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The University of Glasgow’s Student
Strategy and Security Journal (3SJ) is
proud to present the second issue of the
second volume. As demonstrated in the
breadth of papers, 3SJ welcomes
pluralism in both content and methods,
all while maintaining high standards of
scholarship. The product of academic
rigour and collaboration, this issue
explores topics of IR, intra-state conflict,
non-state actors, the EU and more.

The issue opens with a section that
challenges the existing paradigms within
International Relations (IR), debunking the
common saying that ‘politics stops at the
water’s edge’- both figuratively and
literally. In line with 3SJ’s focus on
security, Pieter Zhao sheds light on the
ever changing nature of maritime
security, arguing that mainstream IR
theories have failed to account for the
rise and return of non-state actors at sea.
Moving inland, Illias Koutrolis centres
public opinion within IR by using an array
of examples of how public opinion has
influenced foreign policy, from the war in
Iraq to the 2019 elections in Greece. 

The second section approaches intra-
state conflict with a specific focus on non-
state actors. Vanessa Canola delves into 

Colombia's internal armed conflict, using
Johan Galtung's triangle of violence as the
analytical lens, placing particular emphasis
on armed confrontations, gender based
violence and child recruitment. Staying in
the region, Christopher Meechan uses the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
as one of his case studies in how non-state
actors pursue different strategies in intra-
state conflicts. Utilising the Syrian
Opposition as the other example,
Meechan shows the importance of the
incumbent state in determining non-actor
strategy. 

Moving from conflict to challenges, the
third section looks at the EU as a
democratic and international actor. Codin
Alexander Olteanu takes a new approach
to the familiar challenge of the EU’s
democratic deficit using Michael Zürn’s
Global Order approach, showing how
grassroot participative transnational
movements may change the balance of
power in the EU. Looking outward, Shaun
Turner investigates what type of
international actor the EU has been and
may be in the future, outlining the EU’s
prospects and challenges as an
international actor. 

Our last section resumes to our core 
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mission of strategy and security,
stretching from theory to practice. Clara
Cotillas Torres tackles the reductionist
interpretation of women in the extreme-
right as passive actors by shedding light
on how maternalism works as a survival
and recruitment strategy. Andrew
Brosnan, Shaurya Malhotra, Fergus Jayes,
Anoop Sabu, Peter Sylvester and Mathew
Murphy conclude this issue by applying
social media sentiment analysis to the
initial weeks of the Russia-Ukrainian
conflict, highlighting the importance of
natural language processing as a
methodology for strategic security
practitioners. 

The editorial board wishes to extend a
heartfelt thank you to our contributors
and peer-reviewers, without whom this
edition would not have come to fruition.
And an equally warm welcome to our
readers; we hope that this edition will
offer new perspectives in an increasingly
uncertain world.
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O U T S O U R C I N G  S E C U R I T Y  A T  S E A :  C O N S T R U C T I V I S M

A N D  P R I V A T E  M A R I T I M E  S E C U R I T Y  C O M P A N I E S  
 

P I E T E R  W . G .  Z H A O

“The maritime community must take responsibility for
their vessels and ensure the safe passage of their cargo
and crew through this pirated region. Is the answer to
avoid the area completely or hire security teams -
privateers - to protect their cargo?” – Admiral T.
McKnight, Former Commander of CTF-151, 2012.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

2

ABSTRACT 

Between the 16th and the 19th centuries, the
maritime warfare and security environment was
dominated by non-state actors like mercantile
companies and privateers. However, over time,
such practices became outlawed as states
gradually consolidated their monopoly of force
over the maritime domain. Thus, the state
monopoly of violence became the established
international norm and armed non-state actors
disappeared from the seas. This significantly
changed after the sudden explosion of the Somali
piracy epidemic of 2008 initiated a booming
private maritime security industry. Within fifteen
years, the use of private maritime security
companies became a widely accepted practice
within the maritime security environment. Yet, as
these non-state actors are increasingly influencing
the maritime security environment and the
internationally established norms concerning the
use of force at sea, questions arise concerning the
explanatory power of mainstream IR theories like
realism and liberalism in explaining the
(re-)emergence and use of these modern
privateers. This paper argues why constructivism
provides an ideal framework to analyze both the
return and use of armed non-state actors in the
maritime security domain.

Keywords: Maritime Security, Maritime History,
Private Maritime Security Companies, Constructivism,
International Relations Theory 

Three centuries ago, Britain used private warships of
the East India Company to protect its trade in the
Indian Ocean from both privateers and pirates.
Indeed, throughout the larger historical record, the
privatization of security and warfare has been more
of a rule than an exception (McFate, 2017). Facing
escalating governance costs and with their resources
often stretched thin, sovereign entities frequently
appealed to the services of private security
enterprises like privateering to supplement state
power (Thomson, 1996: 1–6). Such privateers –non-
state ships and their crews, or private men-of-war,
conducting authorized violence at sea– were at their
height from the 13th to the 19th century. However,
similarly to mercenarism on land, over time such
practices became regarded as threats to state power
and were ultimately outlawed in the Paris
Declaration Respecting Maritime Law in 1856. 

In recent years, we are witnessing a (re-)emergence
of privatized violence at sea in a more modern form.
The explosion of maritime piracy off the coast of
Somalia in 2008 went hand-in-hand with the rapid
emergence and development of so-called private
maritime security companies (PMSCs). These
companies provide security services to shipping
companies through the provision of privately
contracted armed security personnel (PCASP) and, to
a smaller extent, the operation of armed escort
vessels to protect a client’s ship (Liss, 2015: 63).
While some countries were reluctant in allowing the
use of such ‘modern privateers,’ others condoned or
even encouraged it, effectively outsourcing their
monopoly of violence (Aarstad, 2017). 

As these non-state actors are increasingly
influencing the maritime security environment as
well as internationally established norms concerning
the use of force in the maritime domain, questions
arise concerning the explanatory power of 
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T H E O R E T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K

traditional International Relations (IR) theories like
realism and liberalism in explaining the
(re-)emergence and use of these modern privateers
(Mitchell, 2017; van Meegdenburg, 2019; Leander,
2005). This article concludes that constructivism
provides an ideal framework to analyze the return
and use of armed non-state actors in the maritime
security domain. After first defining both the
theoretical framework as well as the case study – the
PMSC – the article presents two main arguments
concerning the (1) emergence of PMSCs focused on
international norm change, and (2) the use of PMSCs
by highlighting state choice and agency. The article
utilizes contemporary historical content analysis with
process tracing as the key method for analyzing
whether the developments surrounding the
emergence and operation of PMSCs coincide with
prior theoretically derived propositions. 

norms, and beliefs. Such a focus on the social
context in which international relations occur leads
constructivists to emphasize issues like identity and
beliefs as well as the role of social norms in
international politics (Anne-Marie and Thomas,
2013). 

In contrast to realist and liberalist approaches,
constructivists have also emphasized the role of
non-state actors in shaping international relations.
For example, constructivists have illustrated how
non-state actors like NGOs and multinational
corporations can play a role in altering state beliefs
about issues like the use of landmines in war or
international trade. Such ‘norm entrepreneurs’ are,
therefore, able to influence state behavior (Anne-
Marie and Thomas, 2013). On the other hand,
rationalist IR theories like realism and liberalism have
downplayed the significance of non-state actors such
as private military contractors by characterizing such
actors as mere extensions of state power (Mitchell,
2017). They argue that although private military
contractors have been used extensively by states to
pursue state power and interests, they have not
significantly altered the way states behave nor have
they been able to drive foreign or defense policy. In
the end, states are still in pursuit of self-interest
within an anarchic international system. However,
this reasoning becomes questionable when looking
at developments surrounding the private maritime
security industry. 

While constructivists ‘have not sung from a single
hymn sheet’, they have highlighted several common
themes, two of which are important for the present
analysis on the emergence and use of PMSCs. The
constructivist framework allows the analysis to first
focus on international norm change. International
norms shape both the social identities and interests
of state and non-state actors through three
mechanisms: (1) institutionalized norms condition
what actors consider necessary and possible in the
international system, (2) state and non-state actors
justify their behavior through established norms of
legitimate conduct, and (3) international norms can
constrain the conduct and behavior of actors 
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Constructivism emerged as an IR theory out of the
trauma following the end of the Cold War. The failure
of traditional IR theories like (neo)liberalism and
(neo)realism to predict or explain the end of the Cold
War fueled questions about the dominant theories
and scientific methods of IR (Dunne, Kurki and Smith,
2021: 187–89). As a result, instead of focusing on the
international structure, human nature, or material
factors, constructivists, often fittingly coined idealists,
introduced the idea that international relations are
shaped by ideational factors. Accordingly,
constructivism’s emphasis on the dynamism of
international norms makes it a compelling approach
to study the changes in maritime security following
the emergence of PMSCs. 

Constructivists have generally shared a critique of
the static material assumptions of traditional IR
theory and emphasized the social dimensions of
international relations and the possibility of change
(Ibid). The variables of interest to scholars like
military power or trade relations are not important
to constructivists as objective facts but rather
because they have certain social meanings (Wendt,
1999). Those meanings are, in turn, constructed
from a complex and specific mix of history, ideas, 
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(Farrell, 2002: 49–56; Mitchell, 2017: 11–12). Second,
the idea that international relations are a social
construction suggests variations across different
contexts rather than a single objective reality,
highlighting the importance of “national lexica” and
“historical practices” (Leander, 2013: 8). In contrast
to macro-level explanations regarding the “end-of-
the-Cold-War” and the “spread-of-neoliberalism,” this
approach allows us to focus on state choice and
agency (van Meegdenburg, 2019: 25–27). 
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 As a result, since the 2000s, the media attention and
scholarship surrounding PMCs have expanded at a
rapid rate (Mitchell, 2017: 1–5). However, at the
same time, another private military/security market
has developed in the maritime domain. But the
utilization of private armed security contractors at
sea has received much less attention than those on
land (Cusumano and Ruzza, 2020: 4–6). While the
maritime domain has occupied a significant position
within the study of geopolitics and national power,
the broader array of security issues including non-
state actors has remained largely unexplored,
exposing a certain ‘seablindness’ in IR theory (Bueger
and Edmunds 2017). 

Since the end of the Cold War, the notion of the
state as the exclusive provider of security has
increasingly been challenged by non-state actors
such as international organizations, NGOs, and
private businesses (Liss, 2015: 61–63). PMCs are
amongst these new actors. They are private for-
profit firms that specialize in (armed) security
services that were, until recently, largely state-
military terrain (Pingeot, 2014). In turn, private
maritime security companies (PMSCs), as their name
indicates, focus on maritime security. The most
prominent and controversial services provided by
PMSCs are the provision of armed guards and
escorts to protect merchant ships against piracy. 

The employment of anti-piracy PMSCs started with
the rise of piracy in the Malacca Strait in the early
2000s, but it was the Somali piracy epidemic (2008-
2012) that caused the boom of the private maritime
security industry (Liss, 2015: 63–65). Attacks by
Somali pirates caused international concern as the
wider Gulf of Aden area is of extreme importance for
international trade and the world economy. As a
result, the UN Security Council authorized military
action and several international military operations
were launched to establish a protected corridor.
However, this resulted in the diffusion of piracy
activities over a much wider area, expanding to
approximately 2.5 million square miles (Spearin,
2017b: 137–42). 

P R I V A T E  M A R I T I M E  S E C U R I T Y

C O M P A N I E S  

Throughout the historical record, the privatization of
security and warfare constituted a widely accepted
international norm. References to mercenarism are
as old as references to warfare itself. As argued by
Janice Thomson (1996), historians generally agree
that feudalism’s constraints on military service were
a major incentive for sovereign entities to turn to
mercenaries, as the feudal system was largely based
on the principle of defense. As a result, feudal
military rights and obligations presented a significant
barrier to launching offensive campaigns. To
overcome this constraint, European war-makers
increasingly started relying on private contractors to
raise and supply armies for a profit (Thomson, 1996:
26–27). In turn, with the breakdown of the feudal
system of military mobilization, European sovereigns
increasingly began exploiting the capabilities of non-
state commercial actors like the Free Companies and
the Condottieri. However, roughly since the
seventeenth century, with the Peace of Westphalia
(1648) often identified as a turning-point, private
armed contractors started to wane following the
increasing consolidation of power by powerful states
like France and England (McFate, 2017: 27–32). This
trend gradually extended to the maritime domain as
well, leading to the ultimate prohibition on
privateering following the Paris Declaration
Respecting Maritime Law in 1856. 

Since the mid-twentieth century, private military
contractors (PMCs) have made a return on the
international stage, most notably during the US
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq (Pingeot, 2014).
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“It’s very daunting when you realize the size of the
oceans and the length of the littorals and the
difficulties of providing a suitable presence, as we
deal with challenges that run the gamut from
everything from pirates and criminals to the need for
deterrence about potential peer competitors… The net
of it all… is that there’s no way that our Navy can do
everything all over the place”. 
– US Navy Secretary Donald Winter, 2008. – 

The massive diffusion of piracy activities meant that
the military operations proved to be insufficient, as
hijackings continued hundreds of miles off Somalia’s
coastline, forcing the shipping industry to resort to
PMSCs for additional protection. It is estimated that
at least 50% of the merchant ships crossing the Gulf
of Aden in 2012-2013 employed armed protection
(Cusumano and Ruzza, 2020: 2). Though, not all
these guards were provided by PMSCs as some flag
states (the state under which the ship is registered)
were reluctant in authorizing the presence of private
security contractors aboard merchant ships, in light
of the established international norm regarding the
state as the sole provider of (maritime) security.
Instead, some states established vessel protection
detachments (VPDs) based on the boarding of
exclusively military personnel (Cusumano and Ruzza,
2018: 80–81). Interestingly, these different vessel
protection policies between the various flag states
emerged under similar security circumstances. A
constructivist analysis therefore provides valuable
insights into the motivations surrounding the
decision to outsource such vessel protection duties
to PMSCs. 

5

P R I V A T E  M A R I T I M E  S E C U R I T Y

C O M P A N I E S  A N D  C O N S T R U C T I V I S M  

ethics (the cause of solidarity and responsibility is
itself just) as well as consequentialism (the outcome
must justify the means). The way in which ethics is
defined thus has a significant impact on the intAs
mainstream IR theories focus on the “state” as the
primary agent in international affairs, scholars had a
hard time studying the emergence of PMCs in
general. IR scholars who addressed the challenge of
PMCs as non-state security providers focused on the
implications of the private market for Democratic
Peace Theory (Avant, 2006), economic liberalist
explanations as to why states have privatized
security (Branovic, 2011), or realist explanations of
PMCs as extensions of state power (Mitchell, 2017:
7–9). However, because of the state-centric
perspectives of these classic rationalist theories, they
lack the ability to explain the return of privatized
security as well as the significant discrepancies that
are present within the vessel protection policies
taken by various flag states. 

For example, while realism would explain the use of
PMCs as an extension of state power, it fails to
explain the slippery slope states are navigating by
placing military power and the means and authority
to use it in the hands of a private entity they do not
fully control. Moreover, while PMCs on land are most
often engaged in providing services for states, in the
maritime domain, these services are often provided
to shipping companies or international
organizations. Thus, PMSCs present non-state actors
that provide services usually reserved for the state
to other non-state entities. Additionally, neoliberalist
explanations that solely rely on the emerging belief
in the superiority of the market and the commitment
to reduce the size and functions of the public sector
that followed the 1980s, fail to explain the significant
variations within the national arrangements of
various flag states. In doing so, the state-centric
theories lack explanatory power. 

Emergence: International Norm Change

There have been many non-state actors involved in
maritime security and warfare. The most prominent
of these were privateers, but other examples include
various forms of mercantile and chartered 

conditions are met prior to war (jus ad bellum) and
during war (jus in bello) then it can be ethically
justifiable. Nicholas J. Wheeler (2000: 33-34)
proposes four criteria under which interventions can
be considered ethical: just cause, last resort,
proportionality, and high probability of success. In
this argument we can see elements of deontological 
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companies. Privateers were private persons (or
vessels) conducting authorized violence at sea
(Spearin, 2017a). The commission of privateers was
an established practice in maritime warfare and
security between the 13th and the 19th centuries.
Privateers could attack and capture enemy ships of
whatever sort during wartime or seek out pirates
(deemed the enemy of all humankind) on a
commercial basis (Spearin, 2017a: 72). However, with
the establishment of permanent navies and the
development and enforcement of the idea of a state
monopoly of force, such armed non-state actors all
but disappeared from the oceans… until the
emergence of PMSCs (Liss, 2015: 62). 

Constructivism addresses the social dimensions of
international relations and emphasizes the
importance of international norms. The return of
private armed maritime actors suggests that the
norm against the use of privateers is collapsing,
given the widespread presence of private military
contractors in maritime security. Indeed, between
2010 and 2012, international regulations were
changed, industry guidelines re-written, and national
laws adapted to facilitate PMSCs (Aarstad, 2017:
313). As piracy attacks increased and military efforts
proved insufficient, ship-owners demanded both
states and international regulatory bodies to allow
the use of private security contractors, creating the
conditions for a booming private maritime security
industry (Marin, Mudrić, and Mikac 2017, 191–95;
Brown 2012, 5–6). Accordingly, the International
Maritime Organization’s (IMO) official position on the
issue of PMSCs shifted from ‘’strongly discouraging’’
the carrying and use of firearms between 1993 and
2009, to currently ‘’tacitly acknowledging that the
deployment of armed security personnel on board
ships has become an accepted industry and flag
state practice in certain circumstances’’ (IMO 2019). 
Within this process, the so-called “best management
practices” (BMPs) of the maritime industry have been
extremely influential. The BMPs are a set of
pragmatic guidelines directed towards shipowners
with the purpose of providing advice to both protect
ships and deter pirates when transiting through
dangerous waters (Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018). The
BMPs were introduced in February 2009, when
pirate attacks off the coast of Somalia were rapidly

6

increasing and the international naval missions had
just been deployed. 

Since then, the BMPs have been revised four times,
with the fifth and latest version – the BMP5 –
published in June 2018. It is important to emphasize
that the BMPs are a product of the private maritime
industry, they are devised and supported by a set of
non-state actors including shipping associations and
PMSCs themselves (Cusumano and Ruzza, 2020).
Due to the massive support from the maritime
industry, these industry self-regulatory guidelines
have been endorsed by the IMO as well as by several
flag states. Denmark has even incorporated these
guidelines in their national legislation surrounding
the use of PMSCs (Frier, 2018). This illustrates how
non-state actors like shipping companies and PMSCs
are not merely passive actors within an international
system defined by states, but that they actively
shape the rules guiding that very system. In doing so,
demands from non-state actors like shipping
companies resulted in the adaptation of
internationally established norms regarding the use
of force (at sea) facilitating the rise of PMSCs. 

Use: State Choice & Agency 
 
Constructivism allows the analysis of why certain flag
states opt for the use of PMSCs while others
emphasize the state monopoly of force, illustrating
the importance of state choice and agency (van
Meegdenburg 2019; Cusumano and Ruzza 2018). In
contrast, neorealist theories generally look beyond
domestic factors and treat the international ‘system’
as but the sum total of states with differing
capacities. This means that the main actors –utility-
maximizing states– exist prior to their interactions
(Go, 2008: 204). According to this approach, flag
states that outsource their vessel protection to
PMSCs as extensions of state power should have
similar motivations and policy arrangements related
to their pursuit of national power. In reality, this is
not the case. Decisions of flag states to facilitate the
operations of PMSCs are shaped by shared values,
understandings, and dispositions (van Meegdenburg,
2019: 25–27).
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Indeed, country-specific differences result from
diverging domestic norms, values, and ideas, which
in turn produce variations in the compliance and
interpretations of the aforementioned international
norms (Kruck, 2014: 119).

The sharp increase in piracy off the coast of Somalia
raised strong concerns for several flag states. In the
wake of the demands voiced by the shipping
industry, several flag states authorized the
deployment of armed guards onboard merchant
ships. Yet, national arrangements concerning the
deployment of such guards differed significantly with
flag states like the United Kingdom (UK), Greece, and
Germany allowing the use of PMSCs while others like
the Netherlands, Italy, and Belgium adopted
different approaches ranging from the exclusive
boarding of military personnel to hybrid alternatives
(Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018: 80–82). 

The UK adopted a commercial approach to the
piracy threat by identifying the operation of PMSCs
as the appropriate solution over a military
alternative. This can be explained by the liberal
beliefs underpinning British political culture and the
general openness of British decision-makers towards
the use of commercial actors in the security industry
(Department for Transport, 2011; Cusumano and
Ruzza, 2018: 87–89). Moreover, the Royal Navy’s
dominant military culture considered vessel security
assignments as menial and unwelcome, distracting
scarce and elite military personnel away from the
more important “core missions” of the Admiralty.
This differed significantly from the Italian Navy’s
position, which was rather supportive of performing
vessel protection duties, as a result of the
peacekeeping narrative traditionally used by the
Italian Armed Forces (Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018).

In contrast, the Netherlands claimed it was confident
that the military operations in the area, to which the
Netherlands significantly contributed, would suffice
in containing the piracy threat. However, in light of
the growing number of attacks, the Royal Dutch
Navigation Society (KVNR) forcefully demanded 

onboard armed protection. Thus, when the IMO
openly acknowledged the use of armed guards
aboard merchant ships in 2011, the Netherlands
opted for the deployment of exclusively military
VPDs (KNVR, 2021; Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018: 89–
92).

A similar arrangement was made by Denmark, where
Danish ‘soft’ neoliberalism in combination with its
‘hard’ commitments to International Humanitarian
Law and the monopoly of force resulted in a strong
ideological position on defense contracting as
incompatible with Danish norms and values (van
Meegdenburg, 2019: 25–27; Frier, 2018: 221–25). In
the end, however, facing heavy pressure on defense
resources, both flag states were eventually forced to
facilitate PMSCs as alternative solutions. 

In Italy, traditional hostility towards the privatization
of armed services due to the country’s turbulent
history marked by challenges to the monopoly of
force, shaped the national discourse regarding the
use of PMSCs leading to a preference for military
providers (Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018: 92–94).
However, it was eventually a diplomatic controversy
with India in which Italian VPDs had accidentally
killed two Indian fishermen, that led to Italy’s shift to
the use of PMSCs in contrast to motivations related
to cost-effectiveness (Bevilacqua, 2018: 247–50;
Cusumano and Ruzza, 2018: 92–94). These
examples illustrate the variety of motivations and
arrangements made concerning the operation of
PMSCs in several European flag states, which in turn
result from the diverging domestic norms and ideas
highlighting considerable state choice and agency
instead of downplaying these in favor of macro-level
explanations. 

C O N C L U S I O N

Much more can be said about the recent and
controversial emergence of PMSCs in maritime
security, including the company profiles, working
methods, and (lacking) legal frameworks surrounding
these armed non-state maritime actors. This would
be outside the scope of this article, however, as it 
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INTRODUCTION

In democracies, the public is generally expected to
wield significant influence on all levels of statecraft
and elected leaders are expected to be held
accountable for their actions. Under the influence of
systemic theories such as Realism, the discipline of
International Relations has, for most of its history,
paid little attention to societal factors when it comes
to explaining international politics. The phrase
‘politics stops at the water’s edge’ has been used to
describe the marginal impact of domestic society on
foreign policy decision-making and the withdrawal of
political competition in favour of the national
interest. 

Such claims are too reductionist to capture the
complexity of the social world. Recognising the need
for more multi-causal explanations, the field of
Foreign Policy Analysis has attempted to introduce
sub-state and individual-level factors as variables.
Research on public opinion’s impact on foreign
policy has progressively increased over the past
several decades and it has yielded findings that
suggest a significant correlation between the two.
While public opinion may not be the sole driving
factor in foreign affairs, it is a consistently influential
variable affecting foreign policy. Moreover, its
influence is especially visible in times of crisis and
conflict, particularly (although not exclusively) in
democracies. This paper aims to address some of
the absolutist claims made regarding the nature of
public opinion, before attempting to establish its
links to foreign policy decision-making in various
historical and contemporary settings.

ABSTRACT 
 

Under the influence of traditional theory, the
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individual-level variables. Research on public
opinion’s impact on foreign policy has
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decades, with findings suggesting that there is a
significant correlation between the two. This paper
aims to address some of the absolutist claims
made regarding the nature of public opinion,
before attempting to establish its links to foreign
policy decision-making in various historical and
contemporary settings. While this influence is
evidently significant, it should be ultimately viewed
as one of many variables in our attempt to analyse
policy and politics.

Keywords: foreign policy, public opinion, pluralist
model, elite model, democracies, war, Foreign Policy
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PLURALIST AND ELITE MODELS

The lack of consensus on the issue is marked by the
debate between two opposing perspectives. The
pluralist model argues that power is spread across
society, that no single group is dominant and that
the public can impose significant restraints upon its
leaders, while the elite model suggests that power is
concentrated in the hands of a few elite groups
which manipulate and control public opinion and
mobilise public support for their policies (Robinson,
2016:187). The latter approach has been embraced
by Realism, the traditionally dominant IR theory,
which claims that sub-state actors are ultimately
irrelevant in international politics and subservient to
the state, the only important international actor
(Foyle, 1997:142; Robinson, 2016:198-199). Critical IR
theories, aiming to highlight the inequalities of global
politics, agree that the public is dominated and
manipulated by elites (Robinson, 2016:201). 
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On the other hand, Liberalism, which holds a less
pessimistic view of the world, places domestic
society in a more influential role, acting as a
restraining factor against the more war-prone
policies of elected leaders. This view is a key
component of the democratic peace theory, which
posits that democracies are unlikely to wage war
against one another (Holsti, 1992: 440; Foyle, 1997:
142; Robinson, 2016: 199-201). Realism’s
traditional arguments have not remained static
under the pressure from its critics, and some of its
absolutist claims have been challenged, even from
within. A newer strand of realist thought, labelled
Neoclassical Realism, has sought to include
domestic and individual-level factors in its analysis
of state behaviour, which marks a stark departure
from the past (Brown, 2019: 42; Schmidt, 2004:
429-430).

The elite model features a particular oxymoron.
Arguing that elites aspire to control and manipulate
the public in order to mobilise support for their
policies presupposes that public opinion has an
inherent significance and that control is important
for policy success while leaving it unchecked might
prove problematic. If public opinion were entirely
irrelevant in foreign affairs, it would make no sense
to dedicate effort and resources to manipulating it
and the elite should be largely free to ignore it. Yet,
there is extensive research on the resources
employed to raise support from the public. The US
government has spent billions of dollars on
organised persuasive communication in recent
years. Prior to the invasion of Iraq, the Bush
administration presented controversial intelligence
in order to convince its allies, the United Nations
Security Council and public opinion that Saddam
Hussein was in possession of Weapons of Mass
Destruction (Robinson, 2016:203). In a similar vein,
aid from exile communities, namely Iraqis and
Cubans, was enlisted in order to market the
invasion of Iraq and the embargo policies against
Cuba, respectively (Vanderbush, 2009). It is worth
noting that Cuban Americans are not only an
influential interest group, but also an important
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voting bloc in the key state of Florida that both
Democrats and Republicans have to court in
elections – and US-Cuba relations are an important
issue to them.

The pluralist model was challenged by critics (the
“Almond-Lippmann consensus”) arguing that public
opinion is too ill-informed, disinterested and
inconsistent to be an influential source of foreign
policy (Alden and Aran, 2012: 72; Holsti, 1992: 439;
Robinson, 2016: 188). Influential studies, particularly
in the US after the Vietnam War (the work of political
science Professors Robert Shapiro and Benjamin
Page is widely referenced), came to the opposite
conclusion that public opinion on foreign policy is as
stable as on domestic issues, coherent and event-
driven – with reasonable patterns of decreasing
public support when war casualties occur
(Eichenberg, 2016; Foyle, 1997: 142; Alden and Aran,
2012: 72; Holsti, 1992: 446-448). Moreover,
researchers have shed further light on how the
public approaches and engages with foreign policy
issues. While foreign affairs are generally complex
and require much information and knowledge,
people often employ their personal values and
ideologies as filters that allow them to form coherent
and stable opinions (Rathbun et al., 2016;
Eichenberg, 2016: 11-12; Holsti, 1992: 450). Access
to basic information and news has also become
easier over the last few decades. Matthew Baum
(2002), in his study of soft news, argued that the
selective and highly sensationalist framing of political
matters by American soft news media has
significantly exposed the inattentive public to
prominent foreign policy issues as a by-product of
entertainment seeking.

The aforementioned misconceptions and
contradictions have obscured the phenomenon of
public opinion and have reduced the ongoing
debate to mostly absolute and reductionist terms.
Having rejected the view that public opinion is a
“non-entity” in foreign affairs, this paper attempts to
examine whether it wields substantial influence.
After exploring a large number of historical and
contemporary cases, the available literature indeed
suggests that the public has, on numerous
occasions, impacted leaders’ decision-making.
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The United States’ status as an interventionist
superpower is reflected on the rich literature that can
be found regarding the public’s views and impact on
foreign policy. Certain patterns that emerge concern
interactions between war support and casualties, as
well as polarisation between interventionism and
isolationism. Systematic studies of public opinion that
were carried out during the Cold War found that in the
majority of cases, foreign policy outcomes
corresponded to public preferences (Holsti, 1992:
452-453). The Vietnam War has been regarded as a
watershed in this regard. Labelled America’s first
televised war, it was deemed by many to have been
lost due to the exposure of atrocities, which
significantly boosted the anti-war sentiment
(Robinson, 2016:189-191). As the casualties mounted,
public support for the war dropped, inflicting
significant political damage to President Lyndon
Johnson. Opposition to the war in the US Senate was
partly attributed to public opinion (Burstein and
Freudenburg, 1978). More recently, during the first
Gulf War, Saddam Hussein hinged his entire strategy
on the expectation that the US would be forced to
withdraw under public pressure if he managed to
inflict “10,000 casualties” (Pape, 1996: 252; Hallion,
1992: 142). In Kosovo, the Clinton administration was
limited by the perception that public support could be
lost if casualties were to occur and opted to wage an
air war against Serbia, consistently discounting the
possibility of a ground invasion (Robinson, 2016:189;
Lake, 2009:91-92). Following the 2003 Iraq invasion,
former Bush administration officials publicly spoke
about how the White House marketed the war in
order to mobilise public support (Vanderbush,
2009:290).

The intersection between economic and foreign policy
is another angle that can offer insight into the effects
of public opinion. Shifts in the American economy
during the 1960s led to a regional struggle over
national priorities.The “manufacturing belt” in the
Northeast (now called the “rust belt”) suffered from
economic stagnation, migration of jobs to the “sun  
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US FOREIGN POLICY CASES
belt”, low growth rates, the decline in competitiveness
and in industrial goods’ sales (Trubowitz, 1992). By
attributing those shifts to the expansion of American
firms overseas, the rise of other markets, such as
Europe and Japan, and the increased mobility of
capital, protectionist and isolationist policies became
more attractive for the electorates of the
manufacturing belt. Trubowitz’s analysis is particularly
relevant after Donald Trump’s victory in 2016. Trump
unexpectedly defeated Hillary Clinton in the
traditionally Democrat rust belt states of Michigan,
Wisconsin and Pennsylvania. His success in those
states has been partly attributed to his anti-globalist
rhetoric of economic nationalism and his vocal
opposition to international trade agreements (while
the Clintons were seen as traditional proponents of
free trade), such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership and
NAFTA (Skonieczny, 2018; LSE US Centre, 2016).

BRITISH AND EUROPEAN

FOREIGN POLICY CASES

Relevant research has not been as extensive outside
the US and the West in general. British foreign policy
has also been widely studied, mainly due to its
imperial legacy and the joint military operations with
the US – with similar patterns emerging. Paul Dixon
(2000) argued that British public opinion, especially
military families, placed significant restraints on the
country’s international interventions and pacifying
missions. The experience of Palestine-Israel, as well as
the American experience in Vietnam, acted as
precedents, which British policymakers took into
serious consideration, going into great lengths to
manipulate public opinion in future conflicts (Dixon,
2000: 99-100). In Palestine, the British forces were
forced to withdraw under public pressure, following
deadly attacks carried out by Jewish groups against
British soldiers (Dixon, 2000: 99). During the Falklands
campaign, the British government censored television
coverage for fear of the effects on military personnel,
their families and public opinion (Dixon, 2000: 107-
108). In Northern Ireland, the intervention against IRA
militants (who hoped that enough British casualties
would trigger the same outcome as in Palestine) was 
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The impact of public opinion may not be as direct in
this case, but it can still be significant. Decision-
makers who do not take public opinion into
consideration risk being removed from power and
replaced with others who can reverse their
unpopular policies. Furthermore, democratic leaders
may not often have the capacity to ignore public
opinion based on their beliefs, as they may face
institutional constraints, such as approval by
legislative bodies (declarations of war, military
funding etc.), which are generally more receptive to
constituents’ opinions than the executive branch
(Tomz and Weeks, 2013: 850).

The 2003 war in Iraq is an indicative case exhibiting
the consequences of ignoring public opinion. As the
war became increasingly unpopular during George
Bush’s second term, Barack Obama benefited greatly
from the general distaste for it and from the
unpopularity of the President and his party – and
went on to preside over a supermajority in 2008
(Jacobson, 2010). Donald Trump became the second
consecutive President (claiming) to have opposed
the Iraq War, arguing that it was ultimately a waste of
resources (Edwards, 2018: 189). Incidentally, both
Obama and Trump faced and defeated Hillary
Clinton, who had voted in favour of the war. In the
UK, Tony Blair, one of the most popular post-war
Prime Ministers during his first term, had become
one of the most unpopular ones by the end of his
third term (Denver and Garnett, 2012:59-60). While
not the sole cause, the unpopularity of the war in
Iraq is widely viewed as the main reason for his
tarnished political legacy and as a significant factor
for the breakup of the New Labour coalition (BBC,
2016; Heffernan, 2011). The Labour Party has not
won a general election since 2005. 
A recent example of democratic accountability that
does not relate to a war or a major crisis can be seen
in the 2019 elections in Greece. After settling the
Macedonia naming dispute with Greece’s northern
neighbour (now renamed North Macedonia) in early
2019, the leftist SYRIZA government was defeated in
two consecutive elections for the Greek and
European Parliaments. The agreement between the
two countries was 
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only sustained because of the considerable support
from the local population, which identified with Britain,
despite the formidable public pressure for withdrawal
(Dixon, 2000: 99-100). The fear of soldier casualties
was also prevalent during the military intervention in
former Yugoslavia, as the British government was
initially reluctant in its involvement (Dixon, 2000: 100).
More recently, following the experience of the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, the British Parliament voted
against military action in Syria, with Prime Minister
Cameron acknowledging that the vote reflected the
views of the people (YouGov, 2013). Other NATO
members exhibited similar concerns in recent cases of
international intervention. Fears of casualties and
long-term ground forces' commitment led NATO to
wage solely air campaigns in Kosovo and Libya (Dixon,
2000: 121; Anrig, 2014: 15; Etzioni, 2012: 46-47). The
influence of military families in particular can be seen
in multiple settings, especially in countries with
mandatory conscription – in Europe and elsewhere
(Dixon, 2000: 118). 

LEADERS AND DEMOCRATIC

ACCOUNTABILITY

By referencing those cases, the purpose, as has been
stated above, is not to establish public opinion as the
undisputed driving factor in foreign policy decision-
making, but rather as a significant variable among
others. While public opinion has been evidently
influential in many settings, not all leaders react to it in
the same manner. Douglas Foyle (1997) argued that
the ways in which decision-makers perceive and react
to public opinion depend on their personal views on
whether it is desirable to accept input from the public
and whether it is necessary in order for policies to be
successful. Therefore, leaders’ beliefs on public
opinion can be another significant variable affecting
foreign policy outcomes. Foyle’s argument is logical
and well-argued. Indeed, there have been many cases
where leaders chose to ignore public opinion in their
foreign policy decision-making. However, the concept
of democratic accountability places restraints on
elected leaders who ignore or dissatisfy their
constituents.
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unpopular among the Greek public and is widely
considered one of the factors that led SYRIZA to
electoral defeat (Reuters, 2019; The Guardian, 2019;
Lorencka and Leonidi, 2019: 18; Chryssogelos and
Stavrevska, 2019: 439). The negative reaction was
triggered by the perception that the government’s
concessions offended Greek national heritage, which
was seen as being appropriated by the neighbouring
nation.

C O N C L U S I O N

the paper’s argument and establishes safe
correlations regarding public opinion’s impact.
Research findings on authoritarian regimes further
strengthen this argument, highlighting that the
public is not a potent entity only within democratic
regimes, but a vital political element pervading the
fabric of all societies. While the influence of public
opinion on foreign policy decision-making is
significant, it is only one of many variables that
foreign policy analysts have to consider in their
attempt to explain international politics and provide
meaningful contributions to a more robust
discipline.

AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES

As noted above, the topic has received less attention
outside Europe and the US. While this paper’s
conclusions may not be as surprising with regard to
democratic countries, establishing links between
public opinion and foreign policy in authoritarian
states would strengthen and solidify the overall
argument even further. Despite the lack of
democratic institutions, recent studies have
suggested that there are no public opinion vacuums
in authoritarian countries, whereas interdependence
and accountability exist between the elite and a core
part of the population that is needed for the
legitimacy and survival of a regime (Alden and Aran,
2012: 15-16). In that context, authoritarian leaders
often make use of foreign policy narratives with
strong nationalist undertones in order to mobilise
public support, provoke sentiments of patriotism
and unity, curb dissent, depict national security
threats and generate polarising “rally around the
flag” effects (Alden and Aran, 2012: 16-17). Studies
on China have observed increased patterns of
regime sensitivity towards public opinion, as well as
rising nationalist fervour, exhibited by inciting
aggression in the East China Sea with the support of
the public (Alden and Aran, 2012: 16-17; Bell and
Quek, 2018: 232). Similar practices have been
observed in other regions, promoting greater
narratives (pan-Arabism, pan-Africanism etc.) of
common culture and heritage (Alden and Aran,
2012:17). 

References to historical cases may have been long,
but empirical evidence provides reliable strength to
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These hopeful words, contained in the preamble of
the agreement reached in 2016 between the FARC-
EP (The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—
People's Army) and the National Government of
Colombia, which consisted of the bilateral cessation
of hostilities, disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration into civilian life of members of the
insurgent group, seemed to signify the de facto
beginning of the end of an era characterized by the
violence of every kind, instability, murders and
terrorist attacks. Notwithstanding, they were only a
first step towards the ultimate goal of having a
sustainable status of peace in the country. In fact,
non-state armed groups such as the National
Liberation Army (ELN) guerrillas and groups formed
from the roots of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) after the 2016 peace agreement,
continue in recent times to commit several violent
attacks in the country. They “impose their own rules
and enforce their compliance by threatening
civilians” (Human Rights Watch, 2020), especially on
the border 

ABSTRACT 
 

The present research aims at analyzing the
‘Conflicto armado interno de Colombia’, focusing
on the perpetrators’ modus operandi and its
repercussions for the victims through the lenses
of Peace Research theory. The author specifically
chose Johan Galtung’s triangle of violence, a
conceptualization of the three dimensions of
conflict, namely direct, structural and cultural
violence. The paper’s ultimate goal is to
understand how violence affected Colombia’s
stability and its path toward peace from the
assassination of the presidential candidate Jorge
Gaitán (Labor Minister from 1943 to 1944), that
occurred in 1948 during the electoral campaign,
to today. The analysis aims to demonstrate that a
majority of violent acts fall into the category
described by Galtung as ‘direct violence’, where a
clear linkage between the perpetrators and the
victims is clear. Addressing the second dimension,
it is possible to pinpoint children as the main
victim of ‘structural violence’. Notwithstanding
women and minorities being injured parties as
well, the analysis demonstrates how ‘cultural
violence’ affects this category in a different way,
especially referring to the patriarchal structure of
family dynamics in the country. The conclusion
highlights that this paper focuses mainly on three
precise aspects that affected (and affect) the
Républica de Colombia, namely armed
confrontations, child recruitment, and gender-
based violence, leaving the doors open for further
research, especially concerning displacement and
other manifestations of structural and cultural
violence.

Keywords: direct violence, structural violence,
cultural violence, Colombia, guerrillas, paramilitary,
drug lords, gangs, child soldiers, gender-based
violence.

“After a conflict lasting more than half a century, we,
the National Government and the FARC-EP, have
agreed to put a definitive end to the internal armed
conflict. The conclusion of hostilities will first and
foremost represent the end of the enormous suffering
that the conflict has caused. Millions of Colombians,
men and women alike, have been victims of forced
displacement […], tens of thousands of people of all
kinds have disappeared, and vast numbers of
communities have been affected in one way or
another throughout the length and breadth of the
country […]. There must be no more victims in
Colombia” (“Final agreement to end the armed
conflict and build a stable and lasting peace”, 2016)."



3SJ 18

between Colombia and Venezuela, with
“punishments ranging from fines to forced labor to
killings” (Human Rights Watch, 2020). These violent
episodes occur mainly in the most remote parts of
the country, where “law enforcement and judicial
processes rarely reach” (Human Rights Watch, 2021),
spotlighting the struggle of the state institutions to
put a caesura to this endless and violent trend,
especially with regards to women, children and
minorities, the most affected strata of the society.

This paper analyzes the Colombian case study
outlined above through the lens of Johan Galtung’s
triangle of violence (Galtung, 1969), conceptualizing
the three dimensions of conflict - namely direct,
structural and cultural violence, in order to
investigate the perpetrators’ modus operandi and its
repercussions for the victims in the Colombian
society. For this reason, this paper proposes to
deepen the analysis of the three precise
manifestations of the cycles of violence that have
been occurring since the eruption of ‘La Violencia’ in
1948: the physical violence perpetrated by several
criminal groups and by the paramilitary; child
recruitment; and gender-based violence. These
manifestations correspond to Galtung’s concepts of
direct, structural and cultural violence, especially
taking into account that these patterns are still
present in today’s Colombia and continue to
exacerbate the country’s instability, reducing the
expectations of implementing a long-term
sustainable peace commitment adhered to by all
parties to the conflict, as detailed in the 2016 peace
agreement.

Given the circumstances, this approach is the most
suitable tool to understand the real nature of the
ongoing violent episodes in Colombia. In the light of
the chosen theoretical framework, this research
intends to investigate the three aforementioned
‘nuances’ that violence can assume while being
inflicted, trying to answer the following core
questions: “How can the violent behavioural patterns
and the social complexity of the Colombian conflict
be described and why are they enduring?
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How is Colombian violence’s vicious cycle affecting
the different strata of the society, its stability and its
path toward peace?”. The author decided to choose
specifically this theoretical framework because it is
able to address the multidimensionality and the
complexity of the conflict through its triangular
conceptualization, without using a unidimensional
narrative that would run the risk of oversimplifying
the reality and reducing all violent behavioral
patterns to only one explanatory matrix, the illicit-
drug trade and its implications for Colombia’s
society. After a brief theoretical overview of Galtung’s
triangle of violence, this paper focuses firstly on
direct violence and provides some practical insights
into the concept as applied to Colombia’s realities on
the ground, then moves to structural violence with
reference to the case of the child soldiers, and
concludes with an analysis of the cultural violence
being committed in particular towards women and
minorities, one of the most common and vulnerable
targets in the Colombian society, to draw accurate
conclusions about the multidimensionality of the
Colombian conflict.

T H E  T H E O R E T I C A L
F R A M E W O R K :  G A L T U N G ’ S
T R I A N G L E  O F  V I O L E N C E

Before considering the three theoretical dimensions
mentioned above, which are useful to understand
the modalities through which the perpetrators inflict
violence and their consequences on the population
itself, it is necessary to introduce the chosen
theoretical framework, starting with Galtung’s
definition of violence, which constitutes the core
aspect addressed in the following section of the
paper. In his writing ‘Violence, Peace, and Peace
Research’ (Galtung, 1969), Johan Galtung, the main
promoter of the Peace Research approach, rejects
conceptualizing violence as only the intentional harm
done by an actor to another actor. He defines it
instead “as the cause of the difference between the
potential and the actual, between what could have
been and what is” (Galtung, 1969: 168), and explains
that it occurs specifically when “human beings are
being influenced so that their actual somatic and
mental realizations are below their potential
realization” (Galtung, 1969: 168).

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BVGB6t
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Although this definition is generally acknowledged by
scholars, it raises the following question: if violence is
considered as an idea that encompasses every
aspect that undermines the potential of self-
realization of human beings, can poverty, the lack of
basic needs such as education, prostitution, and a
patriarchal familiar environment be considered
forms of violence as well? The answer is, according
to Galtung, only one: affirmative. These can be
considered examples of structural and cultural
violence, whose facets will be introduced below.
Galtung, in his work, counters the general
understanding of violence, mostly depicted in the 

collective imagination as murder, rape, shootings,
torture, and slavery because of the direct linkage
being clear and ‘visible’ between the perpetrator and
the victim. According to his interpretation of
violence, in fact, this act is not only physical, it can
also be psychological. It isn’t only intended, it might
also be unintended. It isn’t only manifest, it may be
also latent. It isn’t only direct, it can also be intrinsic
in the structure of the society. Violence doesn’t only
harm quickly and in the moment, it harms slowly as
well over long periods of time. Thus, violence can be
more subtle than a common-sense understanding of
this notion imagines. 

Building on this definition, Galtung suggests that
violence can be inflicted in three different ways,
called respectively direct, structural and cultural,
which can be represented by the three corners of
the triangle in the light of the causal connection and
their matryoshka structure, being the three
interconnected as follows: cultural is present into
structural and structural into direct. Hence, the three
main categories are fully interdependent, in the
sense that there can be a progression from one to
another, as shown in the picture above.

The top of the triangle depicts the first type, direct
violence, defined as the literal violent ‘event’
(Galtung, 1969: 294), most of the time accomplished
by an identifiable actor that inflicts harm in order to
achieve a determinate objective. In this category may
fall the examples of brutal episodes of the
confrontations between Colombian rebel groups
and the military, an aspect that will be expanded on
in the following section. The lower left-hand corner
of the triangle portrays structural violence,
understood as a process where “violence is built into 
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the structure [ed: of the society], and shows up as
unequal power and consequently as unequal life
chances” (Galtung, 1969: 171). 

Structural violence restrains people from
experiencing an outstanding lifestyle. This most
often occurs in the margins of the countryside,
where malnutrition and displacement are still a daily
occurrence, forcing thousands of children to join the
armed groups linked to illicit drug trafficking activities
in order to have a minimum chance of survival. The
most intense and hardest to mitigate is the last type,
cultural violence, consisting of any method deployed
to legitimize the aforementioned two forms of
violence emanating from a patriarchal conception of
the society that allows men to mistreat women, thus
augmenting the number of abuses and
mistreatments. As Galtung explains, these three
deeply correlated concepts end up creating a self-
perpetuating cycle of violence: “violence creates
violence” (Ignacio José et al., 2017: 155), making it
difficult to put an end it the process, considering its
deep roots embedded in the very structure of the
society. This vicious cycle of violence characterizes
events in Colombia since the end of ‘La Violencia’,
the ten-year civil war during which more than
200,000 Colombians, especially peasant farmers,
were killed (“Colombia in Detail,” 2022), which lasted
from 1948 to 1958, the year linked with the end of
the civil-war and the beginning of the Colombian
Conflict per se

known as ‘La Violencia’ (Kreutz, 2007), which can
itself be considered a prequel to the atrocities that
followed. At the time, Colombia suffered a terrible
internal conflict between partisans of the liberal and
conservative political parties (Kreuz, 2007). Only in
1958, a deal between these opponents could be
struck with the creation of the National Front,
endorsed by both liberals and conservatives, which
merged these political élite forces and contributed
to establishing a system alternating the presidency
and all major government offices between members
of the two factions. 

However, other parties and movements were
excluded from this political bargain and this fact
triggered the episodes of violence that followed in
the succeeding years (Kreutz, 2007). Consequently,
these circumstances caused the rise of numerous
Colombian guerrilla movements in opposition to the
National Front. This asymmetric conflict started in
the mid-1960s with the birth of groups such as the
Movimiento de Obreros, Estudiantes y Campesinos
(MOEC), an organization with the intention to
overthrow the government; the Ejército de Liberación
Nacional (ELN), a revolutionary group based on the
communist ideology classified as a terrorist
organization by the Colombian government; the
Movimiento 19 de Abril (M-19); and the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias Colombianas (FARC), the
most powerful of these insurgent groups. This
complex new conflictual environment with multiple
armed actors caused direct violence to spread
across the country. The FARC and ELN especially
used various forms of violence - in particular mass
killings, sexual violence, executions, kidnappings, and
extortion as sources of leverage and income to gain
more power over larger swaths of Colombian
territory. Their hostages and the victims included
soldiers, police officers, and politicians. Some were
held as captives for years, sometimes chained to
trees and freed only after ransoms were paid or
after successful rescue operations. Others were
killed or died in captivity (BBC, 2021). Most of the
homicides were committed with guns and more than
half occurred in public spaces as a result of personal
vendettas or as paybacks both between the military
and guerrilla groups (Garfield, 2004). 

Hence, the National Front started considering those
guerrillas as the most serious threat to national 

Overall, the main actors inflicting what Galtung
defines as ‘direct violence’ in Colombia, in other
words, who physically harm other humans with
intention, are the state military forces, the members
of the guerrillas, the paramilitaries, and the so-called
‘narcos’, whose violent actions do not differ much
from each other. Before explaining how these actors
play a crucial role in inflicting such violence, it must
be highlighted that armed confrontations in
Colombia have been a daily occurrence since 1930.
However, this paper focuses only on the second half
of the twentieth century, whose political violence
occurred in the decade following the assassination
of the Presidential candidate Gaitan in 1948,  

D I R E C T  V I O L E N C E
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security and involved the Colombian military in a new
fight against the ‘communist threat’, being the
guerrilla movement linked to Marxism. It also
embarked on a new relationship with the US military,
eager to cooperate with it in fighting against the ‘Red
danger’ coming from the south and the peril related
to the illegal drug trade, given that the coca paste was
imported from Bolivia and Peru, produced in
Colombia and shipped to the US since the beginning
of the 1970s. Furthermore, to counter the guerrillas,
the Colombian military started cooperating with the
so-called ‘death squads’ in counter-insurgency
activities in areas considered guerrilla strongholds,
such as the American Anti-Communist Alliance (also
known as the AAA or Triple-A), which started a terror
campaign, for example, by using chain saws to cut off
the arms of young men who refused to join them
(Johansen, 2014). 

These rising political tensions in the country were
exacerbated by the ongoing illicit drug trafficking
operations. The drug trade system naturally planted
its roots mostly in areas where the state was absent,
consequently leaving space for the development of
parastatal organizations that established their
authority through violence (Sánchez, Solimano, and
Formisano, 2005). The state’s inability to maintain
control of some areas of the country was clearly
demonstrated by the success key drug lords had in
creating semi-autonomous fiefdoms during the 1980s
(Watson, 1990), as they began to attack the
Colombian elites to gain even more control over such
territories. By the late 1980s, drug traffickers, such as
Pablo Escobar Gaviria, and Jorge and Juan David
Ochoa Vásquez, who were all related to the Medellin
cartel, as well as ‘Pacho’ Herrera, who was linked to
the Cali cartel, wielded significant political power in
their new fiefdoms. These drug lords constituted
another category of actors inflicting direct violence in
the country, not only by organizing terrorist attacks
but also by raising private armies to fight against
guerrillas. ‘Death to Kidnappers’ (MAS) within the
members of the Medellin Cartel or ‘Persecuted by
Pablo Escobar’, financed by the Cali Cartel with the
purpose of killing Pablo Escobar and his associates,
are prime examples of such private armies that only
worsened the expansion of violence in Colombia. 

The conflict also escalated with the merging of private
armies financed by landowners or drug lords, as the
brothers Castaño, in an umbrella organization called
the ‘United Self-Defenses of Colombia’ (UAS), which
committed atrocious crimes against civilians they
stigmatized as guerrilla supporters (Vargas and
Caruso, 2014).

Given this complex puzzle, where numerous different
actors gained power, the civilian communities could
only go on with their lives by carefully walking on a
tightrope between survival and death. On the one
hand, they were torn between poverty, kidnappings,
and murders. On the other hand, becoming part of
those drug organizations could grant them a stable
livelihood, though the profits of coca, combined with
security prospects provided by joining or supporting
the guerrillas against the increased threat from
paramilitary groups or other rival drug cartels (Kreuz,
2007). Considering this historical background and its
present condition, this Colombian scenario is a good
fit with Galtung’s ‘direct violence’ concept, given the
close and visible links between the subjects and the
objects of the violent actions. The subjects
perpetrating atrocities aim to subjugate their enemies
through threats and violent actions, causing as final
result irreparable physical, psychological and
economical harm to the victims. In the light of
Galtung’s definition of violence, one can surmise that
breaking this ‘thin red line’ between the perpetrators
and victims with peace agreements, negotiations and
bargaining cycles would not be easy, but would be at
least feasible. Ending direct violence is, however, not
as straightforward an endeavor as it may seem,
because of the long history between the parties to
the conflict, the radicalization of its combatants, and
the numerous different groups that strive for power
against each other. 

To solve this puzzle, several attempts to demobilize
guerrilla groups were made by the government, with
partial success: the M-19 (the 19th of April
Movement), a guerrilla organization, was demobilized,
for example, and a peace agreement with the most
brutal group, the FARC, was reached in 2016, with the
ultimate goal of ending altogether the hostilities
between the parties. However, since then violence
has escalated again, especially undermining the most
vulnerable strata of Colombian society, killing women  
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and men who showed leadership in their
communities and African-Colombians, as well as
indigenous land activists, human rights activists, and
peasants asserting their land rights (Uribe, 2020). To
conclude, these forms of direct violence are not only
dangerous because of their inherent atrocity, but
they are also capable of destroying the means of
realization of every civilian living in the societies and
communities they implant themselves in (Galtung,
1969: 169). Moreover, direct violence condemns
Colombian citizens to an unfulfilling existence
between pervasive fear of death, constant
uncertainty about their daily lives, and routine
deprivations of their most basic rights such as
economic, political and food security. This specific
aspect of violence will be analyzed in the following
section.

S T R U C T U R A L  V I O L E N C E

I N F L I C T E D  O N  C H I L D

S O L D I E R S  

According to Galtung, structural violence exhibits, in
comparison with direct violence, a modus operandi
where “there may not be any person who directly
harms another person” and “individuals may be killed
or mutilated […], but whereas in the first case [ed:
direct violence] these consequences can be traced
back to concrete persons as actors, in the second
case [ed: structural violence] this is no longer
meaningful” (Galtung, 1969: 170). Taking this into
account, in order to understand the real nature of
structural violence in Colombia, it is necessary to
acquire a deeper understanding of the illegal drug
commerce dynamics, which irreversibly reshaped the
society and communities it affected. There had
always been a big difference between the dangers
citizens were exposed to in the cities and those in
the rural areas of the country. The lack of
infrastructure between the outskirts and the
periphery contributed to the isolation of the citizens
living in marginalized areas, increasing their exposure
to the narcotraficantes’ net peril, especially because
“for most Colombians the central state was an
abstract concept and power was largely exercised
and determined locally or regionally, not in Bogotà”
(Le Grand, 2003).

The illicit drug trade in Colombia dates back to 1975,
as the coca was initially imported from Peru and
Bolivia to be refined locally. As soon as key
businessmen from the emerald trade, later linked to
the Cali and Medellín cartels, realized its usefulness,
they brought the crop to Colombia as a complement
to their imports and started involving civilians in drug
production (Kreutz, 2007). The local population
accepted growing cocaine because it was one of the
only crops that could provide them with a livelihood:
it grew easily and once collected from guerrillas, its
profits granted many of them not only the
opportunity to build a dignified life but also provided
social mobility opportunities, including access to
education and better healthcare (Kreutz, 2007). As a
matter of fact, the linkages between illicit drug trade
and poverty, and between crime and economic
despair became clear: drugs brought tremendous
prosperity to Colombia, a country with extreme
socio-economic inequalities and poor living
conditions. Consequently, despite their brutal means,
the cocaine magnates gained popular support from
the massive slums around Medellín and Cali because
they were perceived as sharing their wealth with the
poor (Kreutz, 2007). For example, Pablo Escobar
Gaviria built a low-income housing unit called ‘Barrio
Pablo Escobar’ through his social action program,
called Medellin Without Slums, in Medellín.

Taking this social structure into account, the main
target of the drug gangs were (and are) specifically
children. According to the Report of the UN
Secretary-General on children and armed conflict
(UNSC, 2021: 7) issued on 21 June 2021, in 2020
occurred 210 grave violations against 184 children,
116 children were recruited by the FARC and other
groups, or better yet, were forced to ‘volunteer’,
seeing it as a possibility for life-long employment and
income, given that the allure of food, salaries, and
motorcycles was often sufficient motivation to
discount the associated risks (Dickinson, 2021). After
being recruited because of their desperate need for
a better existence given their poor living conditions,
children were delegated the lowest organizational
tasks in the gangs they joined and were frequently
the first to be sent into armed confrontations with
rival gangs or state security forces, given the high
probability of not being held accountable for their
actions (e.g. targeted assaults and executions) by 

E L  C O N F L I C T O  A R M A D O  I N T E R N O  D E  C O L O M B I A :  A N  A N A L Y S I S  O F  C Y C L E S  O F  C O N F L I C T

T H R O U G H  G A L T U N G ’ S  T R I A N G L E  O F  V I O L E N C E  ( C A N O L A )

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pK7r3y


3SJ 23

state security forces (Dickinson, 2021) because of
their age. Needless to say, both child soldiers and
children in armed gangs face violent threats
associated with armed combat against rival groups
(Lawson, Hawrylak, and Houghton, 2008): they run
the risk of being sexually abused and physically
mistreated, and they develop long-lasting
psychological trauma by being constantly exposed to
carnages, blood and violence from a very early age.
Furthermore, the families of child soldiers are not
always aware of the radicalization of their own
children; they realize occasionally that their offspring
have become part of criminal networks only after
their mutilated corpses turn up as casualties of
battles (Dickinson, 2021). 

In this way, as recurrent violence becomes
embedded in Colombia’s social system, it becomes
part and parcel of its daily living reality. Children and
youngsters grow within that system, assimilating day
by day its behavioral patterns. They start to build
their own arguments, valuations, actions, and social
relationships according to the violence they suffer,
the backgrounds they live in, and to develop future
expectations on the basis of the behavioral patterns
they get used to imitating (Dickinson, 2021). Hence,
the desire for revenge triggers a mechanism difficult
to eradicate: these children start to consider as
normatively ‘good’ someone who provides ‘justice’ in
this environment, regardless of the means he may
use, thus legitimating even premeditated murders
(Dickinson, 2021). Therefore, it can be deduced that
child soldiers are the most frequent target of
structural violence in Colombia. As Galtung explains,
the potential level of realization of those children is
possible with a given level of insight and resources,
such as food, water, clothing and shelter, for
example, but also sanitation, education and
healthcare. However, if those resources are
monopolized by a group or class, in this case, the
guerrillas, or used for other purposes, such as to
increase the power of the gang, “the actual level falls
below the potential level and violence is present in
the system” (Galtung, 1969: 169). To sum up, such
children are born in a system embedded in violence,
shaped by violence and disrupted by violence, and
are not equipped to recognize that this environment
is a deviant one that barely allows them to reach the
minimum standards of a life worth living.

C U L T U R A L  V I O L E N C E

A G A I N S T  W O M E N  A N D

M I N O R I T I E S  

The last type of violence according to Galtung’s
typology is the so-called cultural violence, namely a
type of violence manifested culturally. It plays the role
of legitimizing the agent (or better the ruling
class/group) inflicting direct and structural violence
by creating active consent in response to such brutal
acts, portraying them as normal, and consequently
exacerbating inequalities, biases, and cultural values
attached to the social background (Galtung, 1990:
291). 

In Colombia, society has been described as
“pervaded by intolerance, ethnocentrism,
individualism, profit-making and by a patriarchal-
authoritative culture with a deeply ingrained machista
approach to women’s participation in public life and
gender roles” (García, 2009: 18). Therefore, women in
Colombia tend to be subjugated to men’s authority,
especially considering their limited access to
education, the scarce quality of the healthcare
system, and their reduced access to finance and to
justice - instruments that could potentially allow
them an escape route and not legitimize men’s
violent and brutal acts as a consequence of their
perceived superiority. 

Moreover, violence exacerbates the frequent
changes in territorial control by the armed groups
(Tovar-Restrepo and Irazábal, 2014), which inflict the
indigenous populations as well, whose main survival
depends on agriculture. Especially among the
indigenous minorities, such as the Arhuaco and
Pasto communities, men have control over the land
and its economic profits, men are engaged in the
military or political control of their zones and, in case
of necessity, men act as direct combatants, whereas
women are mostly used for domestic work and
sexual exploitation (Tovar-Restrepo and Irazábal,
2014). Moreover, indigenous people are forced to
grow coca or poppy to exchange for products they
need in local markets, considering their subjugated
condition that prevents them from being
independent (Tovar-Restrepo and Irazábal, 2014).
Their activities are mostly underpaid, and 

E L  C O N F L I C T O  A R M A D O  I N T E R N O  D E  C O L O M B I A :  A N  A N A L Y S I S  O F  C Y C L E S  O F  C O N F L I C T

T H R O U G H  G A L T U N G ’ S  T R I A N G L E  O F  V I O L E N C E  ( C A N O L A )

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5psSeq


3SJ 24

unremunerated and the goods they produce are
limited to their families’ consumption (Tovar-Restrepo
and Irazábal, 2014).

Cultural violence against women and girls can be
found not only within the walls of the family home or
within indigenous communities but also inside the
dynamics of the guerrillas, making it systemic and
widespread. In fact, threats, intimidation, and
psychological abuse are only some of the
instruments through which cultural violence is
inflicted. Rape can be also considered a ‘tool’ in
gangs’ hands to intimidate and subjugate young girls,
who may drift into human trafficking circles linked to
guerrillas or into the sex industry environment, in the
hope of escaping from disastrous familiar dynamics,
poverty, or home violence. Women and girls might
also become part of the gangs themselves, playing
auxiliary gang roles as messengers and informants,
given their willingness to regain power or self-esteem
in reaction to abusive or restrictive family situations
(Lawson, Hawrylak, and Houghton, 2008: 50).
Prostitution can be, therefore, a double-edged sword,
being used both to inflict violence and to access
either the sex industry and the drug traffickers’
networks - a system created by new contacts and
male colleagues, which increases the sex the workers’
probability of finding new partners within the gang in
order to gain the status, wealth and the protection
they lack in civilian society (Lawson, Hawrylak, and
Houghton, 2008: 50). These perceived benefits make
youngsters even more prone to accept riskier tasks
or to engage in excessive behaviors within the gang,
such as uncontrolled drug consumption.

Finally, it is necessary to recall the fact that women
are not the only ones being affected by cultural
violence. The Colombian masculine-driven society
with a strong religious tradition is also a massive
obstacle for cultural minorities and for the LGBTQI+
community, who are all targets of both guerrillas and
military violence, along with women of African
descent who tend to be part of the more
underprivileged strata of society - an aspect that
could be investigated in further research. In
conclusion, cultural violence is a condition that
dramatically exacerbates deeply-rooted structural
inequalities, thus playing an important role in 

determining the targets and the type of the
aforementioned violent acts, and the extent to which
they are inflicted on their victims.

C O N C L U S I O N

It is generally acknowledged that the ongoing
Colombian internal conflict is a complicated puzzle to
solve since the main actors engage in open and
direct confrontation, which has repercussions on the
entire society, creating a vicious cycle difficult to
eradicate. Considering Johan Galtung’s triangle of
violence as the chosen theoretical background for
this paper, it is possible to state that the majority of
the violent acts fall into the category that Galtung
calls ‘direct violence’, where a clear linkage between
the perpetrators (the military, the paramilitary, the
guerrillas and the drug lords) and the victims
(members of the counterparts or civilians accused of
being informers, collaborators, or sympathizers for
the other side) is observable. In addition to the
targets of kidnaps and murders, only to cite some
examples, the civilian population can be considered
as a victim per se, taking into consideration that this
violent structure prevents Colombian inhabitants
from enjoying basic rights, such as food security. In
most of the cases, in fact, violence is not a choice, but
the only possible option to survive to extreme
poverty. Given the structure of the society and the
difficult living conditions in the country, children
suffer particularly from embedded ‘structural
violence’: they are often forced to ‘volunteer’ to join
the guerrillas in order to have a minimum salary and
to enjoy the life-long protection promised by such
armed groups, in return constantly putting their very
lives at risk. Most child soldiers, in fact, are unaware
of the ideology of their organizations but choose to
join the guerrillas exclusively for the minimum source
of income such organizations can provide. Women
and minorities can be considered victims as well, but
in a different way, being the main target of cultural
violence, considering the patriarchal structure of
familiar dynamics that justifies most of the times the
brutal acts towards them, often seen as ‘legitimate’
and ‘necessary’. 

These three categories, as shown in the theoretical
section, are not separate manifestations of different 
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forms of aggressive behaviors but are
interdependent and intrinsic in the structure of the
society, each leading, therefore, to the exacerbation
of the above-noted vicious cycle in Colombia.

The research showed how Galtung’s triangle can
successfully embed all the different manifestations of
the violent acts in the country, taking into account its
multidimensionality, an aspect often overlooked in
most of the descriptions of the conflict, which reduce
the genesis of the armed confrontation to one simple
matrix, the illicit drug trade and direct violence per
se, thus failing to notice structural and cultural forms
of violence. This paper has therefore focused
primarily on all three specific types of violence that
have been affecting the Républica de Colombia,
namely armed confrontations, child recruitment, and
gender-based violence, leaving the doors open for
further research, especially concerning internal
displacement as well as other manifestations of
structural and cultural violence. 

To conclude, if the Colombian conflict is compared to
a chess game, it is necessary for the perpetrators to
keep control over all the pieces in play, namely
children, women, and minorities, by inflicting violent
acts and by suppressing their voices in order to win
the match against the other side, be it the guerrillas,
the Colombian military or the drug lords. The best
approach to end this violent game seems to be
reaching an agreement including all various
parastatal actors and the political establishment in
the process, in contrast to the 2016 peace
agreement, which focused just on one armed group.
However, none of the actors intends to surrender
and each of the parties hopes to checkmate their
direct opponents, with the ultimate goal of winning
the game and enjoying the power, perks and
privileges obtained through direct, structural, and
cultural violence. In conclusion, a formal peace
covenant, such as the one signed in 2016, is just a
small step towards the conflict resolution, because
structural and cultural violence are issues not easy
eradicable through a legal accord between the
conflict parties, the fact that should be taken into
account by the policymakers while designing the
process of conflict resolution.
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KEY DRIVERS FOR STRATEGY ADOPTION BY NON-STATE ACTORS IN

INTRA-STATE CONFLICTS. A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF FARC IN

COLOMBIA AND THE SYRIAN OPPOSITION  
 
 

 C H R I S T O P H E R  M E E C H A N  

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The aim of this paper is to ascertain why some non-
state actors opt for non-violent strategies while
others choose extremely violent strategies in the
pursuit of their overall objectives in intra-state
conflicts. In doing so this paper expands upon
existing literature by looking specifically into select
case studies. It is argued that strategy adoption by
non-state actors is usually a result of a combination
of influencing circumstances and external actors that
pressure a group to pursue a violent or non-violent
path. This process is highly case dependent on
variables such as geography, the incumbent state
type and behaviour, and third-party actors. Thus, a
non-state actor’s process of strategy adoption is
unique due to their specific circumstances; however,
similarities can be drawn between different
instances of strategy adoption. 

In order to assess why non-state actors implement
particular strategies, it is necessary to discuss key
concepts within the existing literature as well as
understand in what way violent and non-violent
strategies can be empirically observed. In addition, a
discussion of current theoretical arguments will
frame a comparative case study analysis of the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and
the Syrian Opposition. This paper will analyse the key
drivers of strategy adoption for these groups,
drawing on theoretical arguments and additional
reference to other movements.

ABSTRACT 
 

Non-state actors have been seen to adopt
various forms of both violent and non-violent
strategies in order to pursue their goals.
Violent and non-violent strategies offer
various tactics to compete and cooperate
with the state to solve grievances. However,
often the reasons for specific strategy
adoption depend on state actions. If the state
is to block access to the institutional
apparatus, non-state actors are forced to
adopt extra-institutional means. To analyse
the decision-making process of non-state
actors, this paper draws from a comparative
case study approach as this allows the use of
empirical evidence to identify key events. The
cases selected for this investigation are the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC) and the Syrian opposition. These
movements have existed since 1964 and
2011 respectively, in this time these non-state
actors have adapted their violent and non-
violent strategies depending on various
factors such as the actions of the incumbent
state, potential for mobilisation and collective
action, and the role of third-party actors in
granting legitimacy and material support for
non-state actors. The study concludes that for
non-state actors to engage in sustained
violent strategies three key variables must be
positive; oppressive responses from the
government, a degree of legitimacy afforded
to a group either by international or domestic
sources and a reliable supply of material
resources. 

Keywords: Non-State Actors, Strategy Adoption,
FARC, Syrian Opposition, Non-Violent Strategies,
Collective Action, Mobilisation, Third-Party Actors 

T H E O R E T I C A L  D I S C U S S I O N

Key concepts

Conflict between states and non-state actors can
generally be observed in four main categories. These
categories are usually in response to state actions
that are deemed negative by a resisting group, these
categories as outlined by Véronique Dudouet (2013;
pp. 402). In the first category, groups may utilise 
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non-conflictual responses. This occurs when a group
faces contentious actions by another group or the
state and chooses not to respond. The second
category, ‘conflict resolution’, whereby the state and
non-state actors can resolve their grievances
peacefully and without contention. However, where
conflict cannot be resolved, a group can seek changes
through the institutional procedures of the state. This
third category, ‘institutional procedures’ can take the
form of lobbying, existing legislation that
accommodates political action to solve grievances,
and litigation, which uses the justice system to resolve
conflict (Bouwen and McCown, 2007). While this could
be said to be the most desirable way to resolve
conflict, this approach is subject to ethnic biases and
barriers to certain ethnic groups’ participation in
political systems (Thurber, 2018). Conversely, if these
characteristics are absent, such as in authoritarian
regimes or states with high levels of corruption,
groups will have limited access to political systems in
order to effect change. In addition, if groups are
subjected to intrusion by the state into their affairs,
repression of group norms, or violent behaviour of
the state, groups may resort to the fourth category,
‘collective action’, which could take the form of violent
or non-violent strategies (Thomas and Louis, 2013).

Violent collective action can be defined, in contrast to
non-violent collective action, as a distinct political
group committing organised attacks against a state or
other political groups with deliberate use of weaponry
(Dudouet, 2013: 403). Groups that adopt a violent
approach use strategies such as sabotage, guerrilla
movements, civil war, and terrorist attacks, and are
not limited to any one of these strategies. In fact, it is
common to see groups utilise multiple strategies
depending on their situation. Non-violent collective
action is typically adopted by an organised popular
resistance to government or de facto government
authority, either deliberately or by necessity. Non-
violent strategies refer to those that deliberately and
effectively reject the use of weaponry (Shuman et al.,
2020). 
 
Empirical observations

Violent collective action can be empirically observed in 

coordinated acts of violence that specifically target a
political entity, which in most cases is the state.
These include terror attacks for which a particular
identifiable group takes responsibility (Oberschall,
2004), guerrilla movements that noticeably impact
the economic output of the incumbent state, and
disruption to state infrastructure via sabotage
(McCormick and Giordano, 2007). These acts are the
stamp of a movement that possesses either
insufficient popular support or access to material
resources, otherwise, the violent collective action
could manifest itself in the form of civil war. Civil war
can be empirically observed through the creation of
a new institutional apparatus by the rebels and the
absence or replacement of state authorities and
institutions, such as the police and military (Arjona,
2008).

Non-violent actions, as previously mentioned, can
take the form of any action that seeks political
change without the endorsed and practical use of
violence. Therefore, there are a myriad of potential
indicators that could be observed displaying this in
action. However, most common indicators can be
identified as boycotts, strikes, protests, marches, and
petitions (Welzel, 2006). Some of these indicators
could mostly be observed in Gandhi’s Indian
independence movement against British rule in the
20th century. The use of such non-violent strategies
allowed the Satyagrahi, or civil resister movement, to
pressure the far more conventionally powerful
British state into political concession (Gandhi, 1930,
as cited in Dittmer and Sharp, 2014: 52). This
movement employed marches, non-cooperation,
boycotting imported British goods, and hunger
strikes. Ultimately, the British state made
concessions as this non-cooperation movement
became increasingly costly to manage (Scalmer,
2017).  

Theoretical debate: reasons for the adopting violent
strategies

A potential rationale for groups adopting violent
strategies in particular is that violent strategies 
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increase the likelihood of objectives being achieved
(Kydd and Walter, 2006). Kydd and Walter’s (2006)
argument focuses on insurgent movements, which
found greater success when employing violent
strategies, as demonstrated by Arab insurgencies
against British rule prior to decolonisation. In this
case, insurgents were able to achieve their goals of
ending British rule by utilising a strategy of attrition
designed to convince the British leadership that the
increasing costs of retaining colonial control over the
territory would become untenable. Kydd and Walter
(2006: 51) also conveyed the effectiveness of violent
acts in attracting attention to grievances from the
international community as well as rallying support
from the domestic population. The responses of the
state can be a key factor in creating sympathy for the
movement in the domestic population, particularly
when it involves retributive violence. This can result in
indiscriminate repression due to insurgents being
difficult to identify within a population. State
retributive violence often impacts civilians not
affiliated with the insurgency movement, and can
inadvertently lead to increased support as more
individuals and communities become disenfranchised
by the state. Furthermore, state retributive violence
can attract attention, sympathy, and support from the
international community. This can lead to
international condemnation of the incumbent state,
along with increasing recruitment potential for the
movement as domestic and foreign populations
become disenfranchised by the incumbent state
(Mironova, 2021). The use of violence also aids in
inter-insurgent conflict, as committing violent attacks
raises their profile and thus increases attractiveness
and recruitment, allowing one non-state actor to
outcompete competitors (Bakke et al., 2012).

Kydd and Walters’ (2006) argument that violence
increases the effectiveness of strategies pursued by
non-state actors is backed up with empirical
examples. However, it is considered problematic by
some scholars, as it could be said to fail to recognise
the potential of non-violent strategies. For example,
Chenoweth and Stephan (2008) challenged the
assumption that the potency of violet strategies is
more effective than non-violent strategies utilising
large-N data and case study analysis, which yielded 

the success rates of non-violent and violent
movements at 53% and 26%, respectively (Stephan
and Chenoweth, 2008: 8). The potential reason
behind this lies in legitimacy. For example, it could be
argued that in the post-9/11 world, some armed
groups were marginalised because western states
were unlikely to endorse or support such
movements. This unwillingness of the West to
endorse violent movements is exemplified by a
falling rate of civil wars that result in negotiated
settlements as a lack of support for armed groups to
continue fighting (Howard and Stark, 2018). In
addition, domestic populations may be averse to an
armed group and unlikely to commit support
(Schutte, 2014). Therefore, non-violent approaches
allow for legitimacy in domestic and international
communities, as a rejection of violent tactics allows a
movement to be more widely accepted. Additionally,
Chenoweth and Stephan (2008) argue that,
domestically, this can encourage broader
participation in the movement, as barriers to
entering and leaving the movement are much lower
than committing to participation in organised
violence. This results in ordinary people engaging
with the movement, thus generating wider popular
support, and in so doing, alienating the incumbent
regime. If a regime chooses to respond to non-
violent movements with violence, it may find that
support for the movement grows both
internationally and domestically with the provision of
funds and other support from third-party actors,
whilst pressure mounts by way of penalties for the
incumbent regime (Pierskalla, 2010). However,
sanctions by the international community may yield
negative results for the movement as well as the
regime. Additionally, the character of the regime and
its choices can also impact the success of a non-
violent movement. Consider the authoritarian
responses the Chinese government adopted during
the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989, where non-
violent strategies were thwarted through the use of
violence (Benewick, 1995). The state's use of violence
generated a risk to life for protesters, increasing the
barriers to participation and the unwillingness of
protestors to combat the state. Nonetheless, both 
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arguments discussed above provide some level of
insight into why groups may take a certain strategic
course. 

While Chenoweth and Stephan (2008) make a
compelling case for the effectiveness of non-violent
movements, there are limitations to this argument.
These become apparent when discussing secessionist
movements, which were found to have little success
when utilising non-violent actions. There are three
main avenues open for secessionist movements to
pursue their goals: institutional participation, extra-
institutional non-violence, and extra-institutional
violence. Secessionist movements are highly case
dependent and may display a mixed use of these
options (Griffiths and Wesser, 2019). Non-violent and
violent extra-institutional methods mirror those of
non-violent and violent collective action. An example
to illustrate this is the secessionist movement in
Kosovo. Initially adopting non-violent strategies, the
movement saw little to no results, which caused
growing frustration and led to fringe groups breaking
away from the main movement, such as the Kosovo
Liberation Army. Hence, the group opted for the
adoption of violent strategies. Initially, these strategies
took the form of small hit and run attacks on Yugoslav
government and military targets. As the group grew in
capacity over time, they began to conduct larger
symbolic attacks on the then Serbian army. These
symbolic attacks aimed to generate support
domestically by dismantling the myth of the Serbian
army’s invincibility (Mulaj, 2008). It was this change of
strategical repertoires that garnered international
attention, ultimately leading to an intervention from
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) (Maliqi,
2012). 

However, Griffiths and Wesser (2019), using a large-N 

 data and case study approach similar to Chenoweth
and Stephen (2008), found no evidence that violent
methods aided secessionist movements in reaching
their goals, which is in contrast to the previously-
discussed literature. However, it is important to note
that Griffiths and Wesser (2019) look specifically at
secessionist movements, whereas Chenoweth and
Stephen (2008) consider all movements. Griffiths
and Wesser (2019) also stressed that the success of
a strategy is context-specific, asserting that no
secessionist movements have found success
challenging a contiguous state without utilising an
institutional approach to some degree. Furthermore,
a determining factor in the success of non-violent
strategies often rests on the movements’ ability to
gain the support of state institutions, such as the
security forces. Moreover, it can be achieved by
existing or current members of security forces
joining or being sympathetic to the movement. This
is significant, as it neutralises the state’s ability to use
force to curb momentum; any coercive action
against the movement may result in growing support
for the movement from within the security forces
(Nepstad, 2013a).

An important area of consideration for this
discussion is why non-state actors’ initial campaigns
seek political change. The basis of any movement
can be argued to be legitimate claims and grievances
– the issues that cause the movement to be
necessary and to progress (White et al., 2015).
However, claims alone are not sufficient. For any
movement to gain traction, there must be a degree
of popular support to encourage mobilisation, which
in turn impacts the availability and nature of
resources.
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As highlighted above in Figure 1 by White et al (2015),
the availability of resources is a determining factor in
the extent of mobilisation. In addition, the nature of
the resources will play a role in the strategy a
movement will take. Resources of mass mobilisation,
such as communication networks, and popular
support will often result in non-violent methods,
however, could also be utilised in violent methods.
This is adopted in order to keep barriers to
participation low, thus not alienating those unable to
commit to high barriers of entry and exit.
Furthermore, resources of a military nature, such as
weapons, will encourage insurgency, but will typically
involve fewer direct participants due to barriers to
participation. This approach is highly dependent on
third-party actors, as military resources are expensive
and difficult to obtain in large quantities. In this
regard, the extent of the military resources available
will impact the level of insurgency, such as whether
insurgency takes the form of civil war, guerrilla
warfare, terrorism, or sabotage.  

Reflection

From this discussion, there are several reasons why
non-state actors may adopt violent or non-violent
strategies. The reasons that appear to be the most
influential include the state’s behaviour and how it
deals with non-state actors. Furthermore, the state’s
capability and willingness to combat non-state actors
is pivotal. It is fair to argue that stronger states, i.e.,
those with robust institutional hierarchies, can choose
to accommodate movements within their political
process to resolve grievances or block institutional
approaches. If blocked, this then forces movements to
adopt non-violent extra-institutional approaches.
These seem to rarely turn violent, as the state is
militarily and institutionally too powerful to be
challenged in open warfare, and the state is less likely
to resort to violence as this would damage
international reputations. Secondly, resource
availability and popular support are major
determinants in behaviour and the adaptation of
certain strategies. In addition, the pursuit of third-
party allies is critical to prove legitimacy or draw
international sympathy and support. Finally
perceptions of the movement are important 
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domestically and internationally. Changing attitudes to
the movement can demand pragmatic reassessments
of current tactics and resource avenues. While the
highlighted factors are important, one must also
consider internal non-state actor changes. Changes to
leadership can result in a change in strategic
repertoire and the introduction of new tactics. This,
however, may also result in the splintering of the
movement, as the absence of the previous leader
allows for dissidents to pursue their own goals.
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C A S E  S E L E C T I O N :  F A R C  I N
C O L O M B I A  A N D  T H E  S Y R I A N
O P P O S I T I O N  

This study will take on a comparative case study
approach to assess the reasons why non-state actors
have adopted the approaches they have, the
underlying factors that have influenced these
decisions, and to what extent they have been
successful. To this end, the first case study that has
been selected is FARC. This example was selected as
the group has a long history dating from 1964 until
the present that provides insight into their behaviour
over time. Beginning as a militant group, FARC
adopted violent strategies as a means of protecting
communities from state violence. However, in recent
years, they have disarmed and joined the Colombian
Congress as a political party. This makes for an
interesting case study, as their tactics have changed
over time, going from violent guerrilla tactics to one
where institutional strategies were utilised. The
second comparative example is the Syrian opposition
movement, which started as peaceful protests during
the Arab Spring in 2011. This movement likewise
changed its strategy, albeit in a different way. The
Syrian opposition movement is engaged in a violent
civil war that continues to this day. It is understood
that the Syrian opposition movement is a vague
designation, as the rebels comprise many different
factions and stakeholders. The breakaway of dissident
groups demonstrated the fractionalisation of power
within the movement, which prompted changes in
tactics and inter-movement conflict. Both examples
provide a very different set of circumstances that have
influenced non-state actor behaviour.
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F A R C  I N  C O L O M B I A

The Revolutionary Armed Forces in Colombia (FARC)
came into being in response to the Colombian
government’s attempts to bring largely self-governing
regions under government control in 1964. In this
year, a government assault on the community of
Marquetalia, with its mere 48 armed fighters, took
place. These fighters fled and became the founding
members of FARC. Thus, the key grievance of this
movement is associated with violent government
actions against a self-governing community (Black,
2011). However, FARC was unable to achieve its goals
due to a lack of resources and popular support
because of the communities’ isolated location in rural
Colombia. In addition, early FARC could not achieve
their goals via institutional means due to this lack of
resources and wider public support (O’Sullivan, 1983).
Consequently, the best strategic option apparent to
the group was violent opposition and an attempt to
make the state’s continued control of their territory
too costly to maintain. In addition to geographical
constraints, a lack of military resources led to guerrilla
and sabotage tactics, as they could not compete with
government forces in open warfare (Jones and
Johnson, 2012), a pattern that is presented in the
theoretical discussion by White et al (2015) in their
paths to mobilisation.

In the 1980s, FARC’s circumstances altered due to
changes in the international realm. With the ‘coca
boom’ in the 1970s and 1980s, the group was able to
capitalise upon cocaine production in its areas of
operation (Norman, 2017). By further consolidating
this resource, they were able to develop a revenue
stream that allowed them to obtain more resources
such as weapons and adopt a new strategic approach
(Labrousse, 2005). FARC sent personnel to Vietnam
and the Soviet Union for military training, allowing
them access to more sophisticated tactics of warfare
(Farah and Reyes, 2016; Marks, 2002). This
combination of enhanced know-how from the return
of trained personnel along with material capability
allowed FARC to establish territorial control over
towns and cities, and to form a functional economic
and infrastructure system.
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In 1985, it could be argued that FARC saw some
success from their violent actions, as they had
become the de facto government of their area of
territorial control. The Colombian government allowed
the group to become a political party in tandem with
the People’s Army (UP) (Porch, 2011). This period of
the group’s history is interesting, as they continued to
adopt a violent collective action approach as well as
institutional means. This may have been due to the
group’s inherent distrust of centralised government
demonstrated by the retention of arms, whilst
simultaneously pursuing legitimacy. In addition, the
group potentially changed objectives to gain support
in political circles in order to accumulate more power
and influence. Moreover, FARC’s military capabilities
allowed its leaders to control the drug trade revenues,
enforce protection payments, and keep rival groups
and government forces at bay (Smith and Hooks,
2014). Therefore, the leaders were presented with
additional financial incentives to retain de facto
governance of their territory. It could be argued that
protecting these avenues of wealth pushed groups
further towards violent behaviours (Norman, 2018).
However, in the case of FARC, the coca trade is a tool
to continue their proto-state actions, for it allowed the
group to engage in rebel governance of their
controlled territory: providing services and public
goods, but also expanding their insurgent activities
(Phelan, 2019a). However, one could argue that
FARC’s involvement in the drug trade is perhaps not a
cause of violent strategy adoption, but rather a result
of being isolated from international third-party actors,
such as states and international organisations, that
are willing to provide substantial support, creating the
necessity for alternative sources of funding.
In the 2000s, the Colombian government increased its
military actions against FARC with the aid of
international third-party actors. These actions forced a
strategic withdrawal by FARC (Ospina Ovalle, 2017).
This demonstrates that third-party actions combined
with changes in leadership in the Colombian
government were able to impact FARC’s strategic
choices. As the group withdrew, they resorted to past
strategies of insurgency and assassinations to ensure
the group's survival and regain lost power. Ultimately,
this led to increased negative perceptions of the
group both in Colombia and internationally, 
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something that was later demonstrated by the 2008
anti-FARC rallies (Navarro, 2019). The combination of
these factors and the involvement of the United
Nations, which had previously condemned the group,
resulted in a ceasefire in 2015 (Clayton et al., 2021).
The role of the United Nations was to provide
guarantees that commitments would be kept. This
took the form of a tripartite monitoring and
verification mechanism that included members from
both FARC and the Colombian government along with
United Nations personnel (Thomson, 2020). Since
then, the group has been participating in the
Colombian institutional framework to further their
goals, and they officially disarmed in 2018 to the UN
(Phelan, 2019b). This example has shed light on the
way third-party actors can act as a peace broker,
holding each side accountable and allowing change
from violent to non-violent strategies. However, due
to the frustration of their objectives not being attained
institutionally, FARC dissidents have resorted to
violent strategies once again – a move that has been
condemned by the FARC political movement
(Thomson, 2020). This demonstrates credible
commitment issues are playing a role in the
continuation of violent strategies (Thyne, 2017).
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S Y R I A N  O P P O S I T I O N

The Syrian Opposition has its roots in the Arab Spring
seeking political reform in the form of regime change
due to a series of grievances stemming from
complicated interrelated factors such as religious and
sociopolitical factors and economic decline (Gleick,
2014). 

The movement possessed popular support and
sufficient resources in the form of communication via
social media, allowing leaders to coordinate protests
that resulted in mass mobilisation (Smidi and Shahin,
2017). In this instance, drawing on the arguments of
White et al (2015), the appropriate approach for the
movement was non-violent collective action, as it
possessed popular support; however, due to the
authoritarian nature of the incumbent regime, it was
unable to pursue goals through institutional
processes. Protest actions were blocked by the
regime in the form of reprisals (Davies, 2014). By
doing this, the regime increased the barriers to
participation in non-violent protests through the
threat of violence which thus encouraged the
adoption of alternative violent action by protesters. In
doing so, Syrian president Assad caused his own
security forces to side with the protesters,
demonstrating the argument that state violence often
backfires when used against non-violent groups
(Nepstad, 2013b). 
As Assad still retained a portion of the security forces,
the protesters and defected security personnel could
not successfully force concessions. Due to continued
violence from the Assad regime and increasingly
violent responses from protesters and defected
military, a full civil war broke out between the Assad
regime and the Syrian opposition. To understand the
reasons for the change from non-violent protests
seeking reforms to violent rebel movements seeking
to topple an incumbent regime, it is useful to use
White et al.’s (2015) model, as seen in Figure 2.
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Figure 2 illustrates that as long as a government does
not block access to mobilisation, (opposition)
movements will be able to mobilise with appropriate
resources. While the movement in Syria did mobilise,
the government blocked access by inflicting violent
measures on ordinary people.
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 This was also observed to some extent in the Bahrain
uprising, which too was inspired by the Arab Spring,
with the use of imported military deterrents from
Saudi Arabia. As such, the protesters were unable to
win over security forces (Nuruzzaman, 2013). 

In contrast, figure 3 shows the path to violent
mobilisation in Syria, displaying that Assad’s methods
of violent repression did stop protests, but opened a
new strategic option for the rebels of armed
resistance enabled by the military resources from the
defected security forces. Therefore, the use of
violence from the Syrian opposition to achieve their
goals was due to the infeasibility of seeking solutions
to grievances via institutional systems and non-violent
collective action in the form of protests. This violent
repression caused the defection of security forces
and ended non-violent protests through increased
risk to life, leading to the adoption of violent conflict
due to the available resources and willingness to
compete with the regime. In the case of Syria, the
rebels who acted in a violent manner did not, in the
views of the West, decrease their legitimacy (Brown,
2014), as was the case with FARC dissidents. This can
be argued to be a result of the chain of events
resulting from the ruling regime initiating violence.
However, when considering the role of third-party
support, one can argue in line with Chenoweth and
Stephan (2008) that initial non-violent movements
gain legitimacy by attracting international support.

The Syrian conflict is known to be incredibly complex 

 and cannot be fully analysed in a single paper. It has
commanded a high degree of international attention,
and the actors involved have changed the strategy
and composition of the Syrian Opposition over time.
This international attention is a key driver in the
continuation and improbability of the Syrian
Opposition utilising a peaceful strategy (Cengiz, 2020).
This is because the conflict has, in essence, become a
power struggle between Middle Eastern states
competing for regional influence, major power
competition between the United States of America
and Russia, and a hotbed for radicalistic movements
(Marshall, 2016). Some have argued this high degree
of international attention is important, as the regional
and major powers flood the conflict with resources
and military expertise to continue the conflict
(Hughes, 2014). Furthermore, a negotiated peace
settlement in Syria is nearly impossible, as the
influence of third-party actors has facilitated a deep
fragmentation of the rebels. Frustrated by their
inability to achieve their goals, different groups started
to develop their own sub-goals, which allowed third
parties to support different dissident groups and
resulted in each growing in capability. A similar
pattern could be observed in the previous discussion
of FARC. The most prominent example of this is the 
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so-called ‘Islamic State Iraq and Syria’ (ISIL). This group
facilitated the breakaway of the more radical elements
of the rebel movement based on ideological
extremism. This created the opportunity to pursue
their own objectives, incentivised by support from
international networks, such as Al-Qaeda, which
widened recruitment potential to a global level. 

state actors adopt the strategies they do, it is crucial
to recognise that these actors are dynamic and highly
case-dependent. While there are many similarities in
the causes of strategy adoption, there is no guarantee
that similar factors as seen in this paper’s examples
will apply to other contexts due to this case
dependency. Despite this case dependency, it can be
argued that both the FARC and Syrian examples
display the general importance of three key factors for
non-state actors to enact sustained violent strategies.
These are violent and oppressive responses from the
government, a degree of legitimacy attributed to the
non-state actor from domestic and international
sources and, finally, a reliable supply of material
resources to enable violent actions. If these factors
are positive, violent actions are likely to take place. 

C O N C L U S I O N

The case studies outlined in this paper demonstrate
the myriad of factors that cause non-state actors to
adopt violent or non-violent strategies. Both
movements were the result of state oppression and
resulting grievances. However, their differing courses
of action reflect the argument of White et al. (2015)
that non-state actor strategies are a result of efforts
that act to gather support and resources. However, as
seen in these examples, the role of the incumbent
state is crucial in determining non-state actor strategy.
In both cases, the non-state actor only became violent
due to state repression and violence, and this
continuation of violence stems from external factors
as well as internal factors. In the case of FARC, an
external factor was the demand for coca within the
international drug trade. In Syria, it was the result of
third-party actors providing resources. 

Fragmentation has been identified in both cases.
Overall, this was due to the inability of movements to
achieve results, causing dissidents to pursue differing
strategic options – although in Syria, this is
exacerbated by third parties. This is also reflected in
the case of FARC, which was able to engage in
negotiations far into the movement’s lifetime. On the
other hand, the Syrian opposition was so fractured
that any meaningful peace negotiations were unlikely
to see even remote success. Consequently, the
possibility of Syrian rebels pivoting to non-violent
means is unlikely due to the threat of violence from
both the incumbent state and other non-state and
third-party actors. The role of international actors is
complex in both examples and also contradictory –
the international community acted as a peace broker
in Colombia, whereas in Syria, they have been said to
drive the conflict, causing fragmentation and conflict
proliferation. Nonetheless, while the existing literature
does reflect many of the key issues as to why non-
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ABSTRACT 
 

Theories of global governance have significant
implications on how institutional design
challenges are resolved in specific
circumstances. This is particularly the case for
supranational constitutionalising polities like
the EU that attempt to develop some
measure of direct democratic legitimacy
above the sovereign state level. This paper
focuses on how one’s analysis of the EU’s
apparent democratic deficit varies depending
on the analytical lens one chooses to employ.
Focusing on the European Union’s Direct
Citizens’ Initiative (‘DCI’) as an adaptive
constitutional mechanism and using Michael
Zürn’s Global Order approach as an analytical
lens, it will argue that strategic transnational
democratic activism deployed across Europe
can transcend the clashing perspectives of
the democratic deficit dilemma emerging
from the long-standing and iterative
intergovernmentalist-integrationist debate.
The first section of this paper will investigate
what it describes as the double dialectics of
the EU’s legitimacy crisis debates, focusing on
the explanatory theoretical lenses favoured
by the historic participants in this controversy,
which have shaped public perceptions of the
EU at least since former British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher’s famous 1988
Eurosceptic Bruges speech. The second
section will deploy the normative and
practical power of what Kathleen McNamara
calls the EU’s “cultural infrastructure of
governance” to substantiate the core of this
paper’s thesis regarding the immanent
potential of grassroots participative
transnational movements to accelerate a
radical shift in the EU’s paradigm of
governance from today’s Hierarchic
Sovereignty model to tomorrow’s Network
Connexity design. . 

“The current crisis of the global governance system is
due to a struggle over the substance and content of
global governance. It is not an attempt to reinstall a
Westphalian system with unconditional sovereignty by
rising powers. Yet counter-institutionalization can lead
to changes that may eventually lead to a system change
as well. In terms of the theory of global governance, we
see two causal mechanisms at work; both of them can
lead to a deepening or a decline of the global
governance system” (Zürn, 2018: 184).

 “This [FUEN] initiative called on the EU to improve the
protection of persons belonging to national and
linguistic minorities and to strengthen cultural and
linguistic diversity in the EU through the adoption of a
series of legal acts.” (ECJ Press Release 120/19, 2019: 1).

Less than two decades ago, the Current Director of
the European Council on Foreign Relations, Mark
Leonard (2005), published, to great acclaim, a book
entitled Why Europe will Run the 21st century. Today,
the question being heard in chancelleries around the
world sounds diametrically different: ‘Is Europe
BUST?’ BUST (short-form for Brexit, Ukraine, Syria
and Trump) is interpreted as the effect of an
accumulation of recent unresolved crises that cut
across traditional domestic-foreign and military-
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civilian divides and continue to haunt the EU
(Gehring, 2020: 225-34). These events – putting in
question the EU’s capacity  to preserve its internal
cohesion, determination to face external threats and
willingness to live up to its professed moral values –
as well as a desire to continue its symbiotic
relationship with its ‘shadow’ founding partner, the
United States, have significantly diminished the
organisation’s capacity to continue safeguarding the
peace, prosperity, and pluralism of its more than half
a billion citizens. These ‘3Ps’ have provided, since the
signature of the Treaty of Rome in 1957, the strategic
legitimacy necessary to operate ever-larger transfers
of sovereignty from Member States to shared
institutions – the EU Commission, European Central
Bank, European Parliament and European Court of
Justice. The erosion of this legitimacy in the eyes of
the citizens of Member States and of European
politicians takes on increasing importance in light of
the organisation’s lacklustre efforts to build up its
endogenous, performative, participatory legitimacy
since the failure of the European Constitution
ratification process, in 2005, aptly described by
Markus Gehring in his important recent work entitled
Europe’s Second Constitution: Crisis, Courts and
Community as an “elite-driven Constitutional
Convention process [that] failed to deliver on the
objectives of constitutional development for Europe
and… triggered a constitutional crisis that to this day
remains to be overcome” (Gehring, 2020: 22). 

The ongoing Ukrainian conflict pitting the
authoritarian worldview of Russian President
Vladimir Putin, deeply rooted in the zero-sum game
of 19th century Great Power politics, against the
democratic, participatory, open-borders, positive-
sum project of a Citizens’ Europe to which the people
of Ukraine already belong in spirit and in soul, has
come to epitomise the EU’s current crisis. This clash
of arms unfolding at the heart of Europe between
two of its largest states – a humanitarian disaster few
still thought possible deep in the 21st century, has
brought out in the open the true stakes of the real
war engulfing the European continent, of which the
Ukrainian conflict is only the most recent and most
shocking manifestation: a war without mercy
between the supporters of what US philosopher
Thomas Kuhn (1958) would recognise as two 
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incommensurable paradigms about how we should
now structure our systems of governance: the
Hierarchy and the Network (Slaughter, 2017).  What
is remarkable about Europe today is that both
paradigms coexist, cooperate, and confront each
other at the same time across the continent at
multiple levels of interaction and through a multitude
of actors: state and non-state, territorial and non-
territorial, private and public. What the Ukrainian
conflict demonstrates is that this unstable polarity
generated by the two paradigms is not sustainable
over the long term: networks dismantle hierarchies
and hierarchies destroy networks. In the end, one or
the other has to give. 

The case study this paper investigates demonstrates
that EU citizens will ultimately decide the victor – that
is, voters acting as EU citizens, and not as citizens of
individual EU Member States (Gehring, 2020: 39). To
do so, it illustrates the dynamics of adaptive
mechanisms of constitutionalising polities like the EU
(Gehring, 2020: 259-77) that enable them to
progress along the path of transformational change
from statist to post-statist systems of governance –
that is, from hierarchic sovereignty (Graeber and
Wengrow, 2021: 362-69) to networked connexity
(Castells, 2009). A constitutionalizing polity is defined
by Gehring (2020:30-32) as a dynamic polity that,
having been founded as an international
organization containing both intergovernmental and
integrationist provisions, develops adaptive
constitutional mechanisms that allow the new
realities of its evolving sociopolitical ecosystem to be
integrated into its constitutional practice. Gehring
(2020: 259) explains that such an adaptive
mechanism is “a legitimate measure for changing the
existing constitutional order” of a polity by
reallocating competencies between its central,
regional and local levels of governance “and for
enshrining popular democracy”. He goes on to state
that, over time, these organic adaptive processes
transform that polity’s founding charter by means of
both incremental and radical changes into some
form of federalising constitution – which however
must not be automatically equated with the
inevitable creation of a federal sovereign state. This
constitutional transformation is achieved partly
through incremental, interactive, iterative dialogues 
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between the polity’s political and judicial institutions
(Stone Sweet, 2000) spanning all its levels of
governance, that respect and pursue that polity’s
distinct values and principles. However, at critical
conjunctural moments in the polity’s existence,
radical constitutional changes are triggered by
means of what Gehring (2020: 262) calls “significant
constitutional moments”, when that polity’s citizens’
themselves directly intervene to take part in shaping
and legitimating that constitutionalizing polity’s new
institutional order and future normative direction,
thereby causing the polity’s dissenting institutions to
endorse the transformative constitutional changes
supported by “a decisive electoral mandate”.
According to Gehring (2020: 263), in the case of the
EU, such a moment 
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The case study analysed in this paper, that of the
Federal Union of European Nationalities’ Minorities
Safepack Initiative, traces how FUEN developed
organically an adaptive constitutional mechanism for
the EU by taking advantage of the recently adopted
European Citizens’ Initiative – a unique form of direct
democracy at the continental level – to assert itself
as an important transnational democratic actor
across Europe. In doing so, it provides a fascinating
example of how a transnational participatory public
political sphere can coalesce organically from the
grass-roots up, in the interstices of the old order,
and how emerging transnational actors can skillfully
navigate it and strategically redeploy their statist
adversaries’ most powerful weapons – namely, their
government institutions and their legal systems,
against them to gain decisive leverage when none
existed before (Gehring, 2020: 275-94). It is in no
small measure in order to prevent the expansion
and consolidation of such a transnational
participatory public political sphere empowering the
eventual emergence of a single constitutionalizing
polity from Vancouver to Vladivostok that would
signify the ultimate triumph of the democratic 

Network paradigm over the authoritarian Hierarchy
worldview that President Putin now wages war in
Europe on a scale not seen since 1945.

 The Ukrainian conflict is only the most recent and
lethal example of the current struggle between
Hierarchy and Network being fought across Europe.
EU leaders have attempted, since the adoption of
the 2007 Lisbon Treaty, to remedy the EU’s much-
debated ‘democratic deficit’ but only incrementally
and hierarchically, from the top down (Gehring, 2020:
3). They expanded the range of topics subject to
majority voting in the EU Council, increased the co-
decision powers of the European Parliament, ratified
the European Citizens’ Initiative, and even attempted
to engineer rudimentary trans-national political
parties capable of rendering European elections
more competitive and meaningful for its citizens. All
these initiatives seem not only to have fallen flat but
to have spectacularly backfired. 

 Today, the Old Continent’s once emergent
supranational political sphere (Weiler, 1999) is being
increasingly re-fragmented into national and even
subnational enclaves by hyper-nationalist, populist,
‘post-functionalist’ political movements that
challenge the original ethos underlying the 1957
Treaty of Rome, structured around the inevitability of
a spill-over-effect supposedly leading from an ever-
widening continental economic integration to “an
ever-closer union among the peoples of Europe.” A
brittle United Kingdom soon bound to face both a
new Scottish independence referendum and a
Northern Ireland vote on Irish unity stands at the
edge of “Brexiternity” (Macshane, 2019): its citizens
are now stranded on the EU’s outside and looking in
with no voice or vote regarding their continent’s
future. Meanwhile, the Franco-German integration
dynamo still awaits to be re-set in motion whilst the
re-elected French President, François Macron, and
new German Chancellor, Olaf Scholz, learn how to
work together in Brussels (Ladurner, 2022). As a
result, the EU seems to be bereft of a clear vision for
its future – and therefore of a coherent Grand
strategy of how to get there. This is amplified by the
unchecked expansion of the number of ‘illiberal’ EU
Member States, such as the four members of the
Visegrad Group (Hungary, Poland, Czechia, Slovakia),
whose current leaders undermine the organisation 

“must be built upon more than just abstract ideals or
visionary political rhetoric. Such a development would
require extraordinary public awareness and a popular
movement across current national divides in order to
fundamentally change the structure of the polity.”
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from within by cynically taking advantage of the
community’s cohesion funds (Marušiak, 2021: 52)
whilst disregarding its foundational norms of
democracy, human rights, rule of law, and freedom
of expression in both public media and academic
forums (Economist, 2021). It is also in this sense that
“Is Europe BUST?” remains the most burning
question haunting Europe today (Shekhovtsov,
2016).  

The generally accepted view among the EU’s leading
political, academic, and business elites, as well as
among a large cross-section of European citizens,
has long been that the only normatively meaningful
and practically effective way to avoid the decline and
eventual demise of the Union is to somehow address
the issue of its democratic deficit (Schmitter, 2000).
Although there is great controversy about the
nature, causes, consequences and potential
solutions of this proclaimed democratic deficit   
(Hoskyns and Newman, 2000), most participants in
this existential debate seem to agree on one critical
point: namely, that this crisis of legitimacy has been
caused by the increasing institutionalisation of EU-
wide competencies without a corresponding
deepening of democratic oversight over its
processes and outcomes (Bellamy and Lacey, 2018).
This paper shares the view of authors who dispute
this perspective and attribute EU’s democracy deficit
to the fact that “the EU constitutional process is not
yet driven by popular demand but rather by
executive decisions of Member States” (Gehring,
2020: 50). It therefore claims that the key elites
participating in this debate (be they first-generation
functional integrationists and liberal
intergovernmentalists or second-generation
populists, post-functionalists and republican
intergovernmentalists) have reversed – sometimes
inadvertently, oftentimes on purpose – the critical
causal relationship connecting the two key variables
in play here. It will thus demonstrate that the
supranational  institutional changes implemented
since the Lisbon Treaty did not cause a ‘EU crisis of
legitimacy’. It is rather the EU Member States’
growing strategic and performative legitimacy crisis –
individually as sovereign nation-states and
collectively as both “guardians of the [EU] Treaties” 
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(Moravksic, 1998: 236) and “gate-keepers” to the
Union (Weiler 1999: 326) — that is the determinative
causal factor triggering the urgent need for
transformational change in the dynamics of the EU’s
constitutionalizing system of governance, summed
up by a successful transition from Hierarchic
sovereignty to Network connexity. 

The arguments substantiating this thesis are
structured in three parts. The first section of this
paper investigates what it describes as the double
dialectics of the EU’s legitimacy crisis debates,
focusing on the explanatory theoretical lenses
favoured by the historic participants in this European
legitimacy gap controversy (Bellamy, 2019) that has
been shaping public perceptions of the EU at least
since former British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher’s famous 1988 Eurosceptic Bruges speech
(Thatcher, 1988). The second section deploys the
normative and practical power of what Kathleen
McNamara (2015: 3-19) calls the EU’s “cultural
infrastructure of governance” to substantiate the
core of this paper’s thesis regarding the immanent
potential of grassroots participative transnational
movements to accelerate a radical shift in the EU’s
paradigm of governance from today’s Hierarchic
Sovereignty model to tomorrow’s Network Connexity
design. The empirical evidence is provided by
applying a process tracing approach to a singular
case study – that of FUEN’s MSPI, a unique
experiment in direct participatory democracy
introduced by the Lisbon Treaty with the adoption of
the ECI. The third section connects all threads of this
paper, by re-examining them through the lens of
Michael Zürn’s (2018) Global Politics paradigm and
arguing that the EU is now at a systemic bifurcation
point (Wallerstein, 1995: 248-251) when it can rise
above the inconclusive legitimacy arguments that
haunt its citizens’ futures by choosing to engage on a
transformative path. This would lead to radical
constitutional change (Gehring, 2020: 27) from a
Europe composed of statist governments, rooted in
the still-hegemonic Hierarchic Sovereignty paradigm,
to what could be described as tomorrow’s “realistic
utopia” (Rawls, 1999: 11) of relational, polycratic
multi-level governance across the EU, anchored in an
emergent Network Connexity paradigm (Mulgan, 
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1998). The conclusion further highlights research
pathways focusing on both the theoretical
conceptualization and empirical substantiation of
this transformative transition from an international
system of sovereign states to a globally connected
and self-governing community of fate that is being
spearheaded by the ongoing post-World War II
European Project (Linklater, 1998: 198-211).
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The history of Europe since 1945 has been
punctuated by three profound legitimacy crises of
the territorially defined, hierarchic, sovereign nation-
state (‘TDHSNS’): in the wake of the devastation
wrought by the Second World War, in 1945; in the
late 1970s, with the onset of globalisation and the
ascendency of a neo-liberal economic and political
ideology; and over the past decade, since the
eruption of the global financial crisis of 2008 up until
to today’s war in Ukraine. This section argues that, on
the first two occasions, the TDHSNS — in the form it
historically developed in Europe since the
Westphalian Treaties of 1648 — was rescued by the
creation and expansion of supra-national institutions
of governance: the European Coal and Steel
Community, (1951) and its de facto successor, the
European Economic Community, (1957) (Milward,
2000), as well as NATO, the latter designed to
provide for the common military security of all
members of the emerging Transatlantic community
of states (Sayle, 2019). NATO’s relationship to the
EEC/EU (Smith and Timmins, 2000; Schimmelfennig,
2003: Reichard, 2006) as well as its adaptations and
crises over the past eight decades (Johnston, 2017;
Webber, Sperling and Smith, 2021) are beyond the
ambit of this essay and will be the subject of an
upcoming paper.

Each of these two crises was followed by a dialectical
debate zeroing in on the nature and purpose of the
European Project. The first-generation European
legitimacy debate pitted against each other
functionalist integrationists like Jean Monnet, Robert
Schuman and Walter Hallstein, who saw the
emerging European supranational institutions as 

STATIST AND RELATIONAL APPROACHES

TO EUROPEAN GOVERNANCE 

constituting the embryo of a new and sui generis
European federal state (Hesse and Wright, 1996),
against liberal intergovernmentalists like Charles de
Gaulle and Margaret Thatcher who firmly believed
that the European Project constituted nothing more
than an international organisation whose primary
purpose was to assist nation-states to more
effectively pursue and actualize their self-defined
national interests in an increasingly complex world
(Moravcsik, 1998). Whilst this debate continued to
rage in political and academic circles well into the
1990s, three alternative visions of the European
Project were slowly taking shape and coalescing into
a coherent post-state-centric, relational paradigm of
European governance. The first vision was that of the
European Economic Community as a new type of
multi-level governance embedding now only formally
sovereign nation-states in ever-more interconnected
and overlapping networks of governance (Wallace
and Young, 1997). The second perspective
envisioned the European Project as the driver of a
“post-Westphalian international society” whose
emergence was caused by an ongoing decline in “the
level of consensus about the adequacy of sovereign
states and the principles of international relations
which have prevailed during the Westphalian era”
(Linklater, 1998: 8). The third approach warned about
the vanishing of the permissive consensus that had
allowed national politicians to develop the European
Project without the direct democratic input and
supervision of their citizens and advocated as a
radical remedy a qualitative transformation of the
very nature of Europe. It proposed the diremption of
citizenship and nationality – of demos and ethnos –
so as to allow new “thinking of co-existing multiple
demoi” at both the level of the traditional Member
States and at the level of the constitutionalizing
European polity (Weiler, 1999: 344).  All three
theories agreed, despite differences in their
approaches to the study of these various dynamic
democratic processes, that in such a complex new
relational system, governmental institutions could
assert and multiply their overall systemic influence
and effectiveness, not by demanding ‘sovereignty’,
‘independence’ and non-interference in the internal
affairs of the state, but “only by combining presence,
knowledge, and access at each level” of government, 
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throughout the entire self-governance network
(Wessels, 1997). 

The rise of Euro-scepticism across Europe in the
early 2000s and the rejection in popular
referendums in France and the Netherlands of the
draft European constitution in 2005 signified the
transition from the first-generation legitimacy debate
to a second-generation legitimacy debate. The
protagonists here were, on the one hand, the
increasingly vocal and influential populist post-
functionalist nationalists aiming to deconstruct the
EU’s acquis communautaire and strengthen the
authority of its Member States, like the leaders of the
Visegrad Four, and on the other, republican
intergovernmentalists such as former UK Prime
Minister David Cameron and British political scientist
Richard Bellamy, who coined this term in his 2019
book entitled A Republican Europe of States:
Cosmopolitanism, Intergovernmentalism and
Democracy in the EU. Republican
intergovernmentalists envisaged the EU as a purely
international organisation combining the practical
benefits of a system of cooperating states in a
globalising world with the normative imperative of
European diversity. In this context, democratic
processes and citizenship rights remained strictly
anchored within Member States, and no Member
State or institution could dominate another state and
its citizens. This “republican theory of freedom as
non-domination” (Bellamy, 2019: xvi), embedded in
purely national democratic processes of
representation, constitutes for Bellamy the critical
criterion of legitimacy for a more modest, reformed
European Union capable of successfully withstanding
the virulent assaults of post-functionalist hyper-
nationalist forces now threatening the very existence
of the European Project.

The double dialectics of the European Project can
now be defined as consisting of a first-generation
legitimacy debate between liberal
intergovernmentalists and functionalist
integrationists, resulting in the synthesis of the
remarkable Delors Era of 1985 to 1995 during which
European Commmission President Jacques Delors
spearheaded the completion of the European Single 
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Market and the signing of the Maastricht Treaty –
foundational treaty of the European Union and of its
single currency, the euro. Yet even during this period
of wide-spread consensus about the shape and
direction of the European Project the
intergovernmentalist-integrationist debate never
ceased, and eventually morphed, in the early 2000s,
into a second-generation legitimacy debate between
populist post-functionalists and republican
intergovernmentalists.  What the protagonists of
both first- and second-generation legitimacy debates
have in common is the fact that all four visions of
Europe they represent are grounded in a hierarchic,
statist paradigm of international order where the
foundational inside/outside Sovereignty divide
(Walker, 1993) remains fundamentally unquestioned
and hegemonic. For liberal intergovernmentalists like
UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson, post-functionalist
nationalists like Polish President Andrzez Duda, and
republican intergovernmentalists like German
Chancellor Olaf Scholz alike, the territorially defined,
hierarchic, centralised state is organically connected
to the concept of the nation and to a community of
juridically equal and politically sovereign States. For
integrationists, the hierarchic, territorial state is re-
configured at the continental level in a federal form,
with sovereign boundaries redrawn at the external
borders of the Member States. It is in essence, the
project of a ‘Fortress Europe’, still-born with the 1952
Treaty of Paris that failed to establish a European
Defence Community, then resuscitated during the
Delors Era with the completion of the European
Common Market, and now largely shared and
promoted by French President Emmanuel Macron
and by the new German Foreign Minister, Annalena
Baerbock (Junemann et al., 2019). This is the vision of
a Europe re-constituted as a supra-state capable of
conducting its own foreign, defence, finance and
trade policies and of authoritatively deciding on the
normative and legal boundaries between those
included within its walls and those excluded from its
territory.

Therefore, none of these four statist visions of
Europe, nationalist and federalist alike, adequately
address what Andrew Linklater (1998) accurately
described as the ever-more pronounced inadequacy 
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of territorially defined, hierarchic states to address
issues normative legitimacy, practical effectiveness
and institutional adaptability that have emerged in
the actual practice of governance of Europe over the
past three decades.  Minority rights, migration and
asylum challenges, financial and humanitarian crises,
environmental concerns and democratic
participatory processes, the decline of the welfare
state combined with the revolutionary new
environment of technological creativity and connexity
we live in today, are all at core complex coordination
challenges of juridical, political, and administrative
practices that cannot be successfully and sustainably
solved by either national Member States nor by a
federal super-state in a manner that truly reflects the
values of human rights, social cohesion and justice,
democratic participation, and systemic sustainability
that constitute today the accepted normative
foundations of any legitimate European system of
governance (Camillieri, Jarvis, and Paolini, 1995;
Habermas 1996; Heuser, 2019). The ongoing crisis of
the TDHSNS will be expanded on in an upcoming
book (Olteanu, 2023). Just as importantly, as events
from former Yougoslavia to Ukraine have shown over
the past quarter-century, none of these four
pathways can protect, preserve and promote peace,
security, democracy and freedom in Europe outside
the NATO framework. EU Member States’ Sweden
and Finland’s decisions to join this self-defence
organisation to ensure their security despite their
long-standing neutral status in the wake of Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine (Emmott and Devranoglu, 2022)
constitute together a vivid testament to the practical
impossibility of developing an effective and resilient
European security structure that does not include
the United States of America (Speranza, 2021).

In stark contrast to various emanations of nationalist
/ intergovernmentalist and federal / integrationist
perspectives discussed above, the three intersecting
suprationational perspectives of European order
previously outlined – namely that of multi-level
governance, of a post-Westphalian global
community, and of a system of governance capable
of dissociating citizenship and nationality and of
engendering multiple overlapping demoi at local,
state, and continental levels – have coalesced into a 

third school of thought that, in true dialectical
fashion, transcended the intergovernmental-
integrationist debate by elevating the European
Project to an entirely new level. This post-Sovereignty
vision posits the relational nature of the EU, is highly
critical of the still hegemonic statist paradigm, and
re-presents the EU as a ‘sui generis’
constitutionalising polity containing elements of a
federation, a constitution and an international
organisation (Gehring, 2020: 31-51). These three
perspectives each assert in their own unique ways
that we are now facing a third existential legitimacy
crisis of the TDHSNS and that it is this legitimacy
crisis, rooted in national elites’ refusal to
countenance the emergence of “a strong and vibrant
trans-European public sphere in which transparent,
legitimate policy debates can occur” (Gehring, 2020:
10) and “significant constitutional moments” can be
triggered leading to a citizens-mandated,
democratically-legitimated redistribution of political
competencies between existing and new levels of
governance of the EU, that is the causal source of the
institutional challenges faced by the EU. According to
these perspectives, nothing short of what John Rawls
(1999: 11-12) dubbed a “realistic utopia” of a
transformed, participatory, citizens-driven EU rather
than a technocratic, national elites-led European
Project can enable Europe’s citizens to escape the
vicious iterative circles of the double dialectical
legitimacy debates.  This multi-level, polycratic theory
of governance for Europe easily accomodates NATO
as the natural, next-level, Transatlantic level of
governance that fits in symbiotically with the
dynamics of such a transformed European Union. It
thus represents a vital institutional adaptation on the
road to achieving Rawls’ “realistic utopia”, grounded
in the reasonable “hope that all liberal and decent
peoples may belong, as members in good standing,
to a reasonable Society of Peoples” (Rawls, 1999:
126) capable of “preserving significant room for the
idea of a people’s self-determination and for some
kind of loose or confederation form” (Ibid., 60).

Challenging the practical relevance of the static and
repetitive dialectical legitimacy debates embedded in
the statist paradigms, and building on the work of 
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Linklater (1998), Wallace and Young (1997) and
Weiler (1999), Michael Zürn (2018) published an
important monograph entitled A Theory of Global
Governance: Authority, Legitimacy, & Contestation,
where he puts forward an alternative causal model
explaining the reflexive dynamics of the centrifugal
and centripetal processes of transnational authority-
building, contestation, and responses to legitimation
struggles currently characterising European politics.
The remainder of this section details this new causal
model and briefly presents Zürn’s emergent
paradigm of global politics. It then illustrates this
relational paradigm’s capacity to more accurately
describe the actual current practice of European
constitutionalising politics by examining the case
study of FUEN’s MSPI.

Zürn’s global politics paradigm can be mapped out in
three principal moves that, in turn, outline its
theoretical framework, describe its dynamic driver,
and map out its relational causal model. These three
elements are briefly summarised here in a simplified
but not simplistic manner, by providing an outline of
his approach sufficient to enframe this paper’s own
argument and ground its empirical case study. Zürn
first posits that any normative model of global order
must integrate and align three key dimensions: a set
of coherent moral principles, a practical institutional
design, and the actual empirical conditions in which
the first two elements are embedded. He explains
that the moral principles centred around a vision of
“the global common good” justify the exercise of
authority in a global governance system, and that
governing authorities are accountable to both states
and non-state actors (Zürn, 2018: 7). He goes on to
assert that the specific institutions of that global
order exercise reflexive, non-coercive authority
across different issue areas both internationally and
transnationally; and finally that the interactions
between authorities in given empirical conditions
“expose two fundamental legitimation problems: one
arising out of the democratic insufficiency of
technocratic justifications for supranational
governance; and the other embedded in a weak
separation of powers within existing institutional
structures, resulting in exercises of authority that are
not deemed impartial” (Ibid.).

The dynamic driver of Zürn’s global politics model is
what he calls the “authority-legitimation link” holding
that governance institutions endowed with decision-
making authority require legitimation. The failure of
such institutions to build up “sufficient stocks of
legitimacy” results in growing resistance to the
expansion of their prerogatives and to the
implementation of their directives (Ibid.: 11).
Although Zürn’s driver refers specifically to
international and transnational institutions, the same
logic is also applicable to state and sub-state
institutions of government.
Finally, the causal model proposed by Zürn starts
from the premise that international and
transnational authorities face the two types of
legitimation problems outlined above – one related
to technocratic rule, the other deriving from a weak
or non-existent separation of powers. These give rise
to both institutional and individual contestations,
which in turn elicit some type of formal responses to
such crises. This leads Zürn to arrive, like Wallerstein
(1995: 248-251) at a critical bifurcation point or, like
Gehring (2020:261-264) at a ‘significant constitutional
moment’ for the supranational constitutionalising
polity where the dynamic causal model described
above can lead, from resistance and contestation to
either deadlock, drift and decline of global
governance, or “to institutional adaptation, re-
legitimation, and a deepening of global governance”
(Ibid.) – in other words, from the stasis of the
Hierarchic Sovereignty paradigm to the exstasis of
the Network Connexity paradigm. To illustrate how
this conflict unfolds in practice, across Europe,
combining military precision and intensity with an
absence of virtually any political mediation, almost
like a non-lethal mirror-image of the deadly clash of
arms of the Ukrainian war, that echoes Michel
Foucault’s turning inside out Carl von Clausewitz’s
famous dictum that war is nothing but politics
pursued by other means (Heuser, 2002: Ch. 2), into
the contention that politics is nothing but war
pursued other means (Hardt, 2021), this paper turns
now to the analysis of the FUEN case study. 

FUEN’S MSPI: MAPPING OUT THE

DYNAMICS OF TRANSNATIONAL

POLITICAL ACTIVISM 
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Main Arguments. The chosen case study, that of
FUEN’s MSPI, aims to illustrate three main
arguments. First, it demonstrates empirically that a
substantial disconnect exists between the four main
statist models of European governance detailed
above and the actual dynamics of European
governance and institutional legitimation. Second, it
shows that these dynamics correspond closely to
Zürn’s relational model of contested global
governance expounded in the previous section.
Third, it argues that these dynamics align with what
Kathleen MacNamara (2015: 15-20) has described as
a “cultural infrastructure of governance” capable of
legitimating the EU's political authority from the
bottom up. MacNamara further claims that there are
several specific grassroots political technologies such
as labelling, mapping and narrating that help
European citizens “imagine” the EU and “naturalise”
its existence, as well as create it in their eyes “as a
social fact” (MacNamara, 2015: 16). This case study
shows that the deployment of such political
technologies closely mirrors FUEN’s strategic
approach to creating “cultural facts on the ground” to
leverage its influence as it interacts with a variety of
other state and non-state actors at local, national,
transnational and supranational levels of
governance.

It is important to note from the start that the FUEN
MSPI case study is embedded in an emergent
European Minority Rights Regime (‘EMRR’). Following
Zürn’s tripartite model linking moral principles,
institutional design, and empirical conditions, this
paper briefly examines the universal rights norms
underpinning the EMRR from which the case study
emerges, then outlines the various state-building
projects of EU Member States which largely
determine their positionality towards the EMRR, and
finally analyses the transnational grassroots activism
that constitutes the core of the chosen case study.
 Universal Human Rights Norms. From Metternich’s
1815 Congress of Vienna to the 1919 Versailles
Treaty of Wilson, Lloyd-George and Clemenceau, four
multi-national empires with distinct national minority
control policies dominated Central & Eastern Europe:
the German Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire,
the Ottoman Empire and the Russian Empire. The 

nationalising projects of newly independent nation-
states emerging from these empires after 1919 led
to massive population exchanges and migrations
across Europe, culminating in the Third Reich’s
atrocities of total war, ethnic cleansing and genocide,
followed after 1945 by the expulsion of German
minorities from Eastern Europe. The Cold War largely
‘froze’ ethnic conflicts in Europe between 1948 and
1990, but these returned with a vengeance after the
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 (Kagan, 2009). 

FUEN’s MSPI is a timely example of transnational
minority rights activism (Smith et al., 2019)
addressing a critical issue ensconced at the core of
Europe’s networks of governance – namely, who
exactly is in charge of minority rights issues? Existent
literature on the topic provides no less than six
possible answers. Liberal intergovernmentalists
(Moravcsik, 2000; 2018) assert that this field is the
sole competence of sovereign states, whilst
functionalist integrationists invoke the 1993
Copenhagen Criteria to assert the EU’s jurisdiction
(Mosser, 2015). International law supporters side
with the OSCE and the influential role of the High
Commissioner for National Minorities, inaugurated in
1992 as a conflict prevention mechanism (Jackson-
Preece, 2013), whilst regional governance adepts
endorse the key role of the Council of Europe
(Djordjevic et al., 2017) in protecting democracy and
human rights and cite in particular its 1994
Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities. Finally, many advocate that the
aforementioned levels and actors are involved either
as part of an evolving European Minority Rights
Regime (Galbreath and McEvoy, 2012) or as a
complex multi-level governance system combining
agency and structure in novel ways (Pop, 2013) and
signifying a paradigm shift towards a post-
Westphalian order where state and non-state actors
interact and cooperate across various governance
levels (Olteanu, 2016). FUEN’s MSPI position is
situated midway between the last two options: it
asserts that the integrationist institutions of the EU –
Commission, Parliament and Court of Justice – must
counterbalance the intergovernmental position of its
Member States (Longo, 2019) and assist in the
process of desecuritizing and empowering the EU’s 
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 national minorities (Malloy, 2014).

Particularist state-building projects. FUEN was founded
in 1949 to represent Europe’s ethnic minorities. It
achieved consultative status of the Council of Europe
in 1989 and of the United Nations in 1995 (Smith et
al., 2019: 525). Today it connects 90 organisations
from 30 countries. Since 2016, its President is Loránt
Vincze, a member of Romania’s Hungarian
community. During the Cold War, FUEN was one of
the very few organisations militating in favour of
collective rights for national minorities in Europe
(Ibid.). This changed with the 1990 Charter of Paris
for a New Europe, described by former President of
the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev as “a true
manifesto, a commitment not only to the people of
Europe, but to the whole world” (Gorbachev, 2020:
9), which marked the re-emergence of minority rights
as a critical issue of European order, security and
peace (Galbreath and McEvoy, 2012: 69-72). Many
western European states continued to practise
policies of apolitical desecuritization of national
minorities’ issues amounting to various forms of
public, official denial of the existence or political
relevance of national minorities. Meanwhile, the
newly independent states of central and eastern
Europe tended to adopt strategies of aggressive
(Huysmans, 1998; 2008) or managed securitisation
(Roe, 2004) as part of their nationalising (Brubaker,
1995; 2011) state-building projects, by limiting or
outright denying national minorities and their
members political agency. Generously pleading in
public for the safety of all European cultures,
European institutions – with the EU first and
foremost amongst them – ended up creating an
inward-looking, incongruous and self-defeating
‘Culture of Safety’ that reinforced such restrictive and
conflictual securitization dynamics (Djolai, 2019) that
clamoured for cultural diversity between states whilst
resolutely rejecting protecting such diversity within
them. 

FUEN’s MSPI inscribes itself at the forefront of the
ongoing attempts by Europe’s minority rights
epistemic community (Galbreath and McEvoy, 2009)
to bridge the ever-widening gap between liberal
intergovernmentalist and functional integrationist
theories of governance in general and national 

minorities management in particular on the one
hand, and the growing complexity and diversity of
minority rights practices on the ground, throughout
the entire European social ecosystem. Brubaker’s
‘Triadic Nexus’ of the 1990s (Brubaker, 1995)
detailing the relationship between nation-state,
national minority and its kin state gave way to Smith’s
‘Quadratic Nexus’ of the early 2000s (Smith, 2002),
positing the critical influence of international
organisations such as the EU in the evolution of
minority rights and practice. It was itself followed by
Germane’s ‘Fifth Element’ focusing on the intra-state
levels of coordination between the various minority
groups of the same state (Germane, 2013), then
evolved into a ‘Hexagonal Cast’ (Olteanu, 2021) of
actors, including the impact of grassroots
transnational social movements such as FUEN,
thinking in terms of  global minority rights norms and
acting locally to create realities on the ground and to
enshrine them into regional legislation at the EU level
(Tsutsui and Whitlinger, 2012) with the assistance of
favorable rulings issued by the European Court of
Justice (Gehring 2020: 218-222). The picture that is
slowly emerging is one of militarised minority rights
practices where interests, power and knowledge
(Galbreath and McEvoy, 2012: 27-29) are deployed
by multiple state and non-state agents across
various territorial and non-territorial levels of
governance below, at, and above the level of the
TDHSNS. Such actors pursue their objectives
strategically in constantly shifting coalitions over the
short-, medium-, and long-term, within a network-like
relational structure of non-hierarchical multi-level
governance pointing beyond even a European
Minority Rights Regime, itself perhaps destined to
become what Étienne Balibar calls a ‘vanishing
mediator’: “… a figure that enables an imaginary of
the new during the process of transformation of a
society, as the old gradually fades away…” (Isin, 2013:
117).

McNamara (2015: 28) explains best the significance
of re-casting national minority groups as
autonomous political actors in their own right
capable of pursuing their interests by navigating
between and across political boundaries contained
in a larger European ecosystem. For her, European
identity is a dynamic, plural and non-hierarchical 
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“solely in terms of a self-declated sense of being
European, definitely ranking higher or displacing a
national identity… To do so locates European
governance squarely in the model of the sovereign
nation-state, a recent historical mode of politics
that sits uncomfortably with the reality of the
European experiment.”

National minority identities represent, in this
acception, an additional ascriptive layer of belonging
complementary to European identity and Member
States’ identities, that can only fully unfold when
liberated from the nation-state centric label of
‘minority’ within the wider European “cultural
infrastructure of governance” (McNamara, 2015:
172), where no single national community
constitutes a ‘majority’ any longer (Malloy, 2010).
FUEN’s twin-track strategic objective is to transform
this perspective into an accepted social fact across
the EU through grassroots transnational activist
initiatives, thereby contributing simultaneously to the
consolidation of a truly pan-European public
participatory political sphere.

Grassroots transnational activism. FUEN is the “civil
society representative organisation” and “umbrella
organisation” of the approximately 100 million
Europeans members of autochthonous minorities
and ethnic groups living in Europe’s forty-seven
states (Smith et al., 2019: 531-36) – a number larger
than the entire population of EU’s most populous
Member State, Germany. Its main objective is to
ensure that “minority protection remains a central
topic of a political discourse at regional, national and
European level, in which the autochthonous, national
minorities are included” (FUEN, 2010: 5).

At its 2013 Congress in Brixen, Italy, FUEN adopted a
Programmatic Declaration proclaiming that national
minorities do not constitute a threat for Europe’s
cohesion but a source of enrichment for European
states and societies (FUEN, 2013a: 2-3). The
Congress also adopted a Minority Safepack Initiative
advocating for eleven specific legislative 

“…to adopt a set of legal acts to improve the
protection of persons belonging to national and
linguistic minorities and strengthen cultural and
linguistic diversity in the Union… [which] shall include
policy actions in the areas of regional and minority
languages, education and culture, regional policy,
participation, equality, audiovisual and other media
content, and also regional (state) support” (FUEN
2013b: 2). 

initiatives within the EU “multilevel system” of
governance (FUEN, 2013b). In order to implement
them, it decided to deploy the world's first
transnational directly participative democratic
agenda-setting tool (Greenwood, 2019: 4-6)
activated in 2012 in the EU by the 2007 Lisbon
Treaty, the Citizens’ Direct Initiative (Longo, 2019), to
create a grassroots movement capable of influencing
EU legislation (Ibid.: 188). It thus acted like a
transnational norms entrepreneur introducing
international norms into the process of domestic
norm construction from below (Wiener &
Schwellnuss 2004: 8) in order to enable their
successful diffusion at state and local levels. 

After gathering more than the required one million
signatures across a minimum of seven EU countries
(Varga and Tarnok, 2018) and winning two
pathbreaking victories at the European Court of
Justice against the EU Commission (Tarnok, 2017;
Athanasiadou, 2019) and a Member State opposing
this Initiative (FUEN News, 9/2019), the MSPI was
finally presented to the European Parliament on 28.
November 2019 (FUEN News, 11/2019) and to the
EU Commission on 5. February 2020 (FUEN News,
2/2020). The MSPI asked the EU: 

It enjoined the EU Commission to draft seven main
legislative proposals (FUEN 2019: 11-14), that closely
mirror McNamara’s (2015: 4) conception of labelling,
mapping and narrating as political technologies
designed to reinforce the EU’s cultural infrastructure
of governance and its legitimacy as an “emergent
political authority” (2015: 5), whilst simultaneously
weakening the securitizing moves of EU Member
States deploying nationalising projects to degrade
and marginalise their own national minorities. Most
importantly, it first asked for the adoption, at the 
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European level, of effective language, education and
cultural policies protecting and promoting national
and linguistic minorities; it then proposed the
creation of a ‘European Language Diversity Centre’ to
sustain over the long term Europe’s “still existing rich
diversity of languages”; and finally, it called for
simplified access to EU state aid for activities that
support minority communities and their cultures and
promote cultural and linguistic diversity. 

FUEN’s seven main legislative proposals aim to
strengthen cultural and linguistic diversity in the EU.
Since no agreed definition of National Minority
Rights (‘NMR’) exists, these proposals frame this
entire field (Jackson-Preece 2014: 12), defining it
through actual practice. They cover policy areas such
as regional and minority languages, education and
culture, regional policy, participation, equality, audio-
visual and media content, regional state support.
They thus address all ‘Four Ps’ of national minorities’
empowerment - Protection, Promotion, Participation,
Pluralism - to ensure that the EU motto of ‘Unity in
Diversity’ is applied not only between Member
States, as Bellamy (2019) insistently demands with
his principle of freedom as non-domination, but
crucially, also within them. Their cornerstone is the
establishment of a European Language Diversity
Centre with fully funded offices in each Member
State, tasked to collect, analyse and disseminate
reliable data on regional and minority languages and
to assist local and national governments to
formulate policies in this area. Perhaps the greatest
contribution of the MSPI to the potential
consolidation and effectiveness of Europe’s EMRR is
to virtually embed, through its seven main legislative
proposals, its own definition of national minorities
(FUEN, 2010: 6) into a political ecosystem whose
actors have to this day failed to achieve consensus
on this matter (Jackson-Preece, 2014). The second
achievement is that minority rights, until now a
bundle of contested norms not enshrined in the
acquis communautaire (Wiener and Schwellnuss,
2004) have been recognised by both the EU
Commission and the ECJ as a field where the EU is
competent to legislate in despite Member States’ 

strong objections thereto (Greenwood, 2019). A third
achievement, should these legislative proposals be
followed through and implemented in practice, will
be to provide national minorities across Europe with
the tools necessary for them to acquire knowledge,
presence and access at various levels of European
governance, to make their voices heard and to
exercise a degree of influence in political and
legislative processes as increasingly autonomous
and accountable actors (Malloy, 2014). 

The key drawback of the MSPI, as illustrated by
Romania’s opposition to the Commission’s
registration of this Direct Citizens’ Initiative before
the ECJ, is that it reinforces an already existent deep
wave of ontological insecurity (Steele, 2005) generally
among Member States containing irredentist
national minorities, and particularly among those
states with large ethnic Hungarian minority
communities (Kinvall, Manners and Mitzen, eds,
2020). These states perceive therefore the MSPI
primarily as the attempt of Hungarian ‘post-imperial
minorities’ across Europe to allow their increasingly
‘illiberal’ kin state, Hungary, to achieve indirectly, via
EU legislation, what it cannot do under international
law – namely to directly interfere in the internal
matters of neighbouring sovereign states and
degrade their unity and security as nation-states
(Mälksoo, 2019; Mutler, 2022). The second
shortcoming is one it shares with the EMRR as a
whole, namely the lack of specific and effective
measures designed to ensure the actual
implementation of such legislation in Member States
and the monitoring of the ongoing application of its
principles in practice (Galbreath and McEvoy, 2012:
162-165). In addition, as the European Commission’s
disappointing recent decision on the 15. January
2021 not to propose any legislation at all to
implement any of FUEN’s proposals clearly shows,
the ECI remains “a very weak and unconvincing
participatory instrument” of direct civic democracy,
that is in need of significant reform (Longo, 2019:
198) if it is to become a truly effective adaptive
mechanism for the EU’s constitutionalising polity and
to facilitate the sustainable emergence of a 
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legitimate and effective new European participatory
public political sphere. Gehring (2020: 281) sets out
how this could be realistically accomplished in
practice by combining transnational activist
organisations' determination to bring forward
significant test cases, just like FUEN did with the
MSPI, and a European Court of Justice more willing
to fully exercise its constitutional prerogatives and
interpret the jurisprudential acquis communautaire
in a manner designed to facilitate the emergence of
a pan-European political public sphere:

“If the Court forcefully defended the rights of the
initiative authors and mandated the Commission
to come up with a meaningful proposal, given
that citizens from a significant number of
Member States must participate, it would
inevitably create trans-European discussions,
which may, in turn, transcend this one particular
matter.”

R E - C A S T I N G  T H E  D E B A T E :
F R O M  H I E R A R C H I C  R U L E  T O
P O L Y C R A T I C  G O V E R N A N C E  

Therefore, each of FUEN’s seven main proposals
rightly asserts that what is needed now is more than
moral persuasion (Galbreath & McEvoy, 2012: 182)
and emphasises the vital importance of involving
local authorities and civic communities in all Member
States (Pop, 2013: 53) in the development,
implementation and monitoring of these seven
strategies.

In recent decades, the EU has adopted an
increasingly intergovernmentalist decision-making
process, where Member States have retained, both
individually and collectively as the European Council,
ultimate decision-making power as Guardians of the
Treaties, with the Council providing, at best, technical
guidance but exercising little real influence
(Moravcsik, 2018: 1653-58). This type of
“asymmetrical interdependence” between Member
States and EU institutions has transformed any
attempts at democratising the EU by creating a pan-
European public political sphere into “a form of
organised hypocrisy” disguising the dominance of
the intergovernmentalist paradigm (Ibid.). As
predicted by Zürn’s causal model of contested global
governance, transnational actors such as FUEN and
grassroots civic initiatives such as its ECI-based MSPI
challenge Member States’ institutional dominance
and simultaneously cause not only significant
progressive democratic resistance, but increasingly
also the emergence of intolerant national-populist
backlashes misrepresenting any extension of NMR
as potentially disruptive of peace, stability, and state
integrity (Smith et al., 2019: 537). To address this
democracy vs. security dilemma, institutional
transformation and constitutional adaptation via
adequate adaptive mechanisms are vital for the EU’s
future cohesion (Longo, 2019: 182) and
development as a sui generis constitutional polity
(Gehring, 2020: 30).

The final section of this paper maps out the direction
such EU institutional transformation must take so as
to align with most Europeans’ values and vision for
our common future – namely, towards the 

Participative polycracy in praxis. European states’
historical and institutional development over the
past two centuries has resulted in political path-
dependencies and embedded civic perspectives that
still consider diversity within the boundaries of
hierarchically structured EU Member States
generally controlled by one hegemonic ethno-
national community as a predominantly negative
manner. In addition, the EU adopted an internal
NMR standard based on the individualistic principle
of non-discrimination but imposed externally a more
onerous collective standard of minority protection to
acceding states in Central and Eastern Europe
(Wiener & Schwellnuss, 2014: 30). This has resulted
in a ‘decoupling’ between EU institutions and post-
accession central governments of new Member
States, located primarily in Central and Eastern
Europe, who now often resist implementing the EU’s
acquis communautaire in the NMR field, as well as
one between Member States’ central decision-
makers and local administrators (Ibid., 2014: 104). 
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actualization of the participactive polycracy paradigm
emerging out of the intersection of Michael Zürn’s
substantive relational model and Kathleen
McNamara’s conceptualization of institutional
legitimation through judicious cultural infrastructure
governance. This approach aligns with Jan Aart
Scholte’s (2020: 11) timely comments on how Zürn’s
institutionalist model of global governance can be
radicalised so as to act as catalyst for “a
transformative reconstruction of global governance
theory [beyond] the organisational dynamics of
global-level agencies in a western-liberal mold”:

making that limit individuals’ roles to that of casting a
vote every four years - thus merely punctuating an
otherwise continuous zero-sum militarised contest
for power between political parties that now treat a
solution can be quickly reached (de Waal, 2020: 155).
This evaluation has made clear that a political
resolution to the conflict remains deceptively simple
on the surface.  As long as the parties involvedeach
other not just as adversaries, but as enemies.
Deliberative democracy within the European Union,
like FUEN’s MSPI initiative, is thus designed not to
replace, but to complement and enhance
representative democracy fora such as local and
regional assemblies and national and European
parliaments (Dryzek, 2000).

Accountable autonomy draws on the capacity of
social groups to resist oppression and do the right
thing even in difficult circumstances, in common acts
of political self-empowerment and resistance (Haber,
1994). Accountable autonomy of each state’s
constituent communities would signify a move
transcending false oppositions of majority and
minority rights, individual freedoms and social order,
governmental power over its subjects and citizens’
power to govern themselves. Ukrainians’ heroic
resistance to invasion and territorial
dismemberment, irrespective of ethno-cultural
identities, despite a significant power imbalance
between their country’s armed forces and Russia’s
military resources, provides a vivid image of the
ultimate sacrifice that accountable autonomy
sometimes requires of its communities and citizens.

Multi-level citizenship addresses the relationship
between ethnos, demos, and polis – between ethno-
nationality, citizenship, and the state which has been
at the center of our political discourse at least since
Jean-Jacques Rousseau published The Social
Contract two and a half centuries ago, in 1762.
Reconciling the quest for an ethics of authenticity
(Taylor, 1991) with the need for a cosmopolitan
morality (Benhabib, 2006) is one of the central
challenges of any system of governance. The late
Franco-American jurist and diplomat Gidon Gottlieb 

Whilst this paper cannot do justice to such a wide-
ranging programmatic agenda, it highlights four
transformative key practices of global governance
that represent particularly important steps on the
path to implementing the polycratic paradigm across
the European Union: deliberative democracy for
individuals, accountable autonomy of social
networks, multi-level citizenship for a radically re-
formed EU, all together resulting in participactive
polycracy as a networked system of governance.
Each of them requires significant institutional
innovations beyond the Euro-centric liberal
representative democracy framework of the
sovereign nation-state.

Deliberative democracy, rooted in the notion of
communicative action as most notably developed by
German philosopher Jürgen Habermas (1996b)
overcomes strategic tools of political decision-

“To underline, the program prescribed here is
transformative. It is not realized by adding a few
knobs to institutionalism: a bit more nonstate
actors here, a bit of deeper structure there, an
occasional study of BRICS, and so on. Instead,
the best of existing institutionalist international
theory would be integrated with the best of
network analysis, critical geography, structural
sociology, normative political theory, and global
cultural studies. The result of this
transdisciplinary synthesis would be something
qualitative different from the global governance
theories known so far.”
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“…it is possible to develop new forms of association
between nations and states that need have no direct
territorial implications… Constructing a new space
for ethnic groups and for nations claiming self-
determination requires an integrated set of
constitutional, regional, and international
arrangements. These questions must be addressed
on the international as well as on the domestic
plane.”

Participactive polycracy is thus a clear example of
how the theoretical Network paradigm can be
implemented in a specific spatio-temporal and
cultural setting – that of the EU, of Europe as a whole
and eventually, of the Transatlantic Community
(Olteanu, 2023 - forthcoming). It is thus a system
characterised by dynamic, collaborative processes of
deliberative democracy, accountable autonomy, and
multi-level citizenship. It is a multi-level system of
governance, containing both territorial
administrative levels, from neighbourhoods and
cities, to regions, states and to the EU as a whole,
and non-territorial levels representing individuals’
primary identities such as religion or nationality –
interconnected by flat, non-hierarchical networks of
power. In such a system, European ‘nation-states’
would no longer be ‘sovereign’ and dominated by
one ethno-national or religious group; whilst people
sharing the same cultural characteristics could set
common rules affecting their identity not only in
their historical homeland but wherever people
sharing that ascribed characteristic may live at any
given moment in time. This disassociation of
territoriality and ascribed primary identity would go a
long way towards eliminating the dangerous misuse
of identitarian markers and ontological insecurity
claims by unscrupulous national leaders eager to
reinforce their own power, positions, and privileges
(Della Salla, 2018: 274-276); and thus remain true to  

Nelson Mandela’s (1994) belief that “…to be free is
not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a
way that respects and enhances the freedom of
others”. Above all, partipactive polycracy takes
seriously Gehring’s (2020: xii) admonition that “the
most significant and potentially fatal remaining
obstacle to EU constitutionalization [is] the absence
of a strong and vibrant trans-European public
sphere in which transparent, legitimate policy
debates can occur” and actively encourages and
promotes the emergence, institutionalization,
sustainability and resilience of such a Europe-wide
participatory public political sphere.

Theorising the paradigm shift. It is, of course, not
possible to even summarily map out the theory and
practice of participactive polycracy within the bounds
of this paper. However, by adopting John Rawls’
(1999) approach of sketching out a “realistic utopia”
for a Law of Peoples – a method that was also
deployed by Richard Bellamy (1999: 15-19) as he
elaborated his vision of republican
intergovernmentalism, this paper can contribute to
the important ongoing debate about the normative
principles and the institutional design of a legitimate,
effective, and accountable system of governance for
the entire continent that would reflect and direct the
empirical political realities and interactive dynamics
that, as seen in the case study, are in the process of
forming under our very eyes across the EU. 

Fig. 1 below summarises the key features and
differences between the statist Hierarchy and the
networked Polycracy paradigms of governance, the
former still firmly rooted in a politically traditional
and historically contingent, Euro-centric Westphalian
model of State sovereignty (Graeber and Wengrow,
2021: 362-69), the latter gazing deep into a post-
Westphalian future of pan-European – and
eventually global Connexity (Mulgan, 1998; Castells,
2009). The Hierarchy paradigm functions most
efficiently in a relatively stable, simple, systematic
social ecosystem requiring only incremental
institutional changes. The Polycracy paradigm thrives
in a social ecosystem characterised by volatility,  
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uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (‘VUCA’)
where institutional adaptations must be rapid, fluid,
and continuous. Whereas the Hierarchy paradigm
focuses on two key variables – legitimacy and
efficiency, and drives them forward by means of
traditional, directive, personal models of heroic
leadership, the Polycracy paradigm adds a third,
critical value in the mix – namely that of
adaptability,and drives the new normative trinity
forward by means of a cooperative, collective,

distributed leadership model (Brooks and Kensler,
2011: 56-67). The Hierarchy paradigm is a
mechanistic, linear, static model institutionalised by
means of traditional TDHSNS; the Polycracy
paradigm is an organic, networked model
institutionalised through differentiated, territorial
and non-territorial, public and private
interconnected governance networks that coalesce
into a coherent and cohesive yet flexible and
adaptable system of multi-level governance. 

DA ‘REALISTIC UTOPIAN’ STRATEGIC

VISION FOR A POST-WESTPHALIAN

EUROPE

On 15. January 2021, European Commission Vice-
President for Values and Transparency, Vera Jourva,
published the long-awaited decision on whether the
Commission would give course to FUEN’s Minority
SafePack Initiative, that had successfully met the
conditions set out in the EU’s innovative European
Citizens’ Initiative, and propose legislation enacting
FUEN’s nine substantive proposals designed to
preserve, protect, an promote the rights of over 100
million EU citizens belonging to autochthonous
national minorities. Despite a vote of support to this
effect in the European Parliament on 14. December
2020, the endorsement of a number of national and
regional legislatures, and two hard-fought legal cases
won by FUEN before the ECJ, the Commission issued
a blanket refusal to bring any such legislation on the 

grounds that “the full implementation of legislation
and policies already in place provides a powerful
arsenal to support the Initiative’s goals” (EU
Commission, 2021). For the fifth time out of five in
less than a decade, the Commission refused, at the
behest of the EU’s Member States, to give course to
a civic demand for action endorsed by over a million
EU citizens across a substantial number of countries
(Tárnok, 2021: 3-4). 

FUEN’s Twitter feed exploded with indignation. Yet
again, the EU’s Member States and its Commission
had shown a wanton disregard for the will of the
Union’s citizens and refused to give course to the
very instrument they had drafted and enacted as
part of the Treaty of Lisbon to narrow the EU’s
perceived legitimacy gap arising from its increasing
democratic deficit and disconnect with its voters and
civic society at large (Ibid.). On 24. March 2021, the
Citizens' Committee of the ‘Minority Safepack - One 
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million signatures for diversity in Europe’ filed at the
General Court of the European Union a request for
annulment of the European Commission’s decision
on the initiative, based on the grounds that “the
European Commission infringed its legal obligation
to state reasons and committed manifest errors of
assessment” (FUEN, 2021).

The outcome of this nine-year long sustained
campaign by FUEN to make use of the Union’s most
recent democratic participatory procedure
empowering EU citizens to participate directly in
their own governance fully aligns with this paper’s
central thesis – namely, that the supranational
institutional changes implemented in the European
Union since the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty in
2007 did not cause a ‘EU crisis of legitimacy’; but that
to the contrary, it is the EU Member States’ growing
strategic and performative legitimacy crisis both as
Sovereign states and as Guardians of the EU Treaties
that is the main driver of demands for
transformative change in the EU’s current
institutional system of governance. To substantiate
this thesis, this paper first investigated the historical
double dialectics of the EU’s democratic deficit
debates. It then examined by means of a process
tracing approach the empirical evidence provided by
FUEN’s MSPI drive to persuade the Commission to
bring legislation protecting the rights of EU citizens
belonging to autochthonous national minorities.
Finally, it deployed Michael Zürn’s emerging
paradigm of global politics to highlight the critical
historical conjunctural bifurcation point the EU finds
itself at present, between continuing on the same
old path of preserving its hierarchic institutions of
government deeply embedded in a Sovereignty
paradigm increasingly disconnected from the
realities on the ground in the EU, or daring to
change course and sail towards what John Rawls
once dubbed a “realistic utopia” – that of a
participative polycratic system of continental multi-
level governance arising out of the emerging
Network connexity paradigm. 
 More research is needed before this paper’s main
thesis and its subsidiary arguments are fully 

substantiated. For example, a better understanding
is required of the interaction between Zürn’s central
causal model of legitimacy deficits leading to
resistance by both state and non-state actors to EU
institutions and ending up in either a decline or
deepening of its  current institutions of governance,
and MacNamara’s cultural infrastructure of
governance that seems to legitimate the EU from
below in the eyes of its citizens by rendering it an
unremarkable ‘fact of life’. Equally, the paradigm of
participactive policracy briefly outlined here requires
significant further theoretical elaboration and
empirical research if it is to join the ranks of more
established IR paradigms of governance. Another
fruitful avenue for research is that of the emergent
European Minority Rights Regime and its real
capacity to preserve, protect and promote the rights
of over 100 million EU citizens belonging to
autochthonous national minorities against being
‘managed’ as objects of ontological securitization by
their very own governments. For now, this paper
agrees with the pessimistic perspective of a leading
expert in questions of state-building and nationalism
in Europe, Prof. David Smith (Smith et al., 2019: 537),
who recently stated that 

“…as the current [Minority Safepack] Initiative
demonstrates the balance of power between state
and minority actors remains firmly weighted in
favour of the former, while the claims of the latter
are still often viewed through the prism of security,
as potentially disruptive to peace, stability and
state integrity”.

It is up to us, citizens of Europe, to fully commit
ourselves to radically transform that balance of
power in the critical years and decades ahead, as we
strive to reconfigure our systems of governance
from increasingly ineffective, illegitimate and
inflexible statist liberal representative democracies
to a model of multi-level particpactive polycracy –
and thus to transition from a Hierarchy to a Network
paradigm of global order capable of confronting the
increasingly complex and urgent challenges we face
in the 21st century. The courageous people of
Ukraine are already literally manning the barricades
in this supreme clash of arms between forces of 
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INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

In 1991, the former Belgian Foreign Minister Mark
Eyskens described the EU as “an economic giant,
a political dwarf, and a military worm”. Much to
the chagrin of EU institutional actors, this remark
has stuck. Since then, considerable developments
have made the EU a far more formidable actor on
the global stage, but what type of actor and
where its strengths and weaknesses lie is still a
subject of debate. This paper will review the EU’s
status as a global actor by looking at the metrics
of power suggested by Eyskens in his remark,
namely the extent of the EU’s military,
economic/civilian, and normative power. The
paper will analyse the subject by using different
theoretical frames of international relations,
making use of historical examples of each power
component and relating these to contemporary
examples. From this, it will be argued that the
EU’s power is civilian-normative, due to being
constrained by not possessing a formal military,
and this will remain the case in the future. As an
actor, therefore, we can expect the EU to
continue its active role in exerting its influence in
matters of global diplomacy and economics, with
minor developments as an actor in terms of
security.

Keywords: EU, Security, Power, Ukraine, Normative
Power, Civilian Power

the international stage. However, with more recent
developments, the Union now faces substantial
challenges to what kind of international actor it can
be. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has revived
decades-old questions regarding the EU’s capacities
as a security provider and more generally as an actor
in the global arena. It conjures serious doubts as to
whether the EU will be able to make any serious
impact on the events on its doorstep and demands
an analysis of what type of actor the EU is today. It is
the purpose of this paper to determine whether the
EU will continue its role as a normative-civilian power
on the world stage. To meet this aim, the capabilities
the EU possesses will be defined by discussing
different theoretical frameworks which describe the
nature of the EU. Realist interpretations of the EU
will be covered, followed by alternative theoretical
perspectives. These sections will focus specifically on
whether the EU is an influential actor as a military
power, a civilian power, or a normative power.
Following this, the specific areas of impact that the
EU has will be discussed, analysing historical trends
alongside modern aims. These sections will focus on
the EU’s capabilities in security and defence,
international diplomacy and trade, and value
projection. This will be followed up with a concluding
statement, summarising the argument that
establishes why the EU pursues continuity as a
normative-civilian international actor. To better
understand what the EU as an organisation is
actually capable of, this paper will focus on the EU’s
institutions (the Commission, Council, and
Parliament), the legislation they pass, and the foreign
policy they have collectively engaged in.

The European Union (EU), through its various
incarnations, has dramatically changed its global
impact over time. As the organisation has grown in
size and membership, so too has its scope to act on 
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either through member state cooperation or
through the European Commission (EC)/EU.  In 1991,
Luxembourgish Foreign Minister, Jacques Poos,
stated that “this is the hour of Europe, not the hour
of the Americans,” to demonstrate its capabilities as
a security actor in dealing with the Balkan conflicts in
the post-Cold war environment. (Drozdiak, 1999). His
Belgian counterpart, Minister for Foreign Affairs
Mark Eyskens, criticised the EU’s capacity to respond
to crises, referring to Europe as an “economic giant,
a political dwarf, and a military worm” (Whitney,
1991). This is significant as it underpins the
argument that the EU is inherently flawed in the
sense that it will never be able to bridge this gap as it
lacks the effective military-security apparatus that is
necessary. He points to the failings of specific cases
where the EU has been unsuccessful in meeting the
expectations that were imposed on it. The former
Yugoslavia in the 1990s stands out as an example of
this, where the EU failed to come up with
constructive solutions to address various conflicts
precipitated by the country’s collapse, frustrated
their allies in the US, and ultimately had to rely on
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and
other actors to deal with an issue that was on the
EU’s doorstep (Hill, 1997: 17). Naturally, by using this
example and looking at the issue from a realist
perspective, one supposes that the then European
Community could have addressed the conflict in the
Balkans if there was an effective military wing of the
organisation. 

The need to solve this issue was apparent, at least to
government officials in London and Paris, where
delegations from both met at the French port town
of St. Malo to discuss various matters of European
security, but crucially to negotiate the viability of
making the EU an effective security provider. The
meeting concluded with the desire to fulfil certain
“headline goals” of having 60,000 military personnel
ready to deploy at 60 days' notice for a year-long
deployment (Jones Parry, 2008). The success of
these battlegroups as they were named has been
mixed. Despite achieving the headline goals and
these battlegroups having full operational capacity 

In order to understand what kind of international
actor the EU continues to be, it is necessary to
determine if the EU can be classified as an actor at
all. There has been significant scholarly discussion
over whether the EU truly acts as an autonomous
actor or whether it is exclusively an agent of the
member states (Hill, 1993: 308). Realist scholars
contest that the EU cannot be considered an actor
as this role is exclusively held by states (Bull, 1982:
151). The power granted to states is derived from
their possession of militaries, or physical military
capabilities such as weapon systems and armoured
vehicles. This grants them powers to defend their
territories from attack, the monopoly of the use of
force within that territory, and to enforce legislation
on the population of that territory. Since the EU does
not possess this military capacity, it cannot fulfil any
of these functions effectively without the support of
member states and thus has no real power.
Furthermore, the examples of the EU having the
appearances of an actor are said to be exaggerated.
In these cases, the EU only presses the interests of
states that have strong militaries. For example, in
matters of international security, the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) acts as a key pillar
of the EU in foreign affairs. Though, by its design, it
gives no real power to the EU to ensure security, as
decision-making powers are firmly placed with
member states themselves (Wright, 2011: 25).
Therefore, the accomplishments of the CFSP can
mainly be attributed to intergovernmental inputs
from member states.

In previous decades, the exact role and impact of the
EU as an international actor has been contested. For
example, Christopher Hill has argued that for the
economic and diplomatic strength of the EU, it has
not accurately matched international expectations of
what it can do with commensurate outputs;
famously, this was coined as the capabilities-
expectations gap (Hill, 1993; Hill, 1997). The
expectations Hill refers to are for Europe to
effectively provide for its own security, evidenced in
calls by European ministers and NATO officials for
Europe to address security crises in the 1990s, 
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by 2007, they have never been deployed for serious
engagements and only used in capacity-building or
training in Africa (Ricketts, 2017: 36).  In instances
since then, such as for interventions in Libya in 2011,
another conflict on the EU’s doorstep, the UK and
France led operations with the EU’s battlegroups
scarcely considered. The EU’s lack of success in
fielding an effective military arm of the Union and
thus being an effective security actor is apparent in
2022 as well, with Finland and Sweden abandoning
neutrality and making preparations to join NATO in
the face of potential Russian aggression. If the
current members of the EU were satisfied with the
security provisions provided by the Union, they
would not need to join NATO. Thus, this
demonstrates that the EU remains a poor actor in
this area.

Despite revealing serious shortcomings of the EU’s
capacities as a global actor, the realist fixation on
‘actorness’ being defined by the power it is granted
by a military misses the point of how the EU can
exert its influence, specifically in matters relevant to
trade, diplomacy, and ethical matters such as human
rights (Ginsberg, 1999: 437). Two alternative
explanations exist to describe how the EU exhibits
capacities as an international actor: as a civilian
power and as a normative power. The EU as a
‘civilian power’ has its genesis in the writings of
Francois Duchene and is defined by being able to
address its problems in foreign relations through
diplomatic and economic means (Wright, 2011: 9).
Crucially, civilian power applies in the absence of
military power and can be exhibited through
participation in international organisations,
negotiating trade deals, and performing diplomacy.

Civilian power grants the EU a unique position in the
international arena as it has demonstrably made
effective use of diplomatic negotiations to
dramatically increase its size and power through
enlargement. The attractiveness of the single market 

as a means to promote economic growth has
repeatedly pulled new applicants into the accession
process over time, growing from six members to 27.
What is significant about this is that the EU is
granted significant powers as an international actor
without the need for a robust military component. It
has secured political authority over new countries to
legislate over various matters of economics and
trade, almost entirely through diplomatic and
economic means. Notably, it can be argued that it
lacks traditional sovereignty over newly acquired
members  and thus it is doubtful whether this
constitutes genuine acquisitions of power in realist
terms. However, in a world that has been less reliant
on military means for territorial expansion,
expansions through civilian power methods are a
viable alternative that the EU exploits to great
success, making it quite difficult to ignore how
significant the EU is as an actor.

The EU also exists as a normative power. Normative
power was distinguished by Edward H. Carr as being
defined by the realms of ideas and norms in
international affairs (Manners, 2002: 238-239).
Concepts like identity, ideology and the ability to
shape norms are all components of what make up
normative power (Manners, 2002: 238-239). The EU
was originally founded as the European Coal and
Steel Community with the idealistic notion of
preserving peace by integrating trade and regulating
infrastructures between France and Germany over
two resources key to waging war: coal and steel. In
part, it signified a departure from the imperial
attitudes that governed foreign relations in the first
half of the 20th century to instead encourage a spirit
of cooperation and peace. Through its actions over
time, its foreign policy, and through enlargement, the
EU has been shaped by this concept as it has
changed the way outsiders view the organisation
and indeed how it views itself and its role in the
world.

As mentioned before, some states prioritised
economic prosperity as the motivation for their bid
for accession. However, accession has been key in 

ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES OF THE EU

AS A GLOBAL ACTOR
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terms of shaping the identity of the EU and providing
the impetus to be an example and transmitter of
democratic practices to the rest of the world. In the
case of Greece, accession was symbolically
important as an attempt to rid itself of its
authoritarian past, consolidate the political elite in
favour of liberal democracy, and identify with an
institution that promoted liberal values (De Angelis
and Karamouzi, 2016: 451-452). This exhibits how
the EU’s normative power of setting an example of
democratic standards pulls potential new member
states into the accession process. Before further
enlargements in Eastern Europe, the European
Union set criteria for membership enshrined in the
Copenhagen criteria. This required that new
members had to have minimum standards of
democracy, respect for the rule of law, and respect
for human rights (Manners, 2002: 243). Here we can
see normative power being exhibited as a means for
the EU to project its power outwardly, by demanding
compliance with its standards of political orthodoxy
on acceding states. 

Admittedly, the success of this endeavour has been
tested in recent years. Over the last decade, there
has been strong evidence of ‘backsliding’ in the
commitment of new members to democratic values;
Hungary and Poland, once champions of
democratisation in Eastern Europe, are now
gradually transforming into electoral autocracies
with political power concentrating in the hands of
single parties and institutions of democracy (i.e. free
press, independent judiciary etc.) are being
repeatedly undermined (Bernhard, 2019: 587).
Ukraine, too, provides an interesting branch in this
discussion as it is a state with membership
ambitions that has received substantial monetary
and advisory support from the EU to build
democratic practices.. EU officials engaging with
political elites in Ukraine and providing policy advice
has aided reforms in corruption and improving the
Ukrainian civil service, but runs aground in instances
where the interests of the country’s elite are at stake
(Kralikova, 2022). Promoting democratic values
domestically and abroad is a cornerstone of the EU’s 

normative power, yet these examples may serve to
discredit the EU’s reputation for facilitating this. It
should be noted, however, that the EU has regularly
issued fines against the Hungarian and Polish
governments, among others, in response to
backsliding, and in April, voted to implement more
stringent measures against Hungary by denying
access to EU funding (France 24, 2022). The example
Ukraine poses is less clear now: despite moderate,
gradual improvements in democratic practices that
have had EU support, the years-long conflict in the
Donbas and now a full-scale invasion by Russia have
made it very difficult to fully realise the impact that
this support may have had and arguably the success
of democracy promotion is unclear as long as the
country is at war (Minakov and Rojansky, 2018: 11).
Therefore, time will determine the effectiveness of
the EU’s carrot-and-stick approach to stewarding
democracy in backsliding states, and the resolution
to the conflict in Ukraine will bring salience to the
effectiveness of its policies of promoting democracy
in third countries.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

In terms of what sort of international actor the EU is
to become, there is an increasing list of concerns
relating to security and defence, with the EU having a
demonstrably limited scope of what it can do.
Despite current US President Joe Biden’s
reassurance to NATO states that the US will honour
the NATO agreement, the rhetoric employed by
former US President Donald Trump regarding his
commitments to NATO membership undoubtedly
encouraged considerable scepticism over the
collective security provided by article 5 of the NATO
constitution (Aggestam and Hyde-Pryce, 2019: 115).
Coupled with Russian military adventurism in recent
years and the invasion of Ukraine, this has required
that the EU and its member states reevaluate the
Union’s role in security. Historically, the EU has fared
relatively poorly in regard to setting up stronger
military capacities. Its shortcomings have meant that
the EU bears the brunt of the fallout from conflicts
occurring in the near abroad, particularly in the
Balkans and the Middle East, and now Ukraine (Hill, 
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The approach the EU takes towards security then
plays to its strengths: it uses its economic capacities
to ensure states otherwise incapable of securing
themselves can now do so whilst being sensitive to
their desires to trust first in NATO.

The EU aiming to continue its path as a civilian actor
can be seen through its abilities as a diplomatic
mediator and facilitator of trade. The establishment
of modern international trade relations through the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was
profoundly influenced by EC/EU input. The size and
depth of its internal market granted it significant
weight in terms of negotiating power in the Uruguay
Round; allowing it to push for and concede
compromises on agriculture and service trade;
advocate China’s application to join the World Trade
Organisation (WTO); liberalise global trade, but also
to establish robust regulation and oversight to
international trade in general (Coppolaro, 2019: 336-
349). Through the Lome Conventions, the EU
granted preferential trading and aid to former
colonies in Africa, the Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP)
(Montana, 2003: 67). However, the admission of new
members to the EU and the prioritisation of trade
with Eastern Europe have left substantial gaps in
exchanges coming from the Middle East and North
Africa, and the wider ACP, contributing to regional
instability (Trentin, 2015: 100; Montana, 2003: 67). In
recent years, the EU has aimed to re-establish its
presence in Africa through the EU-African Union
Partnership. The Partnership has led to increased
dialogues and funding allocated on a continent-wide
basis from the EU to the African Union, with
particular support being given on security matters
(Pape, 2013: 738). This places the EU strongly
amongst competitive investors such as China and
the USA, who have both shown increased interest in
the region. This indicates that the EU aims to
maintain its stance as a powerful actor in relation to
trade and diplomacy and thus reaffirm itself as a
civilian power. 

The EU has historically made use of its unique
position of being European but trying to remove 

1997: 19; Aggestam and Hyde-Pryce, 2019: 119).
However, with the launch of the Permanent
Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and the European
Defence Fund (EDF) through the EU’s Global Strategy
(EUGS), there seems to be a positive move in the
direction of addressing the Union’s defence and
security issues. PESCO signifies the EU’s attempts at
facilitating regionwide cooperation in military
matters in Europe. Its aim is to promote the
integration of defence capabilities across the
member states through a binding commitment to
the programme (Barbe and Morillas, 2019: 764-765).
Additionally, the EDF can enable states to increase
defence spending and can ensure that European
states maintain military effectiveness that would
otherwise be prohibited by a lack of funds (Barbe
and Morillas, 2019: 764-765). This last function
addresses a longstanding criticism made by
successive US administrations that Europe will not
pay for its own security, with NATO members not
committing to minimum defence spending. This
policy approach in recent years shows that the EU as
an actor can show considerable influence as a
supporter of member states and a facilitator for
increased cooperation, much as it has done in other
areas like trade. The EU’s response to the invasion of
Ukraine corroborates this and has provided an
opportunity to extend its remit by not only providing
monetary aid to bolster states’ defence budgets but
also aid in the form of military equipment. In
February and for the first time, the EU began
sending $500 million worth of military aid to support
the Ukrainian armed forces' efforts against the
invasion (De La Baume and Barigazzi, 2022). This
does not necessarily address the realist criticisms of
it as a security actor, however, it does take a practical
approach to deal with security and defence issues,
insofar as its status as a normative-civilian actor will
allow it. By occupying the role as an enabler of
security for its members and neighbours it seeks to
support, it is not at odds with the status of NATO
either. A consistent critique of policymakers’
attempts to create something resembling a
European army is that it stands in competition with
NATO, which already effectively provides for security. 
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itself from the colonial past of some of its
constituent member states, in order to promote its
own brand of values: human rights, equality, and
liberal democratic values. The EU has consistently
been an organisation that provides aid for countries
affected by conflict and sets “preconditions for
association accords'' which prioritise the protection
of human rights (Ginsberg, 1999: 439). Arguably, this
has now granted the EU a “capital of credibility” as an
example to follow and a source of reward for
countries that comply with the standards it imposes
(Ferrari, 2016: 221). At the same time, the EU has
regularly employed its provision of aid and status as
a promoter of human rights as a means to punish
states that have poor human rights records. The first
time this was seen was when the European
Community (EC) removed its offices in Chile and
diverted its aid transfers to local NGOs, like
churches, rather than to the government (Ferrari,
2016: 219-220). In Africa in the 1970s, the EC cut
direct aid to the Ugandan government, oversaw the
UN-sanctioned weapons embargo to South Africa,
and cut or prevented cultural and commercial
contacts with the Apartheid government there
(Ferrari, 2016). Over the last decade, the EU has
faced a refugee crisis that has put a strain on its
abilities to maintain its status as a champion of
human rights, as member states increasingly shirk
responsibility for refugees. The EU currently upholds
the Dublin Regulation, which allows states to
relocate refugees within the EU and associate states
(International Commission of Jurists, 2011: 1). This
has led to criticism by the European Court of Human
Rights (ECHR) as it has led to the negative effect of
concentrating refugees in Greece, which takes
financial remittances for intaking refugees but does
not adequately uphold living standards (International
Commission of Jurists, 2011: 4-5). This indicates a
change in priorities in relation to its stance on
human rights. Previously, significant effort was made
to combat global injustices relating to human rights.
However, the policy has shifted to accommodate
member states in their desire to take on fewer
refugees and at the same time endangering said
refugees. This stance has been consistent since the 

beginning of the crisis, with little sign of abatement.
Therefore, the EU appears to be aiming to
redistribute the burden of human rights on other
states in response to the crisis, shifting from its
formerly combative normative stance. This
‘compromise approach’ closely aligns with the EUGS
in that it aligns refugee and immigration policy with
concerns posed by member states, prioritising
Europe first over normative values (Ceccorulli &
Lucarelli, 2017: 97).

CONCLUSION

To conclude, this paper has sought to determine
what type of global actor we can expect the EU to be
in the future. To do this, different theoretical
interpretations of the EU’s status as a global actor
have been discussed. Findings determine that the
various interpretations provide rich detail as to
which areas the EU is strong in, whilst highlighting
key weaknesses as a global actor. The capabilities-
expectations gap, as highlighted by Hill remains
salient today as it was at the time of his writing; the
EU still has a great deal of work in building a
functioning military-security apparatus to bridge this
gap and be an effective actor in matters of security.
However, this is not to say that the EU is entirely
limited as an actor. Alternative interpretations,
namely that the EU is normative-civilian in character,
shed light on the ways that the EU fulfils its role as a
global actor. These interpretations point to the
strength of its internal market and normative values
as methods of projecting itself and pursuing
interests. The economic incentive has encouraged
member states into accession whilst membership
criteria have pushed acceding states into compliance
with normative standards of the EU, furthering the
Union’s influence in both dimensions.
Among several challenges posed to the EU’s ability to
pursue its interests in the world, Ukraine has posed
the most critical. It has reopened questions about
how we should view the EU as a security provider in
Europe, a policy area it is already weak in, whilst
challenging its capacities to promote democratic
standards, an area in which it has considerably
greater strength. However, the EU has made great 
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strides in addressing security concerns by using its
status as a normative-civilian power to provide
practical solutions to these concerns. The EUGS has
enabled member states with under-resourced
militaries to have the necessary funds to provide for
their own security, through aid. Furthermore, the EU
has taken a historic first step in its path as an
enabler of state security by issuing lethal aid to the
government in Kyiv. This example suggests that
progress has been made in this area, even if limited.
Overall, the future is bright for the EU as a global
actor. Despite calls to institute an EU defence
capability, it has shown that it can still operate
influentially in the world without the need for a
military. Using its diplomatic and economic clout, it
continues to exert influence on global trade, aid,
international relations, and matters of security. With
its response to Ukraine, we can expect to see that
the EU will continue to be a distinctively normative-
civilian power in international affairs. 

Further research on this topic would be best
directed at understanding the interaction between
the EU institutions and the member states or how
member states' pursuit of idiosyncratic foreign
policies affects the EU. This paper has predominantly
focused on the foreign policy of the EU’s institutions
alone. However, constituent member states have at
times advanced or stymied the progress of the EU
and its abilities as a global actor, a phenomenon not
covered in this paper which deserves closer
examination. Additionally, the Russo-Ukrainian War
continues to yield new challenges to the EU and its
abilities to act internationally. It is not yet clear what
further threats the war will pose and how this might
push the EU to act. Further research may best be
conducted to determine how the EU might act in
relation to specific threats which may be posed by
the conflict.
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 ABSTRACT

Female presence and influence in Extreme-right
movements (ERMs) has been a matter of fervent
debates in terrorist studies. Nonetheless,
women’s roles in ERMs have often been reduced
to their compliance with traditional gender roles,
within which women are depicted as an attribute
to men who merely conceive them as wives,
mothers or companions. Hence, this paper seeks
to further analyse the impact of feminine
presence within these groups, placing special
emphasis in their role as mothers. This paper will
thus expose that maternalism represents one of
the vital and most effective tools that contribute
to the survival and endurance of ERMs. Mothers
are not passive entities within these groups. They
should be regarded instead as indispensable
agents for the social nuclei and prosperity of
ERMs.

Keywords: Far-right, Gender, Motherhood,
Extremism, Recruitment

INTRODUCTION

 recurrently overlooked. 

This paper seeks to demonstrate that “women as
mothers” are indispensable agents in ERMs who
contribute to the endurance and propagation of the
latter. The first section  will analyse women’s
engagement in ERMs as a largely overlooked
phenomenon. The second section will explore how
motherhood has been constructed and promoted
by ERMs to illustrate the pivotal role that mothers
play in recruiting and radicalising new members.
Finally, the third section will present QAnon as a case
study where identities centred on motherhood are
employed in the online sphere as a recruitment
strategy. 

Extreme-right movements (ERMs) have been often
portrayed as exclusive masculine circles where
women are conceived to be mere sexual or familiar
attributes to their male companions. Little attention
has been dedicated to “the potential for (re)framing
femininity, women’s role in the nation, or discussions
of women’s right to be used for recruitment or
radicalisation by far-right political parties and
movements” (Miller-Idriss and Pilkington, 2019).
From the Third Reich – the cradle of ERMs – to new
alt-right online movements, the complexity of
women’s involvement in these groups has been 

WOMEN IN EXTREME-RIGHT
MOVEMENTS:  AN OVERLOOKED
PHENOMENON 

The predominant masculine presence in extreme-
right movements (ERMs) has often eclipsed the
pivotal role of women in these groups. Indeed,
Campion (2020) finds that female presence in ERMs
is considerably small compared to that of men. To
substantiate this claim, she presents the study
developed by the University of Maryland on Profiles
of Individual Radicalization in the US where 2226
radicalised individuals are evaluated. Hence, the
study supports that out of all the individuals
evaluated, of the 977 identified as far-right
extremists 920 were male, while a small portion of
57 was composed by females (PIRUS, 2020). 

The publicity of male members as primary
constituents of ERMs has also been a product of the
hypermasculinity culture that characterises the
structure of these groups (Arkhis and White, 2022).  
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As per Arkhis and White (2022), this is because both
ERMs and the armed forces milieus are
“predominantly male and there is some overlap in
the values they hold”. For instance, these scholars
emphasise how ERMs often emulate the values, 
 symbols and organisational structures of the armed
forces, even adopting the archetypes of the ideal
martial man. This phenomenon was visibly illustrated
by the rally “Unite the Right” 2017 in Charlottesville,
where all camera coverage was monopolised by
angry white men chanting and marching with tiki
torches (Love, 2020). Hence, such startling
manifestations of ERMs have contributed to
perpetuate public perceptions of the alt-right as a
hyper masculinist environment (GNET Team, 2021).
In fact, the hyper masculinist, misogynist and
antifeminist character of alt-right narratives has
been widely addressed in academia (Vandiver, 2020).
Therefore, the increasing active involvement of
females in these movements has been conceived as
an unconventional phenomenon that many scholars
(Boehme et al., 2019) have attempted to explain.

1.1 Traditional Archetypes of Femininity in ERMs 

Uncovering the real extent of women’s involvement
in ERM movements remains a vital task (Boehme and
Isom Scott, 2019). Indeed, mainstream media and
popular notions often depict women’s contribution
to ERMs as passive – mere wombs for the cause or
caretakers of children and men – or, in the case of
exerting a more active role in the groups, as
persuaded members subjugated by men to
participate in the struggle (Mattheis, 2018). Hence,
women are generally portrayed as indirect members
who do not present a real will or initiative to conduct
significant actions. Nonetheless, it is important to
acknowledge that this is a highly misleading
assumption. It is misleading simply because not only
do women carry out direct and voluntary
contributions in ERM, but they are vital participants.
As Love (2020) states, “this dominant image of the
alt-right as a hyper masculinist environment,
however accurate it may be, obscures and overlooks
the long history of white women’s participation in
white supremacy”. Women have been active agents 

of ERMs since the very foundation of these groups
(Matfess and Margolin, 2022). Although female
members are conceived as mere supportive subjects
deliberately defined as sexual or familiar attributes
to their male companions, Laura Smith (2017) has
observed that: 

“While the march in Charlottesville occurred in
reaction to the proposed removal of a statue of a
Confederate general, women were responsible for
the erection of many of these Confederate statues
across the country at the turn of the 20th century.
In the 1920s, women composed the most influential
arm of the KKK. And lest we forget the election that
emboldened these modern white supremacists:
More than a half of white women voted for Trump.
To overlook the comprehensive picture of who
makes up the extreme right is to seriously
underestimate its reach.”

Disregarding the influence of women in ERMs is thus
ignoring one of the essential pillars of the social
nuclei of these groups. In fact, some alt-right
sympathisers conceive women as indispensable
actors to stop the supposed white genocide
(Ganesh, 2020). “It’s the birth-rates, It’s the birth-
rates, It’s the birth-rates,” states Brenton Tarrant –
the Christchurch terrorist – at the beginning of his
manifesto (Tarrant, n.d.). Women are thereby not
mere auxiliaries for the cause but instead, essential
agents to perpetuate the ethos of ERMs such as
white pro-natalism, the return to tradition, and the
endurance of a canonical white aesthetic (Salice,
2019). Although some authors such as Dworkin
(1983) argue that “the Right offers women a simple,
fixed, predetermined social, biological, and sexual
order,” female members of ERMs have
demonstrated to perform much more complex roles
(North, 2021). In reality, alt-right discourses about
gender complementarity – the idea that men and
women, despite being biologically different,
complement each other – denote that ERMs do not
entail a hierarchical but instead a linear relationship
between men and women. As Lana Lokteff (2019), a
prominent alt-right activist, claimed in one of her
speeches: 
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 working mothers'' (Scrinzi, 2017). Moreover, Le Pen
– leader of the Front National – presented herself as
the main supporter of “real feminism” where she
celebrated women as indispensable agents in
society during the last electoral campaign in 2022
(DailyMotion, 2022). This focus on modern femininity
demonstrates how the female archetypes in ERMs
are undergoing a change. Indeed, women of ERMs
are increasingly adopting more active roles in
society. 

Similarly, some young women of the alt-right are
significantly breaking up the stereotype of females as
mere subordinated members to their male
companions. For instance, Isabel Medina Peralta –
also portrayed as the “new muse of Spanish fascism”
(Última Hora, 2021) – illustrates another clear
example of alt-right women adopting
“unconventional” roles as leaders in ERMs. “It is our
supreme duty to fight for Spain and for a Europe
now weakened and destroyed by the enemy (the
Jews),” said Peralta during a rally in 2021 (Aguilera-
Carnerero, 2021). This is because, as some authors
such as Chrisafis, Connolly and Giuffrida (2019) have
identified, since some years ago, “angry white
women'' have emerged as an indispensable actors of
ERMs. “At least half a dozen women”, they say, “lead
rightwing, populist European parties, such as Alice
Weidel, of the AfD, and Georgia Meloni, of the
Brothers of Italy” (2019). 

Such events thus elucidate that women of the far-
right cannot longer be labelled as passive entities.
Female participants of ERMs have demonstrated
over the years that this dichotomic conception
between men and women is fallacious. In order to
support this argument, the next section will analyse
how the archetype of the mother has been an
indispensable constituent in diverse ERMs, from the
Third Reich to online alt-right fierce moms.  

MOTHERHOOD IN ERM:  FROM THE
THIRD REICH TO ONLINE ALT-
RIGHT FIERCE MOMS 

“for ages Europeans [had] the perfect union of the sexes
based on what was natural in order to survive;… We
honoured both gods and goddesses. It wasn't a
competition but each piece of the whole that worked
together to ensure our survival.” 

Therefore, the general belief about the intrinsic
subjugation of women in ERMs is somehow
fallacious. The relationship between male and female
members in ERMs cannot be interpreted as a
master-and-slave relationship but instead as two
polarities that complement each other. Empirically,
men and women have cooperated together to
ensure the “survival of the ingroup”, a phenomenon
that has sometimes entailed the desertion of the so-
praised traditional gender roles (Leidig, 2021).  

1.1 A Volatile Doctrine: New Feminine Archetypes? 

The compliance of traditional gender roles has been
regarded as a core factor of ERM narratives (Ebner
and Davey, 2019). However, Leidig (2020)
emphasises that women of the alt-right have
frequently escaped such fixed conceptions by
adopting new roles. Conventionally, alt-right
discourses and propaganda have portrayed women
according to three main archetypes: the beloved
mother, the sex symbol, and the female fighter (Latif
et al., 2020). Nevertheless, authors such as Campion
(2020) identifies that women have found new
manners to actively participate in ERMs
corresponding to the following criteria: violent
actors, thinkers, facilitators, promoters, activists, and
exemplars. 

Such a metamorphosis of the feminine archetypes
can be clearly illustrated by the evolving discourses
of the Front National in France, one of the leading
ERMs in Europe. Before the 1990s, women were
explicitly celebrated as ‘mothers of the nation’
(Scrinzi, 2017) meaning that women were
encouraged to perform housekeeping and
caregiving duties. Nonetheless, the new emphasis of
the Front National on issues of employment,  social
protection and welfare state has generated a new
romanticised female archetype based on women as 
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The cult of motherhood has always been an inherent
foundation of ERMs. Far-right supporters generally
emphasise that to perpetuate their desired
canonical white society, women should adopt
traditional female roles such as childbearing,
maternal caregiving duties and domestic labour
(Skjelsbæk et al., 2020). These ideals of Kinder,
Küche, Kirche – children, kitchen, church – traces its
origins back to Germany, where the slogan was
subsequently adopted and massively employed
during the Nazi period as the feminine epitome
(Bridenthal, 1973). 

The Nazi national policy adopted towards women
was thus explicitly centred on the idea of
motherhood. As Fox (2009:21) indicates, “the
maternal figure became central to the Nazi vision of
the female whose bravery, selflessness,
unquestioning devotion, and sacrifice mirrored the
role individuals would be expected to play in the
Volksgemeinschaft (national people's community)”.
What is more, the historian Claudia Koonz (quoted in
Heineman, 2001:139) has emphasized that the ‘ideal
couple’ of Nazi Germany was composed “not by the
husband and wife, but by a soldier and his mother”.
Notwithstanding this, it is important to acknowledge
that the feminine, and specifically, the maternal
duties, were not equally promoted among the
different generations of women, a fact that was
highly influenced by the historical context.

Historical events such as war often generate major
disruptions in social orders, and the Nazi regime was
not an exception. The outbreak of WWII led the Third
Reich to restructure gender roles by promoting new
feminine roles that would contribute to the
perseverance of their community (Stephenson,
1982). As opposed to the archetype of the beloved
mother promoted in the previous years, the Nazi
regime had to motivate younger women to become
active agents in the labour force to reactivate the
national economy. As Heineman states (2001:140),
“the Nazi regime had two reasons for deemphasizing
younger women’s maternal functions and
emphasizing those of older women. The first and 

primary one was economic”. Because the majority of
men were sent to the battlefields, younger women
were regarded as the ultimate solution to boost the
national economy (Stephenson, 1982). Hence, “a
propagandistic focus on young women’s mothering
work” (Heineman, 2001:140) would have interfered
with their recruitment to the war economy, a factor
that could disrupt the prosperity of the nation. 

“The second reason concerned men’s emotional
lives” (Heineman, 2001:140). While younger women
were encouraged to take active roles in the labour
market, older women were required to perform
caregiving duties to ensure the wellbeing of society
(Brashler, 2015). Mothers were thus regarded as the
primary emotional support for men, an event that
enhanced the already existent cult to motherhood in
WWII (Koonz, 2014). This is also due to the fact that
“almost every soldier had a living mother, but fewer
than one-half had wives, and not all wives had
children” (Heineman, 1996:26). This explains why the
figure of the mother became the main feminine
archetype to be praised by the regime, especially
among the male population.

2.1 Eutaxy as Predominant Principle of ERM
 
As it was previously stated, the survival of what is
conceived as the ingroup is of utmost importance for
ERMs. Far-right groups attend, in this sense, to the
principle that this paper calls eutaxy. The term
“eutaxy” is etymologically composed of two Greek
words, «ευ» meaning “good, right” and «ταξις» which
means “order and rule” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).
Hence, in its political context, eutaxy has to be
understood as “good order” where “good” means
capable – in power or virtue - to maintain itself in the
course of time (Filosofia.org, n.d.). Therefore, the
eutaxy of an institution – ERMs in this context – is
measured by the extent to which it endures in time. 

Nazi Germany illustrates an example of how an
institution implements significant changes to ensure
its eutaxy, even if that entailed a contradiction of
their most deeply rooted principles. What is more,
this principle of “group survival” has been employed 
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numerous times by ERMs, a fact that explains the
mutable role of women – transcending the
traditional gender roles – aimed at ensuring the
eutaxy of the ingroup. Hence, the pursuit of the
group’s eutaxy justifies the increasing active role of
women in the cause, especially in the last decades.
With the rise of the online sphere and the
emancipation of women, female members of ERMs
are now conceived as very useful agents to attract
new sympathisers to the group. As Rogers and Litt
(2003:96) concluded by analysing the far-right group
World Church of the Creator (WCOTC), two main
feminine roles can be currently detected in these
movements: 

Debunking the Claim that Nationalism is Hostile
Towards Women: 

“First, mothers’ everyday practices and attitudes play a
central role in the production of white supremacy.
Second, women should be given a more public and
visible role in the movement, which would bring them, if
not into leadership, at least into public forms of
activism. Both approaches hold an ideology that
constructs women as purposefully oriented toward and
responsible for securing white racial superiority” 

Rogers and Litt provide a very insightful example of
how the feminine white members of ERMs are used
as a vehicle for normalising white supremacy and
attracting female support by promoting women as
powerful agents within the movement (Neufeld,
2018). The next section will thus further explore how
motherhood is being instrumentalised by these
groups to attract and radicalise new members due
to its high effectiveness, especially in the virtual
sphere. 

2.2 New Forms of Motherhood: Women as “Lionesses
and Shieldmaides” 

“We have to be lovers, mothers, friends, teachers,
and now, shield maidens ready to go to battle”,
claimed Lara Lokteff in one of her speeches (2017).
New ERMs are gradually incorporating new models
of motherhood where mothers are celebrated as
fierce fighters ready to protect the ingroup. Similarly,
Ayla Steward – another prominent female activist in
the alt-right – stated the following in the podcast 

“We are all called to say something against this system,
and speak out and be loud about it because the system,
this anti-white system, wants to come after our children,
wants to destroy our children.” (2017)

By the use of such Manichean rhetoric between the
ingroup and “the system”, women of the alt-right
appeal to common feminine fears – their children
being in danger – as a strategy to radicalise new
sympathisers. As Dworkin (1983) has argued, far-
right movements generally employ sophisticated
tools in which they instrumentalise a wide feminine
set of anxieties and fears to mobilise a distinctively
feminine species of anger. Since the protection of
ingroup seems imperative, women are encouraged
by these alt-right figures to actively engage in the
struggle, even if that entails the temporary desertion
of traditional gender roles (Salice, 2019). Hence, this
conception of “fierce mama” (Mattheis, 2018:139)
has become incredibly popular in ERMs, specifically
in the online sphere. Narratives of alt-maternalism –
feminine guardians who organize rallies and social
media campaigns to protect children from sexual
and moral contamination (Sommer, 2020) – are
proving to be an effective recruiting strategy
(Argentino, 2021). To further address this point, the
next section will provide a more detailed study about
the engagement of mothers in the QAnon
movement and their impact on the audience. 

CASE STUDY:  3 .  QANON MUMS
ONLINE 

The analysis of the QAnon movement conducted in
this paper corroborates the argument that
maternalism does indeed constitute one of the vital
and most effective tools that contribute to the
survival and endurance of ERMs. Hence, the reason
why the QAnon movement was selected in this
paper as a case study is twofold. First, because
QAnon is commonly categorised as a new far-right
movement due to its coalescence with far-right 
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values and operability (Zihiri et al., 2022). Moreover,
its utilisation of the online platforms for the
dissemination of its ideology has proven to be
overwhelmingly successful in seducing new
members into their cause (Haimowitz, 2020). Second
and most important, because this movement
elucidates how femininity, and particularly feminine
identities centred on maternalism, are utilised to
engage and recruit women in populist politics
(Bracewell, 2021). 

3.1 What is the QAnon phenomenon? An overview

 QAnon is defined by the GNET – Global Network on
Extremism and Technology – as “a decentralised
violent ideology rooted in an unfounded conspiracy
theory that sustains that a globally active ‘Deep State’
cabal of satanic paedophile elites is responsible for
all the evil in the world” (GNET Team, 2021). They
fervently claim that this cabal executes and eats their
child victims to extract the chemical compound
“adrenochrome”, which is destined to keep the
politicians and celebrities unnaturally young (Roose,
2021). Surprisingly, such meta-narratives employed
by QAnon have proven to be remarkably effective in
attracting new feminine members to the cause,
specifically mothers (Kelly, 2020). Hence, what could
have possibly influenced the popularity of such a
conspiracy theory?

The global Coronavirus pandemic in 2020 forced
millions of people to confine themselves to their
homes, thus leading to a large increase in the use of
online networks (De’, Pandey and Pal, 2020). This
unprecedented use of social media allowed
movements such as QAnon to become
overwhelmingly popular. According to an analysis of
Facebook data conducted by social-media research
firm Storyful, the membership in 10 large public
QAnon Facebook groups expanded by nearly 600%
from March to July (Deepa Seetharaman, 2020).
Furthermore, a study carried out by Statista
identifies that women spend more time on social
media than men (Statista, 2021), a fact that the RAN
(Radicalisation Awareness Network) has identified as
a prominent leading cause of women’s radicalisation 

online (Krasenberg and Handle, 2020). Therefore, this
phenomenon would explain why the disproportionate
participation of women in QAnon is not accidental
(Pandith, Ware and Bloom, 2020). 

3.2 QAnon recruiting strategies: How does QAnon seduce
new female members into their cause?

Not only does QAnon present a persuasive discourse
that appeals to the emotions of women but its online
nature has also provided female sympathisers with the
possibility to adopt an active agency in the cause
(Bracewell, 2021). The promotion of online hashtags
such as #Savethechildren has led numerous women
of QAnon to employ discourses about alt-maternalism
to vindicate their public and political speech online
(Centre of Analysis for the Radical Right, 2021).
Specifically, women blend maternalism – the
specialised role they have as mothers – with this fierce
imagery of an archetype of feminine warriors fighting
on behalf of their children (Mattheis, 2021). Therefore,
their role as mothers enable these women to keep
exerting a highly persuasive effect on their followers
online due to their proximity and the loyalty they have
built over the years (Centre of Analysis for the Radical
Right, 2021). To further address this point, the next
section will provide more detailed study about the
engagement of mothers in the QAnon movement and
their impact on the audience.  

3.3 “QAnonMoms”: Operability and influence on the
online sphere.

 Through the portrayal of the ingroup – specifically the
children – being under existential threat due to an
“evil” – a paedophile Satanic cabal – QAnon has
demonstrated to employ a similar rhetoric to that of
other ERMs discussed in earlier sections. “QAnon
understands that the best way to appeal to women is
by exploiting their inherent altruism and desire to
protect children” (Pandith, Ware and Bloom, 2020).
While the appeal to “save the white race” or “save the
individual liberties” has been highly effective among
disillusioned young men (Blazak, 2001), QAnon has
been able to evoke a more visceral, even maternal,
reaction among women (Tiffany, 2020). QAnon’s
versatility – a consequence of their holistic inclusion of 
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many conspiracy theories – has allowed this
movement to recruit a very broad spectrum of
women. From anti-vaccine mums, to “mom
influencers”, QAnon disseminates a central message
that resonates with millions of females who turn to
these platforms every day for advice on how to
optimise the health and wellbeing of their families
(Bracewell, 2021). 

The radicalisation strategies applied by QAnon have
been thus perceived to be extremely sophisticated.
Although the QAnon phenomenon is relatively new,
many journalists (Breland, 2020; Butler, 2020; Flora,
2020; Kelly, 2020; Tiffany, 2020) have found that new
QAnon female members have been introduced to
this ideology “through images, videos, and stories
shared by some of the most popular beauty, lifestyle,
and parenting influencers on Instagram” (Bracewell,
2021:2). Such phenomenon has been further 
 researched by Argentino (2021), who has identified
that QAnon women often utilise a very specific type
of aesthetic in their images and posts that he has
termed as “Pastel QAnon”. Such propagandistic
posts are highly efficient because through the use of
certain pastel tones that inspire innocence, QAnon
camouflages and “softens its propaganda, thus giving
rise to new recruitment and radicalization pipelines
into  female dominated ecosystems” (Argentino,
2021). Hence, the use of these practically
imperceptible techniques have also played a pivotal
role in radicalising younger audiences who were not
familiar with QAnon before the summer of 2020
(Argentino, 2021). 

QAnon mothers represent the ultimate example
where motherhood has been employed both as a
survival and recruiting tool in ERM. Mattheis (2021)
has found that small “mominfluencers” have also
played a key role in such recruitment. These women,
she argues, possess great persuasive power as they
present what could be termed as “ethos in rhetoric”
(Centre of Analysis for the Radical Right, 2021). This
“ethos in rhetoric” represents the moral authority
that is attributed to women as mothers to bolster
the legitimacy of these movements and to frame   

grievances surrounding threats to family and culture
(GNET Team, 2021). The radical posts and
narrativesspread by “Q Mums” online are thus
generally conceived as inoffensive and even as
understandable by their audiences. Maternity is
used in this sense, both as a weapon and a
justification for these women’s narratives online.
Moreover, since these women present high
proximity and trust with their followers which they
have built over the years (Mattheis, 2018), “those
audience members are likely to give them the
benefit of the doubt, at the very least, over wacky
posts” (Centre of Analysis for the Radical Right,
2021).

CONCLUSION

The influence of women, specifically as mothers
engaged in ERMs has been generally overlooked. In
the current state of the literature, the puzzle of
gendered strategies of far-right radicalisation
requires more research. Nonetheless, this paper
illustrates that maternalism constitutes an essential
pillar in ERMs, both for their survival and recruiting
strategies. Mothers have proven to be indispensable
agents for the stability of social nuclei and the
prosperity of these groups. It is thus important to
acknowledge that further research is required in
order to understand the extent that feminine
identities on motherhood contribute to the
endurance of ERMs and the ways in which this
contributions are perpetuated.
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 ABSTRACT

This paper presents a new methodology in the
repertoire of strategic studies practitioners. Social
media users generate large amounts of raw data
that could provide actionable information in
advising decision-making within strategic studies,
as evidenced by the high volumes of posts
related to the Russia-Ukrainian conflict. However,
this potential resource has yet to be leveraged
within strategic studies and international
relations. This paper outlines how natural
language processing can be leveraged to enable
social media sentiment analysis, a methodology
already in use in a variety of fields to inform
decision-making based on large amounts of social
media data. As a proof of concept and to outline
how the methodology has a low skill and financial
barrier of entry, this paper presents five key
performance indicators that have been analysed
and visualised using natural language processing
of over four thousand tweets, collected in the first
four weeks of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. As
such, it presents the utility of natural language
processing as a methodology for strategic studies
practitioners.

Keywords: Natural Language Processing, Social
Media Sentiment Analysis, Strategic Studies, Russian-
Ukrainian Conflict

INTRODUCTION

recorded history, the views of influential leaders,
celebrities, politicians and those with widely
accessible platforms of communication have been
circulated and recorded through the press and other
forms of media (Jiang et al., 2017: 2-3; Zeitzoff, 2017:
2). However, this paper presents a new methodology
to augment the toolsets of international relations
and geopolitical strategists through the leveraging of
natural language processing (NLP) and social media
sentiment analysis. In this context, natural language
processing refers to the use of computer science,
programming and machine learning to analyse larger
amounts of natural, ordinary or written language
than humans could be expected to analyse manually
(Chowdhary, 2020: 604; Raina & Krishnamurthy,
2022: 63-64).  Additionally, social media sentiment
analysis will be taken to mean the insight that can be
derived from using NLP to mine opinions, reactions
and feelings from a written text on social media
platforms like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn among
others (Khader et al., 2018: 3; Solangi et al., 2018: 1).
This can present a new dimension to strategic
studies in which the views and opinions of a silent
majority can be collected and analysed into
actionable information to inform strategies and
decision-making. As a proof of concept, this paper
has used NLP to collect, pre-process and analyse
over four thousand tweets during the first four
weeks of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict. As such, five
key performance indicators (KPIs) were created
during analysis of the Twitter data as quantifiable
measurements to gauge the views of the social
media-using public in relation to the conflict
(Păvăloaia et al., 2019: 7). These KPIs were visualised
into a dashboard to demonstrate how the decision-
making process can be optimised through the 
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The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24th
2022, generated a swift yet disjointed global
response with significant deviation between the
reactions of geopolitical world leaders, military forces
on either side and the global community at large. As
has been the case throughout most of  



aggregation and visualisation of large amounts of
data (Appendix 1; Alattar et al., 2021: 61763). This
paper does not present a definitive strategy to
address the conflict in Ukraine but rather a guideline
for strategists to incorporate a wider perspective
into their research and strategies. Nevertheless, to
outline the capabilities of NLP in strategic studies,
this paper presents a sentiment analysis of
geopolitical actors during the first month of the
conflict, the social media reaction to NATO’s
response, a heatmap of the perceived influence and
sentiment of various stakeholders in the conflict, a
visualisation of the countries most implicated in the
conflict on social media and a word cloud of the
most popular words and phrases of the conflict.
Considering the short period of time between the
beginning of the conflict, with the extensive time
commitments required for the peer review process,
this research has had limited success in comparing
and contrasting the social media data with
analogous academic research. This has limited the
quality of discussion with respect to the geopolitical
or international relations theoretical implications of
the study but still presents a valuable methodology
within the repertoire of strategic studies, geopolitics
or international relations practitioners.  

The decision for Russia to invade Ukraine in late
February 2022 cannot be traced to a singular cause
but rather the crescendo of several interlacing
geopolitical events. Ukraine had been part of the
Soviet Union from 1922 to August 1991 following the
collapse of the USSR (Bowker, 2013: 238). This was a
major geopolitical blow to the Russian Federation,
which had extensively used Ukraine’s natural
resources like iron ore, natural gas, oil and coal to
fuel its economy and extensive military (Stulberg,
2017: 73, 80). Additionally, Ukraine had been a major
recruitment source for the Soviet military and its
large workforce contributed to a significant portion
of Russian economic and political influence (Colás &
Pozo, 2011: 213). Ukraine had also provided a crucial 

buffer zone between geopolitical rivals in Western
Europe and the Russian mainland in addition to
enabling access to uncontested key naval territories
like the Black Sea and Azov Sea (Treisman, 2016: 47-
48). Since 1991, Russia’s respective governments
have attempted to reintegrate Ukraine within its
sphere of influence through political, economic and
most notably, military means, as evidenced by the
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in February
2014 (Kuzio, 2018: 5). Treisman presents that in
addition to Russia being a threat to Ukrainian
security, the Ukrainian state also threatened the
Russian Federation from a geopolitical perspective.
This stems from the risk of Ukraine joining NATO,
potentially enabling the positioning of near-peer
rivals close to the Russian border (2016: 48).
President Vladimir Putin had several rounds of troop
and military equipment migrations to half a dozen
zones along the Russia-Ukrainian border from March
2021 until February 2022 (Aris, 2022: 3). This
culminated in Russian forces invading Ukraine in late
February, generating significant international uproar
and entering the global zeitgeist, notably generating
high volumes of social media discourse.
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BACKGROUND LITERATURE:
PRELUDE TO THE CONFLICT

METHODOLOGY

In order to highlight the utility and ease of
integrating NLP and social media sentiment analysis
within strategic studies research, this research
pursued a methodology with low barriers of entry in
terms of prerequisite programming abilities, IT
hardware and software requirements and financial
cost. The proposed methodology requires no
additional expenditure beyond the cost of a
computer with internet access, although further
optimisation such as automation, increased storage
and machine learning will have commensurate
financial expenses. Twitter was the social media
platform of choice as it has a large, active user base
with access to key data points to inform analysis like
geographical information, timestamps and dates
among others (Brosnan et al., 2021a: 23). RStudio
was the integrated development environment used
to collect, process and analyse the tweets using the 



This can be a major benefit when collecting social
media data as the same scripts can be used each
week to reduce the number of variables that may
influence the data collected. This enables a more
accurate view of social media sentiment without any
influence from external variables (Sarlan et al., 2014:
215). With respect to collecting tweets, it was
decided to disallow retweets as they had the
potential to skew the results by outliers in addition
to the research finding value in collecting only
original tweets to gain as rounded a perspective as
possible (Giachano & Crestani, 2016: 5, 13). There
was no geocode applied to the script meaning that
data could be collected from any country with access
to Twitter (Zhang & Gelernter, 2014: 39). However,
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TwitteR package as an Application Programming
Interface (API) into Twitter (Brosnan et al., 2021b: 2).
These APIs were leveraged using libraries like
‘twitteR’ ‘dplr,’ ‘tm,’  and 'purr' as the integrated 

development environment supports user viewership
and interaction with objects in the environment
indefinitely (fig 1).

83

the code excluded tweets in languages other than
English as the lexicon used to analyse the tweets
only included English words. The majority of analysis
was conducted by keyword searches like ‘#Ukraine’
or ‘#NATO’ and tweets were collected at a rate 1,200
a week over four weeks between February 28 to
March 21, 2022. Data was collected at 6pm GMT
each Monday to ensure consistency. Following
collection, a function was created to clean and mine
the data in order to remove any inaccurate,
incomplete or otherwise unusable data resulting in a
sample of 4,157 tweets. This function also assisted
with the sentiment analysis of the tweets through
the use of a lexicon of 4,783 negative words with
2,006 positive words to give a sentiment score to
each tweet (fig 2). 
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SOCIAL MEDIA SENTIMENT KPIS

 like Microsoft Power BI or Tableau. This enabled the
formation and visualisation of the KPIs and
dashboard discussed herein.

The function provided a score of +1 point for every
positive word and -1 point for every negative word in
a tweet. With regards to visualising the data after
analysis, Google Sheets was chosen as it is free to
access with a standard Google account although the
data could have also been visualised within RStudio
or exported to a more specialised platform KPI 1: Geopolitical Actors Sentiment Analysis 
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The analysed tweets highlight that the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict is not isolated to two countries but
envelops several global powers, nation-states and
institutions. NLP analysis indicates that different
geopolitical actors are perceived in different favour
by the global community; Ukraine is viewed in a
resoundingly positive light, while Russia in an almost
entirely negative one. Interestingly, sanctions were
well received in relation to tweets directed toward
the EU but were viewed less favourably when
mentioning the US. The US received a significant
portion of the negative sentiment with both the
entertaining of US military intervention and
neutrality in the conflict being treated with almost
the same levels of criticism by the social media
community. This can also be seen in relation to
NATO, with tweets discussing the mobilisation of
NATO forces being treated harshly as an escalation
to world war, while perceived inaction in not 

supporting the Ukrainians has also garnered severe
derision. The concept of nations taking in refugees
within their borders received overall very positive
sentiment with EU nations, such as Poland and
Ireland, gaining support for their efforts so far. On
the whole however, positive sentiment appears to
generally be directed towards geopolitical actors that
support Ukraine while negative sentiment is directed
toward pro-Russian actors. However, the impacts of
only analysing tweets written in English should not
be forsaken considering that the majority of people
involved in the conflict do not speak English as a first
language and so the majority of people directly
impacted by the conflict could not be reflected in the
data. The data also indicated fluctuations in
sentiment over the four week period as seen with
NATO.

KPI 2: NATO Response Sentiment
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However, the mobilisation of US troops in Germany
was not received well. This indicates that the wider
community was not in favour of NATO military
intervention in the conflict. This sentiment largely
extended to week three with tweets indicating that
the social media community were assured that the
conflict was being contained within Ukraine,
minimising the need for NATO intervention.
Additionally, Ukrainian resistance and publicised
victories using NATO equipment was received
favourably although the perceived inaction in not
abating the column of Russian supply and military
vehicles en route to Kyiv was not received well. In the
final week of analysis, the news of NATO sending
anti-air munitions and other equipment to support
the Ukrainian resistance was mostly met with
positive sentiment indicating that as a whole, NATO
is viewed most positively when it supports Ukraine
through political action and supplying the resistance
as opposed to overt military intervention.

Sentiment during the Russia-Ukrainian conflict was
not fixed with significant increases and decreases in
positive and negative opinions of nations,
stakeholders and tactics on a weekly if not daily
basis. As an example, in the first days of the conflict,
NATO received almost as many negative tweets as
positive ones with some social commentators critical
of NATO’s perceived inaction and inability to predict
such a conflict from occurring. Additionally, other
tweets speculated that had NATO included Ukraine
within their alliance earlier, Russia would not have
invaded. However, NATO received marginally more
positive sentiment with many tweets presenting that
Russia would not risk expanding beyond Ukraine as
it would demand military action from neighbouring
NATO powers. Some Twitter users were adamant
that the economic and military capabilities of NATO
would be enough to deter Russian aggression
beyond the Ukrainian border. By the second week,
NATO sentiment increased with political sanctions
and strong denunciation of Russia by NATO leaders
being received favourably by the global community.
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The stakeholder map evaluates the perceived
influence of individuals involved in the conflict with
the sentiment that could be recorded from their
tweets. As such, a score of (2, 2) would denote an
individual with a high level of perceived influence
over the conflict who was viewed favourably by
Twitter users. In this case, one individual received
such a score, Volodymyr Zelensky was the President
of Ukraine during the first month of the conflict and
he has been credited with rallying the international
community while enabling the resistance in Ukraine.
Other individuals with high sentiment scores but
slightly fewer degrees of influence over the conflict
were Poland’s President Andrej Duda, German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and the US President Joe
Biden who all denounced Russia and have been in
support of their countries taking in Ukrainian
refugees. Individuals with a strong degree of
influence but low support online were French
President Emmanuel Macron and Irish Taoiseach
Michéal Martin, indicating that both may not be
doing enough to support the war effort. France is a
member of NATO which indicates that Twitter users
may have wanted more action from the nation
whereas Ireland has traditionally been neutral
throughout its history which has been met with
some negative sentiment from social media users,
although the Irish 

KPI 3: Crisis Stakeholder Map 
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the UK should be doing more to support the
Ukrainian military and its people. The final category
was individuals with low degrees of influence and
low levels of support, namely Nicola Sturgeon of
Scotland and Kamala Harris, the Vice President of
the US. This indicates that both leaders are viewed
as ineffective online which in the case of Harris, in
particular, presents a major vulnerability as the US is
one of Ukraine’s largest allies in the conflict. The
stakeholder map is a valuable resource in visualising
the impacts of individuals associated with the
conflict. The data also indicates the country’s
involvement at a global scale.

Taoiseach is viewed more favourably than Macron.
With respect to individuals with high degrees of
influence over the conflict but low support online,
Vladimir Putin received the strongest score at (2, -2)
for his role as President of Russia in the conflict.
Individuals aligned with Russia like Alexander
Lukashenko of Belarus and Ramzan Kadyrov of
Chechnya also received comparable scores. This can
also be seen with the leaders of North Korea and the
People’s Republic of China, although this largely
stems from fears of involvement in a hypothetical
World War Three as opposed to connections to
Russia. Prime Minister of the UK, Boris Johnson also
received a negative score with tweets indicating that
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KPI 4: Crisis Stakeholder Map 

The Russia-Ukrainian conflict encapsulated many
states beyond the two involved in the fighting. The
heatmap visualises the number of times a country or
their leader was named in relation to the conflict
with darker shades of orange denoting the most
active nations. Unsurprisingly, Russia and Ukraine
were the most active with NATO states like the US,
Canada, UK, Australia, France and Germany also
implicated within the conflict. Generally, countries
aligned with Russia were not as often mentioned in
relation to the conflict, indicating that Russia may be
viewed as a sole entity in the conflict as opposed to
the global coalition siding with Ukraine. Countries
like China, India, Iran and North Korea were
mentioned in relation to the conflict although this 

generally was as a result of theorising how the
conflict would develop into World War Three as
opposed to denoting the involvement of these states
in the Russia-Ukraine conflict. Areas without
collected Twitter data were localised in large regions
like South America, Africa and South-East Asia which
highlights how the conflict had not yet become a
completely global issue as of the four week period in
which the social media data was collected.
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KPI 5: Crisis Key Word Cloud

The Twitter data allows strategists and analysts to
identify a number of features of the war that may
not be discussed in traditional media sources or in
everyday conversations. For example, the legacy
implications of the war are extensively discussed on
Twitter from long-term fears of the impacts of the
war on refugees and homelessness once the conflict
is over to live discussions on some of the most
impacted regions of the conflict such as the
Donbass. Fears of nuclear war and increased
Russian aggression are prevalent along with hope for
the Ukrainian residence and international support.
The financial implications are also heavily discussed
on a global scale as opposed to solely the impacts
on states directly engaged in the conflict through
commentary on inflation and rising fuel prices, along
with political observations highlighting that stances
and actions in relation to the war will have impacts
on the next evolution of the political landscape in a
post-conflict environment. As such, word clouds
present a novel yet relatively simplistic way of
visualising large amounts of data.

This paper presents a new methodology within the
repertoire of geopolitical analysts and international
strategists. Natural language processing is a
powerful tool in analysing large volumes of ordinary
language while social media sentiment analysis
allows the views of the social media using public to
be understood and integrated within decision-
making. The main aim of the paper was to highlight 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

how natural language processing and social media
sentiment analysis could be used to extract insight
from data on the Russia-Ukrainian conflict as a proof
of concept for the new methodology. As such, the
methodology has been shown to be cost effective
with RStudio, Google Sheets and Twitter being free
to use. However, the potential also exists for more
advanced platforms to be leveraged like Python and
Power BI to optimise the analysis process and
increase the amount of data that can be analysed. If
the project were to be repeated, more social media
platforms should be included like Facebook and
Instagram, but more importantly, Russian and
Ukrainian platforms like VK. Moreover, when a
technology is developed to accurately and reliably
translate social media posts written in languages
apart from English, it should be integrated within the
analysis to give a more rounded view of the data
being discussed. However, the paper has been
successful in its original remit to present how
Natural Language Processing and Social Media
Sentiment Analysis could be used to identify trends
and extract important information on the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict.
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