-level contestation or 

from simple policy disagreements to the extent that it does not merely concern role 

conceptions or policy positions, but can go as far as to question established norms, 

processes and even the Union’s very existence (so-called polity contestation).19

Noting that domestic actors often do not share the same expectation of the 

role that a country should play on the global stage, Cantir and Kaarbo call for a 

careful analysis of “the domestic contestation of national roles and the effects of 

internal role disagreement on states’ foreign policy processes and behaviors”.20 

According to them, the domestic contestation of foreign policy can occur along 

both a horizontal and vertical dimension. The former refers to the contestation of 

the executive’s policies from (opposition) parties in the legislature, divisions within 

multiparty coalitions or among advisors and across bureaucratic agencies.21 The 

latter concerns contestation by the public and elites outside the legislature, such 

as experts, think tanks and protest movements.22

18 Oriol Costa, “The Politicization of EU External Relations”, in Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 
26, No. 5 (May 2019), p. 790-802.
19 Pieter de Wilde and Hans-Jörg Trenz, “Denouncing European Integration: Euroscepticism as Polity 
Contestation”, in European Journal of Social Theory, Vol. 15, No. 4 (November 2012), p. 537-554.
20 Cristian Cantir and Juliet Kaarbo, “Unpacking Ego in Role Theory: Vertical and Horizontal Role 
Contestation and Foreign Policy”, in Cristian Cantir and Juliet Kaarbo (eds), Domestic Role Contestation, 
Foreign Policy, and international Relations, New York/London, Routledge, 2016, p. 1-22 at p. 2.
21 Magdalena Góra, “National Interests or Ideologically Driven? Patterns of Contestation of the 
European Neighbourhood Policy in the European Parliament”, in Magdalena Góra, Natasza 
Styczyńska and Marcin Zubek (eds), Contestation of EU Enlargment and European Neighbourhood 
Policy. Actors, Arenas and Arguments, Copenhagen, Djøf Publishing, 2019, p. 181-207; Lisbeth Hooghe 
and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration”, cit.
22 See, for instance, Luis Bouza and Álvaro Oleart, “From the 2005 Constitution’s ‘Permissive 
Consensus’ To TTIP’s ‘Empowering Dissensus’: The EU as a Playing Field for Spanish Civil Society”, 
in Journal of Contemporary European Research, Vol. 14, No. 2 (June 2018), p. 87-104, https://doi.
org/10.30950/jcer.v14i2.862.

https://doi.org/10.30950/jcer.v14i2.862
https://doi.org/10.30950/jcer.v14i2.862
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Building on these studies, Biedenkopf, Costa and Góra turn to the EU level and offer 

a fine-grained categorisation of the types of internal contestation of EU foreign and 

security policy that take place during different phases of the EU policy cycle.23 During 

the agenda-setting stage, contesters can decide to bring the process unto other 

arenas or make it more broadly salient to their domestic audience. In the event of an 

international crisis or conflict, this particular type of contestation might result in the 

EU being altogether shunned in favour of other venues (such as NATO or the United 

Nations) and/or in domestic actors politicising the crisis at the national level. In the 

policy formulation phase, contesters may challenge the dominant definition of the 

problem and the paradigms underpinning the envisioned policy response. Once 

again, this is a relevant type of contestation in the context of crisis response, as it 

helps determine whether “the crisis requires a military, civilian, and/or humanitarian 

response (or a combination), as well as what methods and instruments should be 

deployed, and which institution(s) should be in charge”.24 Critically, the way in which 

a crisis is first framed forms the basis for all subsequent policy decisions. For instance, 

the link between migration flows and security threats has led to the securitisation 

of EU migration policies, including the militarisation of Frontex, the EU border and 

coast guard agency.25 At the policy adoption stage, both proponents and detractors 

of the policy decision will seek to justify their positions. In this phase, prominent 

political and social figures at the national level often take the opportunity to call 

the policy response – and even the very issue at hand – into question again. Finally, 

during the implementation phase, contestation often amounts to non-compliance 

with a specific policy by individual member states.

Perhaps the most distinctive type of contestation in the context of CFSP/CSDP 

is implicit contestation, whereby member states refrain from engaging with EU 

foreign and security policy altogether.26 Passive or tacit contestation on the part of 

23 Katja Biedenkopf, Oriol Costa and Magdalena Góra, “Introduction”, cit.
24 Pernille Rieker and Steven Blockmans, “The EU’s Comprehensive Response to Out of Area Crises: 
Plugging the Capability-Expectations Gap”, in Marianne Riddervold, Jarle Trondal and Akasemi 
Newsome (eds), The Palgrave Handbook on EU Crises, Cham, Palgrave Macmillan, 2020, p. 585-602 
at p. 590.
25 Sarah Léonard and Christian Kaunert, “The Securitisation of Migration in the European Union: 
Frontex and Its Evolving Security Practices”, in Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 18 December 
2020, DOI: 10.1080/1369183x.2020.1851469; Valeria Bello, “The Spiralling of the Securitisation of 
Migration in the EU: From the Management of a ‘Crisis’ to a Governance of Human Mobility?”, in Journal 
of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 22 December 2020, https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1851464.
26 Joanna Dyduch and Patrick Müller, “Populism Meets EU Foreign Policy: The De-Europeanization 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1851464
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(certain) member states can of course be detrimental to the EU’s crisis response 

capacity, which relies on the contribution of all member states.27

One might wonder whether the recent policy disagreements in EU foreign and 

security policy are something fundamentally new or whether they are just “business-

as-usual” in EU decision-making. After all, member states have disagreed over 

a myriad of foreign policy issues for decades (Kosovo and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict being but two of the most relevant examples). Recently, scholars have made 

important steps towards clarifying the difference between fundamental challenges 

to EU foreign and security policy and mere disagreements. Especially helpful is 

the distinction that Biedenkopf, Costa and Góra make between contestation and 

politicisation, two concepts that are often conflated or used interchangeably in 

much of the literature. If contestation, as they define it, is (a healthy) part of the 

democratic process, politicisation occurs where increased contestation leads to (1) 

greater public visibility of a specific issue, (2) the expansion of the number and type 

of actors involved in the debate and (3) a greater polarisation among the actors 

taking part in the debate. Others have added that we should also consider whether 

the challenge is taking place within the parameters of foundational European 

norms and whether the challenging member state is taking increasingly extreme 

policy stances or going counter its prior policy positions altogether.28

In short, scholars warn against the danger of labelling any policy disagreement as an 

instance of internal contestation. However, they suggest that, whenever the policy 

debate assumes certain characteristics – that is, it transcends European normative 

boundaries, acquires high levels of visibility in the public debate and interests a 

significant number of strongly polarised actors – we are justified to speak of internal 

contestation and to recognise it as a fundamentally new phenomenon.29

of Poland’s Foreign Policy Toward the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict”, in Journal of European Integration, 
Vol. 43, No. 5 (2021), p. 569-586, https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2021.1927010; Heidi Maurer and 
Nicholas Wright, “How Much Unity do You Need? Systemic Contestation in EU Foreign and Security 
Cooperation”, in European Security, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021), p. 385-401, https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839
.2021.1947800.
27 Pernille Rieker and Steven Blockmans, “The EU’s Comprehensive Response to Out of Area Crises”, 
cit.
28 Patrick Müller, Karolina Pomorska and Ben Tonra, “The Domestic Challenge to EU Foreign Policy-
Making”, cit.
29 Ibid.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2021.1927010
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947800
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947800
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1.3 Whose contestation? Domestic actors and EU foreign policy

Textbooks and handbooks on (EU) foreign policy tend to focus on a similar set of 

domestic actors, including, most importantly, political parties, along with several 

nongovernmental actors ranging from interest groups to civil society organisations 

as well as public opinion and the media.30 The literature on the internal contestation 

of EU foreign and security policy has primarily, although not exclusively, focused on 

(populist) political parties.

Political parties

If only a few years ago scholars lamented the lack of literature on the role of parties in 

foreign policy,31 there is now a growing body of work dedicated to the influence that 

political parties – especially populist parties – in Europe exercise on their national (as 

well as EU) foreign policy.32 Before delving into the role of populist parties – both in 

government and in the opposition – it is worth discussing political parties’ ability to 

influence foreign policy more generally.

Other than the agendas and preferences of political parties themselves, the 

political system within which such parties operate matters. For instance, due to the 

specific political and institutional constraints to which they are subject, coalition 

governments tend to exhibit more extreme (that is, either more peaceful or more 

conflictual) foreign policy behaviours than single-party governments.33 Moreover, 

30 See e.g. Nikolas K. Gvosdev, Jessica D. Blankshain and David A. Cooper, Decision-Making in 
American Foreign Policy: Translating Theory into Practice, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2019; Knud Erik Jørgensen et al. (eds), The SAGE Handbook of European Foreign Policy, Los Angeles, 
SAGE, 2015; Valerie M. Hudson, Foreign Policy Analysis. Classic and Contemporary Theory, cit.
31 Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove, “The Impact of Populist Radical Right Parties on Foreign 
Policy: The Northern League as a Junior Coalition Partner in the Berlusconi Governments”, in European 
Political Science Review, Vol. 7, No. 4 (November 2015), p. 525-546.
32 See, most recently, Diego Badell, “The EU, Migration and Contestation: The UN Global 
Compact for Migration, From Consensus to Dissensus”, in Global Affairs, Vol. 6, No. 4-5 (January 
2021), p. 347-362, https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2020.1871301; Davide Angelucci and Pierangelo 
Isernia, “Politicization and Security Policy: Parties, Voters and the European Common Security 
and Defense Policy”, in European Union Politics, Vol. 21, No. 1 (March 2020), p. 64-86, https://doi.
org/10.1177/1465116519851193; Wolfgang Wagner et al., “Party Politics at the Water’s Edge: Contestation 
of Military Operations in Europe”, in European Political Science Review, Vol. 10, No. 4 (November 
2018), p. 537-563, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773918000097.
33 Ryan K. Beasley and Juliet Kaarbo, “Explaining Extremity in the Foreign Policies of Parliamentary 

https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2020.1871301
https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116519851193
https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116519851193
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773918000097
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oversized coalitions produce fewer foreign policy commitments, whereas minimum 

winning coalitions with high ideological diversity make stronger international 

commitments.34 Additionally, a party’s position on the left-right ideological 

spectrum is crucial: right-wing parties tend to be more belligerent and prone to 

initiate disputes.35 Further, a party’s influence on the foreign policy agenda critically 

depends on their role within the coalition (e.g. their status as pivotal parties or as 

junior coalition partners) and on their control of a relevant foreign policy-related 

ministry.36 Finally, Hooghe and Marks postulate that parties will seek to politicise an 

issue only when they see an electoral advantage in doing so.37 In particular, they take 

into account the potential popularity they will gain from politicising the issue, their 

reputation with and ideological commitments to party members and the extent to 

which the issue threatens to divide the party.

Given their increasingly prominent role in the domestic political arenas of virtually 

all member states, a growing body of literature is developing around the specific 

role of populist and nationalist parties and their contestation of (EU) foreign policy.38 

When discussing populism, this review follows the established definition elaborated 

by Cas Mudde, whereby populism is:

Democracies”, in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 58, No. 4 (December 2014), p. 729-740, https://doi.
org/10.1111/isqu.12164; Joe Clare, “Ideological Fractionalization and the International Conflict Behavior 
of Parliamentary Democracies”, in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 54, No. 4 (December 2010), p. 
965-887, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2010.00622.x; Juliet Kaarbo and Ryan K. Beasley, “Taking It 
to the Extreme: The Effect of Coalition Cabinets on Foreign Policy”, in Foreign Policy Analysis, Vol. 4, 
No. 1 (January 2008), p. 67-81, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2007.00058.x.
34 Sibel Oktay, “Constraining or Enabling? The Effects of Government Composition on International 
Commitments”, in Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 21, No. 6 (2014), p. 860-884.
35 Jeroen Joly and Régis Dandoy, “Beyond the Water’s Edge: How Political Parties Influence Foreign 
Policy Formulation in Belgium”, in Foreign Policy Analysis, Vol. 14, No. 4 (October 2018), p. 512-535, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/fpa/orw049.
36 Ibid, p. 516. See also Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove, “The Impact of Populist Radical Right 
Parties on Foreign Policy”, cit.
37 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration”, cit.
38 Populism and nationalism might not necessarily be found within the same party. For instance, the 
Scottish National Party is recognized as nationalist but not populist. Other parties, instead, are both 
populist and nationalist: populist radical right parties in Europe are all based on a mix of nationalism, 
nativism, authoritarianism, ethno-pluralism and resentment politics (Christina Schori Liang, ed., 
Europe for the Europeans. The Foreign and Security Policy of the Populist Radical Right, Aldershot/
Burlington, Ashgate, 2007). In populist left-wing parties, on the other hand, we generally do not find 
such as strong nationalist element, as they seem to be primarily focused on countering the socio-
economic ramifications of globalization (Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, Populism: A 
Very Short Introduction, New York, Oxford University Press, 2017).

https://doi.org/10.1111/isqu.12164
https://doi.org/10.1111/isqu.12164
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2010.00622.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-8594.2007.00058.x
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a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated 

into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus 

the “corrupt elite,” and which argues that politics should be an expression of 

the volonté générale (general will) of the people.39

One of the earliest publications on European populist parties’ foreign and security 

policy is the volume edited by Christina Schori Liang.40 The contribution highlights 

how far-right parties’ foreign policy platforms have contributed to their electoral 

success across Europe. The book, however, focuses solely on the far right and does 

not devote particular attention to the effect that these populist parties’ foreign 

policy stances have on EU foreign policy-making. In subsequent years, research has 

mostly concerned itself with mapping different parties’ positions on various foreign 

policy issues, either within single member states or cross-nationally, by comparing 

the positions of different populist parties across the EU.41 When it comes to single 

country case studies, scholars have documented both populist and mainstream 

parties’ ability to shape their national foreign policies, especially when part of a 

coalition government.42

In the EU context, political parties are all the more relevant as they can influence 

policy-making both at the domestic and EU level, including through the European 

Parliament (EP). The literature seems to agree that, at least so far, the impact of 

populist parties elected to the EP has been limited, due to their “widely divergent 

39 Cas Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2007, p. 23.
40 Christina Schori Liang (ed.), Europe for the Europeans, cit.
41 See e.g. Gerda Falkner and Georg Plattner, “EU Policies and Populist Radical Right Parties’ 
Programmatic Claims: Foreign Policy, Anti-discrimination and the Single Market”, in Journal of 
Common Market Studies, Vol. 58, No. 3 (May 2020), p. 723-739, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12963; 
Marina Henke and Richard Maher, “The Populist Challenge to European Defense”, in Journal of 
European Public Policy, Vol. 28, No. 3 (March 2021), p. 389-406; Michal Onderco, “Partisan Views of 
Russia: Analyzing European Party Electoral Manifestos Since 1991”, in Contemporary Security Policy, 
Vol. 40, No. 4 (2019), p. 526-547, https://doi.org/10.1080/13523260.2019.1661607.
42 On Italy, see Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove, “The Impact of Populist Radical Right Parties 
on Foreign Policy”, cit.; and Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove “Italy: A Case of Mutating Populism?”, 
in Democratization, Vol. 23, No. 2 (2016), p. 304-323. On Belgium, Jeroen Joly and Régis Dandoy, 
“Beyond the Water’s Edge”, cit. On Germany, Stephanie C. Hofmann, “Beyond Culture and Power: 
The Role of Party Ideologies in German Foreign and Security Policy”, in German Politics, Vol. 30, No. 
1 (2019), p. 51-71. On Poland and Hungary, Mihai Varga and Aron Buzogány, “The Foreign Policy of 
Populists in Power: Contesting Liberalism in Poland and Hungary”, in Geopolitics, 29 March 2020, 
DOI: 10.1080/14650045.2020.1734564.
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interests, low levels of cohesion and low presence at debates”.43 At the domestic 

level, however, populist parties have successfully pushed mainstream parties to 

adopt populist rhetoric and policy agendas. In some EU member states (Italy, 

Austria and Estonia), far-right populist parties have formed coalition governments 

with centre-right parties and have thus been able to directly influence the foreign 

policy agenda.44 However, scholars caution against exaggerating the impact that 

populist parties have once in government, as some of their inherent characteristics 

make their long-term policy influence questionable.45 Indeed, whenever gaining a 

seat in government, populist parties face a clear dilemma. On the one hand, the 

constraints of public office clash with their de-institutionalised nature and their 

reliance on charismatic figures. On the other hand, populist parties that adjust too 

well to their new role and moderate their positions risk losing their credibility in the 

eyes of their supporters.46

On the contrary, when they are free from the constraints of elected office, parties 

can more easily challenge government policies – including in the area of foreign and 

security policy. For instance, Wagner and colleagues showed that both populist and 

mainstream parties in Germany, France, Spain and the United Kingdom oppose 

military missions much more frequently when they are in the opposition than 

when they are in government.47 Populist parties – and especially far-right parties 

– have been particularly successful in shaping government policies indirectly, with 

mainstream parties across Europe reacting to the electoral success of the far-right 

43 Rosa Balfour et al., “Divide and Obstruct: Populist Parties and EU Foreign Policy”, in GMF Policy 
Papers, No. 13 (May 2019), p. 3, https://www.gmfus.org/node/19074.
44 Susi Dennison and Dina Pardijs, “The World According to Europe’s Insurgent Parties: Putin, 
Migration and People Power”, in ECFR Flash Scorecards, No. 81 (June 2016), https://ecfr.eu/?p=3649; 
Rosa Balfour et al., “Divide and Obstruct”, cit.
45 For example, despite Lega vocally opposing the renewal of Russian sanctions, the Lega/M5S 
coalition government (2018–2019) did not block the process at the EU level. See David Cadier and 
Christian Lequesne, “How Populism Impacts EU Foreign Policy”, in EU-LISTCO Policy Papers, No. 8 
(November 2020), p. 6, https://www.eu-listco.net/publications/how-populism-impacts-eu-foreign-
policy.
46 Reinhard Heinisch, “Success in Opposition – Failure in Government: Explaining the Performance 
of Right-wing Populist Parties in Public Office”, in West European Politics, Vol. 26, No. 3 (2003), p. 91-
130; Jakob Schwörer, “Less Populist in Power? Online Communication of Populist Parties in Coalition 
Governments”, in Government and Opposition, 10 March 2021, https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2021.2.
47 Wolfgang Wagner et al., “Party Politics at the Water’s Edge”, cit.; See also Laron K. Williams, “Hawks, 
Doves, and Opportunistic Opposition Parties”, in Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 51, No. 1 (January 
2014), p. 111-125.
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by adopting more anti-immigration positions.48 Both Alternative für Deutschland 

(AfD) and the Sweden Democrats were very effective in increasing the salience of 

external migration policy in their respective countries, influencing the domestic 

decision-making process.49 On EU development policy, populist far right parties 

in opposition successfully pushed European governments to frame development 

policy as a means to curtail migration flows.50

Non-state actors, NGOs, CSOs and interest groups

The still limited literature on the influence of foreign and security policy interest 

groups points to the fact that, at the EU level, most interest groups gravitate around 

the European Commission and the European Parliament, who might be more 

receptive but have limited powers in CFSP/CSDP. Access to the Council and the 

European Council on the part of interest groups is still negligible and results in a 

limited influence.51 Fortunately, scholars have recently started filling some of the 

gaps by devoting increasingly more attention to the role of state and non-state actors 

in fostering internal EU contestation. For instance, Uçarer explored the strategies 

of NGOs in engaging with and resisting EU policies in the area of migration and 

asylum.52 Most recently, Lina Liedlbauer examined the contestation of EU counter-

terrorism policies by Brussels-based and national civil rights NGOs.53 Several authors 

48 Julian Bergmann, Christine Hackenesch and Daniel Stockemer, “Populist Radical Right Parties 
in Europe: What Impact Do they Have on Development Policy?”, in Journal of Common Market 
Studies, Vol. 59, No. 1 (January 2021), p. 37-52, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13143; Tarik Abou-Chadi and 
Werner Krause, “The Causal Effect of Radical Right Success on Mainstream Parties’ Policy Positions: A 
Regression Discontinuity Approach”, in British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 50, No. 3 (July 2020), p. 
829-847; Joost van Spanje, “Anti-Immigration Parties and Their Impact on Other Parties’ Immigration 
Stances in Contemporary Western Europe”, in Party Politics, Vol. 16. No. 5 (September 2010), p. 563-
586.
49 Rosa Balfour et al., “Divide and Obstruct”, p.9, cit.
50 Julian Bergmann, Christine Hackenesch and Daniel Stockemer, “Populist Radical Right Parties in 
Europe”, cit.
51 Natalia Shapalova, “Lobbying and Interest Group Influence in EU Foreign Policy”, in Doris Dialer 
and Margarethe Richter (eds), Lobbying in the European Union. Strategies, Dynamics and Trends, 
Cham, Springer, 2019, p. 425-434. See also Bart Kerremans and Yf Reykers, “Political Parties and 
Interest Groups”, in Knud Erik Jørgensen et al. (eds), The SAGE Handbook of European Foreign Policy, 
Los Angeles, SAGE, 2015, p. 429-441.
52 Emek M. Uçarer, “Tempering the EU? NGO Advocacy in the Area of Freedom, Security, and Justice”, 
in Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Vol. 27, No. 1 (2014), p. 127-146.
53 Lina Liedlbauer, “Politicising European Counter-terrorism: The Role of NGOs”, in European Security, 
Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021), p. 485-503, https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947802.
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have also discussed the importance of CSOs in recent trade negotiations.54 For 

instance, CSOs played a prominent role in the highly politicised negotiation of the 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), contributing to stalling it 

down. CSOs such as Public Citizen, the European Consumer Organisation (BEUC), 

Friends of the Earth, and Transatlantic Consumer Dialogue (TACD) led the opposition 

to the agreement, galvanising public opinion to an unprecedented extent.55

Public opinion and news media

The literature on the relationship between foreign policy, public opinion and the 

media is dominated by US-based scholarship, whereas research specifically looking 

into the effects of public opinion on EU foreign policy is still largely descriptive 

and the processes through which public views affect the foreign policy decision-

making process remain undertheorised.56

The debate among US scholars over the importance of public opinion for the 

formulation of foreign policy has significantly evolved over time. While in the 

aftermath of the Second World War the consensus was that public opinion was too 

volatile and inconsequential to affect foreign policy decision-making, a parallel wave 

of scholarship challenged this predominant view, showing that public attitudes have 

structure and follow a set of principles with regards to foreign policy.57 A third school 

of thought asserted that, while there is predictability in public views on foreign 

policy, these do not come from the public itself, but are fed to them by the elites. 

Especially in the event of a crisis, the public turns to trusted cue-givers (generally, 

54 Friedrich Plank, Niels Keijzer and Arne Niemann, “Outside-in Politicization of EU–Western Africa 
Relations: What Role for Civil Society Organizations?”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 
59, No. 1 (January 2021), p. 161-179, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13144; Leif Johan Eliasson and Patricia 
García-Durán, “Norm Contestation in Modern Trade Agreements: Was the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership a ‘One-off’?”, in Elisabeth Johansson-Nogués, Martijn Vlaskamp and Esther 
Barbé (eds), European Union Contested. Foreign Policy in a New Global Context, Cham, Springer, 
2020, p. 153-171.
55 Patricia García-Durán and Leif Johan Eliasson, “The Public Debate over Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership and Its Underlying Assumptions”, in Journal of World Trade, Vol. 51, No. 1 
(2017), p. 23-42.
56 Pierangelo Isernia and Francesco Olmastroni, “Public Opinion and European Foreign Policy”, in 
Knud Erik Jørgensen et al. (eds), The SAGE Handbook of European Foreign Policy, Los Angeles, SAGE, 
2015, 398-412.
57 Ole R. Holsti, “Public Opinion and Foreign Policy: Challenges to the Almond-Lippmann Consensus 
Mershon Series: Research Programs and Debates”, in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 4 
(December 1992), p. 439-466.
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political parties and/or the executive) to form an opinion. However, researchers 

caution against exaggerating the impact of cues from the elites and recognise that 

citizens form their opinion on the basis of their own predispositions and that they 

can also take cues from one another.58 After all, if the public is so reliant upon the 

elites, why does it so often disagree with the government’s foreign policy?

The media, of course, plays an important role in mediating between public opinion 

and foreign policy decision-making, counterbalancing some of the information 

asymmetry between the elites and the public, especially when it comes to highly 

salient issues.59 In short, while at the beginning of a foreign policy debate the elites 

have the informational advantage and might be able to manipulate the media 

to promote a certain narrative, as the debate proceeds, the media can turn into a 

watchdog and provide the public with alternative cues and information. The so-

called “CNN effect” argument went as far as to claim that extensive media coverage 

of a crisis (which the full-news CNN pioneered) could prompt the public to mobilise 

and demand politicians and policy-makers to take foreign policy action. It should 

be noted, however, that the CNN effect was called into question as soon as it started 

being debated in academic circles.60

Scholars are only now starting to grapple with the advent of social media and their 

impact on the dynamic relationship between media, public opinion and foreign 

policy, but evidence from the US suggests that the hyper fragmented social media 

environment is leading the public to “reflexively back ‘their’ leaders and disapprove 

of opposition leaders”,61 a trend that can only contribute to the politicisation of 

foreign policy.

58 Joshua D. Kertzer and Thomas Zeitzoff, “A Bottom-Up Theory of Public Opinion about Foreign 
Policy”, in American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 61, No. 3 (July 2017), p. 543-558.
59 Matthew A. Baum and Philip B.K. Potter, “Media, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy in the Age of 
Social Media”, in The Journal of Politics, Vol. 81, No. 2 (April 2019), p. 747-756.
60 Steven Livingston and Todd Eachus, “Humanitarian Crises and U.S. Foreign Policy: Somalia and 
the CNN Effect Reconsidered”, in Political Communication, Vol. 12, No. 4 (1995), p. 413-429; Piers 
Robinson, “The CNN Effect: Can the News Media Drive Foreign Policy?”, in Review of International 
Studies, Vol. 25, No. 2 (April 1999), p. 301-309.
61 Matthew A. Baum and Philip B.K. Potter, “Media, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy in the Age of 
Social Media”, cit., p. 747.
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The limited literature focusing on EU foreign policy assumes a close relationship 

between how media report and frame foreign policy issues and the content of public 

debate. In particular, the media can influence public opinion and foreign policy-

making through four distinct dynamics: gatekeeping, which refers to how media 

filter information to be included or excluded from public discourse; the ability of 

the media to focus public attention on a particular issue, de facto contributing to 

the agenda-setting stage of foreign policy; framing, that is how the presentation of 

news information influences or directs public perception towards specific issues; 

and priming, which refers to how media direct the public to the issues on which 

leaders should be judged.62 To date, however, the role of the media in the specific 

process of domestic contestation of EU foreign and security policy – and its effects on 

the EU crisis response capacity – remains underexplored.63 One notable exception 

is the work of Mai’a Davis Cross on EU crises. Although she does not explicitly focus 

on the internal contestation of the EU, she notes that the media is a particularly 

noteworthy actor in the context of crises. Not only does the media contribute to 

the social construction of crises – including whether an event is framed as a crisis 

to begin with – but “it tends to overreport, exaggerate, and distort events as well 

as predict that the worst is still to come”.64 Additionally, the fact that some media 

tends to use a conflict frame in its coverage of events, often painting problems as 

an “us vs. them” issue, helps foster adversarial narratives between the national and 

EU level, magnifying challenges coming from the member states. These insights 

deserve to be investigated further by future research, so as to account better for the 

role the media plays in the process of contestation and politicisation of EU policies 

– especially in the context of crises and conflicts in which the EU has a stake.

62 Paul Gillespie, “News Media as Actors in European Foreign-Policymaking”, in Knud Erik Jørgensen 
et al. (eds), The SAGE Handbook of European Foreign Policy, Los Angeles, SAGE, 2015, p. 413-427; 
Jürgen Maier and Berthold Rittberger, “Shifting Europe’s Boundaries: Mass Media, Public Opinion 
and the Enlargement of the EU”, in European Union Politics, Vol. 9, No. 2 (June 2008), p. 243-267.
63 For an exception, see Asimina Michailidou, “The Role of the Public in Shaping EU Contestation: 
Euroscepticism and Online News Media”, in International Political Science Review, Vol. 36, No. 3 (June 
2015), p. 324-336.
64 Mai’a K. Davis Cross, The Politics of Crisis in Europe, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2017, 
p. 34.
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2. What policy issues are being contested?

Having gone over the different types of actors that participate in the internal 

contestation of EU, exploring some examples of contested policies will help 

illustrate how these actors operate and interact with one another to challenge, or 

even reverse, EU policies.

The literature seems to agree that the issue on which internal contestation has 

constrained EU-level decision-making most significantly is external migration 

policy.65 In this sense, populist far right parties have successfully managed to 

influence mainstream parties to adopt much stricter positions on migration issues.66 

Beyond migration, some of the most politicised foreign policy debates over the last 

few years have included the TTIP, enlargement and the Neighbourhood Policy and 

EU foreign policy towards strategic rivals, such as China and Russia.67

In surveying some of the most contested policies in EU external relations, this 

section affords insights that can in turn be applied to the contestation of EU foreign 

and security policy more specifically. Among other things, the following overview 

highlights certain underlying cleavages exploited by domestic actors when 

challenging EU policies.68 Moreover, member states’ disagreements over external 

65 See, most recently, Diego Badell, “The EU, Migration and Contestation”, cit.
66 Rosa Balfour et al., “Divide and Obstruct”, cit.; Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove, “The Impact of 
Populist Radical Right Parties on Foreign Policy”, cit.
67 Leif Johan Eliasson and Patricia García-Durán, “Norm Contestation in Modern Trade Agreements”, 
cit.; Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers, cit.; Adrià Rivera Escartin, “Populist Challenges to 
EU Foreign Policy in the Southern Neighbourhood: An Informal and Illiberal Europeanisation?”, in 
Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 27, No. 8 (August 2020), p. 1195-1214; Magdalena Góra, “National 
Interests or Ideologically Driven?”, cit.; Magdalena Góra, “It’s Security Stupid! Politicisation of the EU’s 
Relations With its Neighbours”, in European Security, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021), p. 439-463, https://doi.or
g/10.1080/09662839.2021.1957841; Milan van Berlo and Michal Natorski, “When Contestation Is the 
Norm: The Position of Populist Parties in the European Parliament Towards Conflicts in Europe’s 
Neighbourhood”, in Elisabeth Johansson-Nogués, Martijn Vlaskamp and Esther Barbé (eds), European 
Union Contested. Foreign Policy in a New Global Context, Cham, Springer, 2020, p. 191-211.
68 One major cleavage is that on “more” or “less” Europe, which populist parties in particular use 
to challenge to role of EU institutions and reclaim foreign policy competences for the national level. 
Another important cleavage is that around different notions of national (and European) identities: 
inclusive and cosmopolitan, on the one hand, or exclusive and essentialist, on the other. See Beáta 
Huszka, “Eurosceptic Yet Pro-enlargement: The Paradoxes of Hungary’s EU Policy”, in Southeast 
European and Black Sea Studies, Vol. 17, No. 4 (2017), p. 591-609; Senem Aydın-Düzgit, Constructions 
of European Identity. Debates and Discourses on Turkey and the EU, Basingstoke/New York, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012.
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migration, trade and enlargement shed light on the role of different domestic 

actors – from populist parties to civil society organisations – in the process of internal 

contestation, offering important lessons for the analysis of the role of intra-EU 

contestation in hampering a more joined-up EU foreign and security policy.

Migration

Even the more casual observer of EU policy-making will not have missed the stark 

divisions on external migration policy that have been plaguing the EU over the 

past decade and that peaked with the disagreements on the UN Global Compact 

for Migration.69 In the last few years, the debate has focused around aid flows to 

third countries of origin and transit as well as search and rescue missions and anti-

smuggling operations in the Mediterranean.70 Much of the stalemate in which 

member states find themselves stems from internal contestation. In this sense, the 

role of both populist and mainstream parties has been of critical importance. On 

the one hand, mainstream parties themselves have advocated for stricter migration 

policies “with or without pressure from right-wing populists or coalition agreements 

with them”.71 However, when it comes to the influx of migrants in 2015, populist 

parties enabled “extreme anti-immigration right-wing positions [to become] 

mainstream positions, mobilising right and left-wing governments and political 

leaders in dramatic fashion”.72

The internal contestation of EU migration policies has largely confirmed Hooghe 

and Marks’ expectations on the type of conditions under which parties benefit 

from politicising an issue.73 Indeed, populist and mainstream parties alike have not 

69 Diego Badell, “The EU, Migration and Contestation”, cit.
70 Richard Youngs and Özge Zihnioğlu, “EU Aid Policy in the Middle East and North Africa: 
Politicization and its Limits”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 59, No. 1 (January 2021), p. 126-
142, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13136; Elodie Thevenin, “Between Human Rights and Security Concerns: 
Politicisation of EU-Turkey and EU-Libya Agreements on Migration in National Parliaments”, in Global 
Affairs, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021), p. 464-484, https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947804; Federico 
Alagna, “From Sophia to Irini: EU Mediterranean Policies and the Urgency of ‘Doing Something’”, in 
IAI Commentaries, No. 20|32 (May 2020), https://www.iai.it/en/node/11594; Hendrik Hegemann and 
Ulrich Schneckener, “Politicising European Security: From Technocratic to Contentious Politics?”, in 
European Security, Vol. 28, No. 2 (2019), p. 133-152.
71 Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers, cit., p. 45.
72 Ibid., p. 46.
73 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, “A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration”, cit.

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.13136
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947804
https://www.iai.it/en/node/11594


21 - The Internal Contestation of EU Foreign and Security Policy

hesitated to mobilise public opinion in return for short-term electoral gains and at 

the expense of sustainable policy solutions at the EU level.

Trade

The negotiations over the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (amongst 

the most contested in recent years) and external trade policy more generally are 

a particularly interesting issue to examine, as the process of internal contestation 

involved an exceptionally diverse array of domestic actors, from political parties to 

civil society organisations. Supporters of the TTIP pointed to the economic gains 

that would derive from lower tariffs and the removal of non-tariffs measure, as well 

as to global standard-setting nature of a trade agreement between the EU and 

the US.74 Mainstream political forces across Europe were concerned about the risks 

that the TTIP posed to health, labour and environmental standards, as well as to 

national economic interests. Most populist parties’ opposition to the TTIP derived 

from their unease at the Commission’s exclusive competence in the area of trade 

policy.75 For their part, CSOs resisted the TTIP because they believed that “the 

mutual recognition of standards would undermine safety regulations and increase 

the power of multinationals through the Invest[or]-State Dispute Settlement”.76

Other examples of internal contestation of EU trade policy include the 

Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) with Canada and the Deep 

and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA) agreement with Ukraine, which the 

Netherlands rejected in a referendum.77

The politicization of trade policy offers important lessons on the potentially critical 

role of a range of societal actors, from CSOs to NGOs, which have largely been 

ignored in the context of foreign and security policy (especially with regards to 

74 Patricia García-Durán and Leif Johan Eliasson, “Supporters’ Responses to Contested Trade 
Negotiations: The European Commission’s Rhetoric on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership”, in Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Vol. 30, No. 5-6 (2017), p. 489-506.
75 Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers, cit., p. 39.
76 Patricia García-Durán and Leif Johan Eliasson, “Supporters’ Responses to Contested Trade 
Negotiations”, cit., p. 490.
77 Dirk De Bièvre and Arlo Poletti, “Towards Explaining Varying Degrees of Politicization of EU Trade 
Agreement Negotiations”, in Politics and Governance, Vol. 8, No. 1 (March 2020), p. 243-253, https://doi.
org/10.17645/pag.v8i1.2686; Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers, cit., p. 41.
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crisis response).

EU enlargement policy

A wide set of domestic dynamics has contributed to the contestation of EU 

enlargement policy. For one, domestic public support for further enlargement 

rounds has fallen dramatically over the past decades, despite continued elite support. 

Rather surprisingly, public opposition to enlargement is now strongest in those 

very member states that were amongst its most enthusiastic supporters, such as 

Germany and, formerly, the UK.78 Additionally, while the effect of mass media on EU-

related attitudes remains underexplored, studies have shown that media coverage 

of enlargement influences citizens’ own views of new members’ accession to the 

EU.79 The ways in which national media outlets cover enlargement policy, therefore, 

further contribute to internal contestation dynamics. Moreover, parties from across 

the political spectrum have not hesitated to capitalise on – and further reinforce – 

the public’s growing scepticism. Populist far-right parties have been systematically 

opposing Turkey’s accession to the Union, arguing against enlargements beyond 

the borders of what they consider Europe.80 Mainstream parties, for their part, have 

also engaged in discursive contestation of Turkey’s accession of the EU, as Aydın-

Düzgit points out in her analysis of political attitudes in Germany, UK and France.81

While domestic contestation of EU enlargement might not yet go as far as to 

exceed the boundaries of “business-as-usual” policy disagreements, it does offer 

insights into the concurring roles of different domestic actors, each contributing to 

challenging the previous EU consensus. Much like contestation over trade, internal 

78 Anna Herranz-Surrallés, “Justifying Enlargement in a Multi-level Polity: A Discursive Institutionalist 
Analysis of the Elites–Public Gap over European Union Enlargement”, in Journal of Common Market 
Studies, Vol. 50, No. 3 (May 2012), p. 385-402.
79 Jürgen Maier and Berthold Rittberger, “Shifting Europe’s Boundaries”, cit.; Claes De Vreese and 
Hajo G. Boomgaarden, “Media Effects on Public Opinion about the Enlargement of the European 
Union”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 44, No. 2 (June 2006), p. 419-436.
80 Marie-Eve Bélanger and Frank Schimmelfennig, “Politicization and Rebordering in EU 
Enlargement: Membership Discourses in European Parliaments”, in Journal of European Public Policy, 
Vol. 28, No. 3 (2021), p. 407-426; Ali Balci and Filiz Cicioglu, “Turkey in the Discourse of European Far 
Right: The Uses and Abuses of Turkey’s Membership Process for a Counter-hegemony”, in Journal of 
Contemporary European Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1 (2020), p. 100-113; Susi Dennison and Dina Pardijs, “The 
World According to Europe’s Insurgent Parties”, cit.
81 Senem Aydın-Düzgit, Constructions of European Identity, cit.
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challenges to EU enlargement policy show that any comprehensive analysis of 

the contestation of EU foreign and security policy will have to go beyond national 

parliaments and executives to account for the myriad of political and societal 

actors that contribute to the process.

Additionally, all three examples drawn from the broader field of EU external relations 

offer one important lesson. Challenges arising from different actors at the national 

level stem from pre-existing tensions and fault-lines amongst national populations 

and between EU member states.82 The contestation of external migration policy 

revealed especially grievances between Southern and Eastern EU member states – 

as well as between the more or less exclusionary segments of the population across 

the EU. The debate over TTIP hid tensions between the so-called winners and losers 

of globalisation and between those that oppose and those who support transferring 

additional powers to EU institutions. Scepticism over further enlargement rounds 

stems, among other things, from opposition to further European integration. 

Accordingly, any study looking at internal contestation and its effects on EU foreign 

and security policy capacity should be acutely aware of the cleavages that underpin 

the challenges coming from the member states.

3. Effects of domestic contestation on EU foreign and 
security policy

While there is widespread agreement around the fact that EU foreign policy is 

increasingly salient, contested and politicised, the (rather limited) relevant literature 

disagrees on the type of effect such contestation has been having on the EU’s 

foreign and security policy capacity. Scholars acknowledge the growing role of 

domestic actors in the contestation of EU foreign and security policy as well as the 

increasing range of issues affected. They also recognise that internal contestation 

of established EU policies, processes and norms has, time and again, hindered EU-

level decision-making. Researchers wonder whether these episodes of contestation 

will result in long-term changes that might significantly reshape EU foreign and 

security policy. Even more in its infancy is the scholarly debate on the specific 

82 For a similar consideration, see Mai’a K. Davis Cross, The Politics of Crisis in Europe, cit., p. 36.
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effects of contestation on the Union’s ability to respond to international crises and 

conflicts. While the literature on EU crises offers precious insights, it does not pay 

particular attention to internal contestation dynamics and focuses primarily on the 

Eurozone and migration crises.

In their introduction to the European Security Special Issue on contestation of CFSP, 

Biedenkopf, Costa and Góra provide a most timely analytical framework to think 

about the different possible consequences of internal contestation of EU foreign 

and security policy.83 They explain that not all types of internal contestation have 

negative consequences for the coherence and effectiveness of it. The first option 

is that contestation does not lead to lasting changes in political conflict. That is, 

none of the three dimensions of politicisation they consider increases: we do not 

observe greater polarisation among the elites and/or the public, contestation does 

not lead more actors to take part in the debate and the contested issue does not 

become more salient. Alternatively, contestation might result in the expansion of 
the actors involved: more (types of) actors take part in the debate over a contentious 

policy issue at hand, which might simply mean that the policy process becomes 

more inclusive. For instance, contestation can lead to the involvement of national 

parliaments or the EP in foreign policy debates previously addressed exclusively 

within the Council. However, when contestation drives actors’ stances on an issue 

further apart (polarisation), reaching a consensus on EU foreign policies is all the 

much harder. If contestation results in greater polarisation and in the involvement of 

more actors from the decision-making elites, the authors speak of elite politicisation. 

This might happen, for instance, when a foreign policy issue becomes more divisive 

and starts being discussed beyond the confines of the Council to involve MEPs and 

national MPs, high-level government and Commission officials. Finally, contestation 

leads to mass politicisation if all three dimensions of politicisation increase: actors 

progressively take more distant positions, the number and types of actors involved 

increases and the salience of the debate goes up.

Much of the domestic contestation of EU foreign policy to date seems to take 

place in the form of rhetorical and performative attacks.84 The question is of course 

83 Katja Biedenkopf, Oriol Costa and Magdalena Góra, “Introduction”, cit.
84 Michael Smith, “De-Europeanisation in European Foreign Policy-Making: Assessing an Exploratory 
Research Agenda”, in Journal of European Integration, Vol. 43, No. 5 (2021), p. 637-649.
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whether – and when – these attacks against the established consensus or previously 

accepted norms will filter into diplomatic practice itself (provided they have not 

already done so). Thus far, the evidence points in different directions, with some 

scholars suggesting that, at least for now, domestic contestation of EU foreign and 

security policy is deployed tactically at the national level without affecting policy at 

the EU or international level. For instance, all the while showing clear signs of de-

Europeanisation, the challenge to the EU consensus posed by number of populist 

parties tends to be tactical and pragmatic, with parties falling short of openly 

contesting key EU foreign policy positions.85 Yet, increased contestation has actually 

led to the erosion of rules of good, collegial behaviour within Council committees 

and working groups by the representatives of a few member states.86

All things considered, scholars concur that there are warning signs coming from 

at least some member states. Indeed, in some cases contestation has resulted in 

changes to organisational structures within member states’ ministries of foreign 

affairs (MFAs), such as the civil service law enacted by Poland’s Law and Justice 

party (PiS) that eliminated open competition for senior posts within the civil service 

and prevented candidates belonging to any political party from applying. These 

radical reforms of the civil service, which have taken place not just in Poland but 

also in Hungary, have been reflected in substantive shifts in member states’ policy 

priorities, decisions and initiatives.87

Among other consequences of the increased politicisation and contestation of EU 

foreign policy, we should expect a further consolidation of intergovernmentalism as 

the dominant EU foreign and security policy decision-making method.88 The likely 

increase in logrolling or competitive bargaining will lead countries to resort more 

and more frequently to “hostage-taking” tactics, whereby member states stall EU 

agreement on a given issue to obtain something in return on another issue. This 

85 Joanna Dyduch and Patrick Müller, “Populism Meets EU Foreign Policy”, cit.
86 Ana E. Juncos and Karolina Pomorska, “Contesting Procedural Norms: The Impact of Politicisation 
on European Foreign Policy Cooperation”, in European Security, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2021), p. 367-384, https://
doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1947799.
87 Joanna Dyduch and Patrick Müller, “Populism Meets EU Foreign Policy”, cit.; Mihai Varga and Aron 
Buzogány, “The Foreign Policy of Populists in Power”, cit.
88 Daniel C. Thomas, “The Return of Intergovernmentalism? De-Europeanisation and EU Foreign 
Policy Decision-making”, in Journal of European Integration, Vol. 43, No. 5 (2021), p. 619-635, https://
doi.org/10.1080/07036337.2021.1927013.
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was evident, for instance, when Cyprus blocked the negotiation of sanctions against 

Belarus to obtain concessions on its dispute with Turkey.89 As a result of this more 

adversarial bargaining, it will be increasingly difficult for the EU to achieve unity on 

complex and sensitive foreign policy issues and this, in turn, creates opportunities 

for foreign powers to manipulate divisions among EU member states (the so-

called “Trojan horse” strategy).90 Indeed, disagreement among the EU27 opens the 

door for third countries to lobby member states on a bilateral basis. A particularly 

emblematic example is offered by Israel’s policy towards Greece or Cyprus, aimed 

at influencing or even undermining a common EU policy on the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict.91 Divisions among the member states caused by internal contestation 

have also resulted in the fragmentation of EU27 positions in international fora. 

This was the case, for instance, when six EU member states refused to back a UN 

resolution calling for the US to withdraw its recognition of Jerusalem as the capital 

of Israel without a previous agreement with the Palestinians.92 Additionally, internal 

contestation has led – and will likely lead – to lower solidarity among the member 

states. This was evident in the domestic debate in Germany and several other 

Northern European countries during the Eurozone crisis and, particularly, on the 

issue of Greece’s bailout.93 Similarly, as mentioned earlier, (populist) political parties 

have long been hindering any common EU policy on external migration.

4. Internal contestation and the EU’s capacity to 
respond to crises and conflicts

If there is still limited research on the effects of internal contestation on EU foreign 

and security policy, there is an even smaller body of work examining the specific 

89 Nathalie Tocci, “On Foreign Policy, EU Has to Speak up — Even if it’s Not With One Voice”, in 
POLITICO, 1 October 2020, https://www.politico.eu/?p=1467423.
90 Mitchell A. Orenstein and R. Daniel Kelemen, “Trojan Horses in EU Foreign Policy”, in Journal of 
Common Market Studies, Vol. 55. No. 1 (January 2017), p. 87-102.
91 Sharon Pardo and Neve Gordon, “Euroscepticism as an Instrument of Foreign Policy”, in Middle 
East Critique, Vol. 27, No. 4 (2018), p. 399-412.
92 The member states were Poland, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Hungary, Romania and Latvia. See 
Joanna Dyduch and Patrick Müller, “Populism Meets EU Foreign Policy”, cit., p. 579; Ayhan Simsek, 
“Majority of EU States Back UN’s Jerusalem Resolution”, in Anadolu Agency, 21 December 2017, http://v.
aa.com.tr/1011859.
93 Rosa Balfour et al., Europe’s Troublemakers, cit., p. 30.
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impact of contestation on the EU’s capacity to respond to crises and conflicts.

The effect of contestation on crisis response seems to have been explored primarily 

at the domestic level.94 Among EU-level crises, the Eurozone and migration crises 

are the ones that have received most attention, whereas crises in the area of CFSP/

CSDP remain, in relative terms, underexplored.95 Accordingly, the role of internal 

contestation on EU crisis response capacity has not been examined extensively. 

Nonetheless, the existing literature on the politics of EU crises can still offer important 

insights.

One of the most comprehensive collections of works on the EU’s response to crises 

is the collective volume edited by Marianne Riddervol, Jarle Trondal and Akasemi 

Newsome.96 The contributors offer a comprehensive overview of the institutional 

actors, legal frameworks, administrative structures and capabilities available to 

the EU in crisis prevention, response and management. They mostly focus on the 

short- and long-term effects of different crises on European integration, without 

paying particular attention to the role of internal contestation in either constraining 

or enabling Brussels’ response. Nevertheless, the volume’s conceptual framework, 

which delineates three different scenarios for how the EU might cope with crises, 

serves as a useful frame of reference for future research on internal contestation 

and crisis response.

The authors suggest that, in the face of a crisis, the EU might break apart in one or 

more policy areas (“breaking down”). This is likely to happen when member states 

refuse to act together or anti-EU sentiments stemming from internal contestation 

94 See, for instance, analyses on the British domestic debate on the intervention in Syria: Andrea 
Betti, “Challenging Humanitarian Intervention in the Twenty-First Century: British Domestic Actors 
and Horizontal Foreign Policy Contestation During the Syrian Crisis”, in Japanese Journal of Political 
Science, Vol. 21, No. 3 (September 2020), p. 125-144; Juliet Kaarbo and Daniel Kenealy, “No, Prime 
Minister: Explaining the House of Commons’ Vote on Intervention in Syria”, in European Security, Vol. 
25, No. 1 (2016), p. 28-48.
95 A couple of notable exceptions are the Ukraine crisis (see dedicated chapters in Marianne 
Riddervold, Jarle Trondal and Akasemi Newsome (eds), The Palgrave Handbook on EU Crises, Cham, 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2020; Douglas Webber, European Disintegration? The Politics of Crisis in the 
European Union, London/New York, Red Globe Press, 2018; Desmond Dinan, Neill Nugent and 
William E. Paterson (eds), The European Union in Crisis, London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2017) and the 
Iraq war (see e.g. the dedicated chapter in Mai’a K. Davis Cross, The Politics of Crisis in Europe, cit.).
96 Marianne Riddervold, Jarle Trondal and Akasemi Newsome (eds), The Palgrave Handbook on EU 
Crises, cit.
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hamper a common EU approach to a crisis. The lack of consensus, in turn, “limits 

the Union’s capacity to be the swift crisis responder it aspires to be”.97 The Libyan 

crisis offers an emblematic example of the effects of internal contestation in the 

context of CFSP/CSDP crises.

The debate on the intervention in Libya was characterised by a divided public opinion 

across Europe. French public views fluctuated considerably throughout 2011: before 

the start of the UN-sanctioned mission in March, French citizens seemed very much 

reticent at the idea of a military intervention. By April, two thirds of the population 

supported the country’s participation, though already in July 51 percent of French 

were against the NATO mission.98 Despite somewhat lukewarm public support,99 

British Prime Minister David Cameron’s government adopted an interventionist 

position and, together with France, took the lead the push for action in the UN 

Security Council. In Germany, 70 percent of the public was against participation 

in a military intervention, which prompted the government not to side with Paris 

and London.100 Italian public opinion expressed a preference for an international 

peace mission over a military intervention.101 Parliament showed divisions between 

the different political parties, yet it ultimately voted in favour of Italy’s participation 

in the military operation.102 Ever since 2011, member states’ divisions have proven 

severely harmful to a concerted EU stance, preventing the Union from playing a 

meaningful role in the conflict.103

97 Pernille Rieker and Steven Blockmans, “The EU’s Comprehensive Response to Out of Area Crises, 
cit., p. 590.
98 Ifop, Les français et la légitimité d’une intervention militaire en Libye, March 2011, https://www.
ifop.com/?p=16158; Ifop, “Sondage exclusif : 51% des Français désapprouvent la guerre en Libye”, in 
l’Humanité, 1 July 2011, https://www.humanite.fr/node/462877.
99 Ipsos MORI, Intervention in Libya, and Public Opinion Around Our Involvement, 13 April 2011, 
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/node/184416.
100 Forschungsgruppe Wahlen, “Grüne bundesweit im Aufwind”, in Politbarometer, April 2011, 
https://www.forschungsgruppe.de/Umfragen/Politbarometer/Archiv/Politbarometer_2011/April_I/.
101 Fabio Turato, “Gli italiani e l’intervento in Libia ‘Basta raid, missione di pace’”, in La Repubblica, 7 
June 2011, https://www.repubblica.it/esteri/2011/06/07/news/italiani_llibia-17354582.
102 “La Camera vota sì alla missione in Libia. Ma si divide”, in Sky TG24, 24 March 2011, https://tg24.sky.
it/politica/2011/03/24/libia_risoluzione_lega_pdl_dibattito_camera_missione_odissea_all_alba.
103 Tarek Magerisi and René Wildangel, “Germany’s Quiet Leadership on the Libyan War”, in ECFR 
Commentaries, 20 November 2019, https://ecfr.eu/?p=8396. See also Jessica Bucher et al., “Domestic 
Politics, News Media and Humanitarian Intervention: Why France and Germany Diverged Over Libya”, 
in European Security, Vol. 22, No. 4 (2013), p. 524-539; Sergio Fabbrini, “The European Union and the 
Libyan Crisis”, in International Politics, Vol. 51, No. 2 (March 2014), p. 177-195.
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In other cases, the EU has adopted adopt a path-dependent, incremental response 

to crises based on existing institutional arrangements and organisational practices. 

The EU might “muddle through” as a consequence of member states settling on 

lowest common denominator solutions. In these cases, we can expect the EU to 

adopt incomplete or insufficient policy solutions that fail to prepare the Union for 

the next crisis, which will be addressed with yet another inadequate solution as a 

result of intergovernmental bargaining. The EU policy towards the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict is a case in point. For several years now, EU member states have failed to 

agree on a common policy on the conflict. Despite a lack of interest on the part of 

public opinion across Europe,104 member states maintain highly polarised positions 

and have made no progress in achieving peace. Just recently, after the latest spike 

in violence between Hamas and Israel, the EU ambassador to the UN delivered a 

statement condemning violence on both sides, but could not speak on behalf of 

the member states because Hungary refused to join. The lack of consensus has long 

turned the EU into a second-order actor in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.105

Finally, the EU might “head forward”. That is, a crisis can lead to the adoption of 

innovative policy solutions and the delegation of new capacities to EU institutions. 

A crisis, in this scenario, creates a window of opportunity for significant policy 

or institutional change. Indeed, for all the divisions that have emerged among 

member states on a number of CFSP/CSDP dossiers, some crises have – somewhat 

unexpectedly – also prompted further unity among member states. The Ukraine 

crisis, for instance, ended up bringing EU member states closer and facilitating 

integration in the area of CFSP/CSDP. Although not all agree that the EU’s response 

to the Ukraine crisis was a concerted – or much less an effective – one,106 most point 

to the EU response as a notable display of coordination between – and trust towards 

– different EU-level institutions as well as an increased focus on European defence 

cooperation.107

104 Cornelius Hirsch and Giovanna Coi, “Where Europe Stands on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: 
Polls”, in POLITICO, 21 May 2021, https://www.politico.eu/?p=1709434.
105 David M. Herszenhorn and Rym Momtaz, “EU Divisions Over Israel-Palestine Leave Brussels 
Powerless As Conflict Worsens”, in POLITICO, 17 May 2021, https://www.politico.eu/?p=1709122.
106 See for instance Jolyon Howorth, “‘Stability on the Borders’: The Ukraine Crisis and the EU’s 
Constrained Policy Towards the Eastern Neighbourhood”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 
55, No. 1 (January 2017), p. 121-136.
107 See e.g. Helene Sjursen and Guri Rosén, “Arguing Sanctions. On the EU’s Response to the Crisis 
in Ukraine”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 55, No. 1 (January 2017), p. 20-36; Michal 
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Presumably, under all three different scenarios, internal contestation from the 

member states takes different forms and, as a result, plays a different role in the 

EU crisis response capacity. In this sense, we might expect the effect of internal 

contestation to be mitigated by the particular circumstances and characteristics 

of the specific crisis at hand. For instance, some argue that the more diffuse and 

urgent a crisis, the more likely it is that member states will delegate to the EU.108 

Moreover, if we are to generalise the conclusions that Di Mauro and Memoli draw 

about external migration policy, we should expect swifter consensus on those crises 

that receive little domestic attention and are not politicised by public opinion, media 

or parties at the national level.109 The case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, however, 

already indicates that there might be more to it. Even with a rather low interest of 

the general public, elites remain heavily polarised: a reminder that national interests 

– and the disrupting intervention of third countries – play a powerful role in the 

internal contestation of EU foreign and security policy.

This quick overview of scholarly research has shown that there is urgent need to 

explore the effects of internal contestation on the EU’s capacity to respond to 

international crises and conflicts. In particular, future research should assess under 

what conditions internal contestation results in a breaking down of the consensus 

and an ineffective crisis response, as opposed to lowest-common-denominator 

solutions or a strong solidarity leading to unprecedented policy measures.

Conclusion

A certain degree of contestation is not only expected, but necessary in any 

functioning democratic system. But what happens when contestation goes 

Natorski and Karolina Pomorska, “Trust and Decision-making in Times of Crisis: The EU’s Response to 
the Events in Ukraine”, in Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 55, No. 1 (January 2017), p. 54-70; 
Kaija Schilde, “European Military Capabilities: Enablers and Constraints on EU Power?”, in Journal of 
Common Market Studies, Vol. 55, No. 1 (January 2017), p. 37-53.
108 Francesca Pusterla, “Complex Humanitarian Crises in Uncertain Times: The Challenge for the 
European Union Humanitarian Aid Policy”, in St Antony’s International Review, Vol. 13, No. 1 (May 2017), 
p. 75-104.
109 Danilo Di Mauro and Vincenzo Memoli, “The Role of Public Opinion in EU Integration: Assessing 
the Relationship between Elites and the Public during the Refugee Crisis”, in Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 28 January 2021, DOI: 10.1111/jcms.13183.
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beyond the political disagreements that have always characterised EU policy-

making and turn into an outright challenge of fundamental EU norms, processes 

and prior policy positions? And how does such internal contestation constrain EU 

foreign policy capacity?

Most researchers agree that EU foreign policy has been undergoing a process of 

politicisation and contestation from the national level, especially – though not 

exclusively – at the hands of populist political parties. Scholars have only begun 

to grapple with the effects of such an intense level of domestic contestation, but 

they have already noticed some warning signs. In some member states, we are 

witnessing changes to organisational structures within member states’ MFAs as well 

as shifts in policy priorities and positions, with a distinct effect on the EU decision-

making process. Indeed, member states are engaging in a more adversarial style 

of bargaining, which impedes agreement on common positions and provides 

easy access to third countries who seek to exploit divisions among the EU-27. More 

broadly, internal EU foreign policy contestation severely constrains the Union’s 

“ability to engage in policy-making (formulation and/or implementation) in the 

global arena”.110 In systematising and discussing the scholarship on contestation of 

foreign and security policy, this review has highlighted several gaps in the literature 

and provided insights that might be of use for future research.

For one, any study exploring internal contestation of the EU should avoid labelling 

every policy disagreement as an act of contestation. In this sense, the present review 

has provided clear criteria on which to base the distinction between simple policy 

debate and actual contestation.

Further, the discussion has shown that there is a broad variety of domestic actors 

involved in the process of internal contestation, each pursuing their own agenda. 

Among such actors, many act from without the confines of government. Populist 

(as well as mainstream) parties in the opposition seem just as able to challenge 

EU policies as those in government – if not more – and can thus indirectly affect 

government positions by mobilising public opinion. Other non-governmental 

110 Elodie Thevenin, Lina Liedlbauer and Franziska Petri, “Conclusions on Contestation of EU Foreign 
Policy: Diverse Causes, Various Modes and Multiple Effects?”, in Global Affairs, Vol. 6, No. 4-5 (2020), p. 
451-459 at p. 454, https://doi.org/10.1080/23340460.2020.1892417.
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actors such as NGOs, CSOs and interest groups have also successfully contested 

EU external policies. Finally, mass media, which has been shown to shape public 

opinion on enlargement policy, also plays a role in the construction of domestic 

narratives around EU foreign and security policies. In this sense, future research 

should focus on closing the gaps in the literature by exploring the indirect policy 

influence of opposition parties, societal actors and public opinion, which might 

be as consequential for internal contestation as direct influence from national 

governments.

Additionally, different forms of contestation have more or less lasting – as well 

as more or less constraining – effects on EU foreign and security policy. When 

contestation and politicisation merely lead to the broader inclusion of actors in 

the policy debate, the result might actually be a more pluralistic and democratic 

decision-making process. However, whenever actors’ positions become more 

polarised and those same actors fundamentally undermine norms, procedures and 

established ways of doing things, contestation might have severely detrimental 

effects on the Union’s ability to act on the global stage.

Finally, the literature has largely ignored the effect of different forms of contestation 

on the EU’s capacity to react to crises and conflicts in which it has a stake. Drawing 

on the Union’s response to the Libyan crisis, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and 

the Ukraine crisis, this review has argued that, depending on the type of internal 

contestation coming from the member states, the EU might “break down”, 

“muddle through” or even “head forward” in response to a crisis. Future research 

should examine under what conditions we should expect different types of 

contestations and how those impact the EU’s ability to act as a swift and effective 

crisis respondent.
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