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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

How do leaders respond to costly demands to re-nationalise Received 6 August 2024
political control? The re-shaping of state-society relations Accepted 1 November 2024
engendered by globalisation has produced a backlash in the form
of populist demands to “take back control”, yet leaders face E S .
. . R X R xternalisation; strategic
S|_gn|ﬁca_mt costs in respondlng to der_’nand_s to re-nationalise autonomy; Brexit; Global
highly interdependent economies. In this article, we show how Britain; European Union;
leaders respond to these demands by crafting new discourses of globalisation

their polity’s position in the international system, a process we

term “discursive externalisation”. Externalisation is a cheap way of

responding to domestic pressures which avoids powerful

domestic veto players while benefiting from the rallying effects of

foreign policy renewal. By keeping rhetoric broad, externalisation

can co-opt elements of the status quo in favour of new

representations of state-society relations and a new basis for

political legitimacy. We demonstrate our argument empirically by

examining the articulation of new discourses in the foreign and

security policy domain after the 2016 Brexit referendum in both

the UK and the EU. We show how ideas of “Global Britain” and

“European strategic autonomy” both helped to rearticulate the

relationship between the polity and its citizens by externalising

agendas for internal reform, transforming crises of legitimacy into

discourses of international renewal.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Globalisation has radically re-shaped state-society relations over the past several
decades through the internationalisation of the state, the increasing interdependence
of economies and the articulation of new political subjectivities. In recent years,
popular reactions to internationalisation have taken the form of increasingly ideational
and diffuse demands to “take back control” and re-establish democratic sovereignty,
associated most prominently with the rise of populist movements (Borriello and Brack
2019, Chryssogelos 2020, Ibsen 2019, Menendez 2016, Rodrik 2021). Yet reversing
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internationalisation is almost impossible in practice given the high costs involved, the
opposition of powerful domestic interest groups and the extent of policy “lock in” at
the supranational level. How, under these circumstances, do leaders address popular
discontent with internationalisation?

We argue leaders increasingly respond to these pressures though discursive externali-
sation - that is, by crafting broad discourses of foreign policy renewal which seek to re-
orient the state’s position on the world stage. Focusing on foreign policy rather than
internal issues avoids costly domestic veto players while benefiting from the rallying
effects of novel representations of the polity and its international significance. Because
discursive externalisation operates at a high level of abstraction, it occludes significant
societal differences and is able to obtain a broad consensus by allowing different consti-
tuencies to project their preferences onto a given concept. By articulating novel foreign
policy discourses, leaders can externalise opposition to the policies of the internationa-
lised state without undertaking costly efforts towards genuine re-nationalisation, signal-
ling to marginalised constituencies a new - if inefficacious - basis for political legitimacy.

We demonstrate our argument through a comparative analysis of the emergence and
use of two foreign policy discourses in recent years in Europe: Global Britain in the UK and
strategic autonomy (and strategic sovereignty) in the EU. In response to the disruptive
effects of the 2016 UK referendum on both polities, elites sought to articulate new dis-
courses of their place in the world. By linking Brexit to an enhanced international
status for both actors, externalising domestic reform agendas to a diffuse range of exter-
nal actors and possibilities, and projecting broad-based conceptions of independence
that cut across political divides, the twin discourses of Global Britain and European stra-
tegic autonomy/sovereignty helped transform crises of internal legitimacy into strategies
of foreign policy renewal.

Our theoretical framework helps explain why these two new foreign policy discourses
emerged in the wake of major legitimacy crises for the political establishments of both the
UK and the EU after the Brexit vote in 2016, why both sides decided to focus on foreign
policy and strategic change rather than more salient issues, and why both sides in the
Brexit “divorce” ended up following remarkably similar strategies of renewal. Theoreti-
cally, our article contributes to research on externalisation (e.g. Destradi et al. 2022) by
demonstrating the tendency of both populist and non-populist leaders to manage legiti-
macy crises by emphasising foreign policy issues. It also contributes to our understanding
of framing in foreign policy (e.g. Christou and Damro 2024, Jourde 2007) by highlighting
the suitability of this domain for broad-based discursive articulations of reform which
cannot be operationalised so easily in domestic policy domains.

The article proceeds as follows. In the first section, we articulate a theory of discursive
externalisation as a response to domestic legitimacy crises, spelling out the assumptions
of our conceptual framework and situating it in relation to existing concepts. In the
second section, we discuss our case selection, providing an overview of the circumstances
surrounding the 2016 referendum in the UK and discussing the attributes of our linked
cases. In the third and fourth sections, we examine how the UK and the EU respectively
responded to the referendum, showing how Global Britain and European strategic auton-
omy both fulfil our criteria for discursive externalisation. Finally, we discuss the impli-
cations of our study for the existing literatures on foreign policy framing,
externalisation and internationalisation.
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A theory of discursive externalisation

The globalisation of world politics over the last three decades, coupled with the interna-
tionalisation of political rule and increasing economic interdependence this involved,
have brought about a crisis in state-society relations in Western democracies. Globalisa-
tion entailed a restructuring of the functioning of states and their linkages with domestic
society (Baccaro 2008). First, it weakened political representation and the promotion of
specific class interests through party politics (Mair 2013). Second, globalisation has
come along with integration in intrusive international regimes with the ability to
impose rules on their members, often bypassing national parliaments and courts (Ziirn
2004). Third, economic globalisation underpinned the internationalisation of the state,
as policymaking was detached from its national constituencies and transposed to hori-
zontal trans-governmental and transnational networks of governance (Bickerton 2012,
Chryssogelos 2020). Fourth, new legitimising discourses emerged reflecting cosmopolitan
conceptions of statehood, citizenship and sovereignty (Buzan and Waever 2003, pp. 22-
23), presenting class-based politics as old-fashioned (Blyth and Katz 2005), and prompting
new kinds of representation based on individualised consumer-citizens and a procedural,
rights-based efficiency-driven mode of politics (Kratochwil 2014, p. 119, 129, Mair 2002).

The depoliticising effects of globalisation and the creation of new patterns of “winners”
and “losers” resulted in a significant backlash in many societies (e.g. Kriesi et al. 2008,
Rodrik 2020, Ziirn 2004). Political opposition to globalisation took aim at the different
facets of the emerging international order, seeking to challenge the increasing power
of supranational institutions, the dominance of free-market economics, and the univers-
alist philosophical underpinnings of cosmopolitanism and liberal individualism (Noél and
Thérien 2008). Whilst attention to the anti-globalisation movement was initially drawn to
direct action outside of the political sphere, most notably the anti-WTO protests in Seattle
in 1999 (Levi and Murphy 2006), such ideas began filtering into mainstream political dis-
courses - including within the EU - especially in the aftermath of the financial crisis
(Hooghe and Marks 2009).

Right-wing variants drew on ethno-nationalist beliefs and emphasised the value of pol-
itical community and the illegitimacy of supranational authority, seeking to dismantle
liberal norms and establish less constraining forms of international cooperation
(Abrahamsen et al. 2020, De Orellana and Michelsen 2019, Drolet and Williams 2018).
Conversely, left wing alternatives focused more on domestic policy autonomy and articu-
lating a critique of transnational capital rather than seeking to re-establish the bounds of
the nation, whilst sharing a profound scepticism towards the liberal international order
(Eklundh et al. 2024). Precisely because mainstream parties had converged to the (free-
market) centre-ground, anti-globalist sentiment tended to emerge via insurgent political
movements or specific factions within broader mainstream parties, limiting their influence
and their ability to coordinate with like-minded movements (Gidron and Ziblatt 2019).

Growing opposition to internationalism has coincided with the rise of populism (Cadier
2024, Destradi et al. 2022, Hadiz and Chryssogelos 2017). Variously understood as an
ideology, strategy, discourse or style (Mudde and Rovira-Kaltwasser 2017), the core popu-
list move underpinning divergent views is the positing of an antagonistic relationship
between “the people” and their enemies, including the “elite” and external “enemies”
(Breeze 2019, Chryssogelos et al. 2023). Populist strategies are usually employed by
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those on the political periphery - or those who can credibly claim to be “outsiders” - who
benefit from their claim to an unmediated relationship between leaders and followers of
their movements (Chryssogelos and Martill 2021, Barr 2009). While populism is ideologi-
cally “thin” (Stanley 2008), its emphasis on the undifferentiated people and their (external)
enemies resonates with themes of anti-internationalist thought (Destradi et al. 2022).
Populism has thus proved especially effective at galvanising citizens in the wake of econ-
omic crises (Gidron and Hall 2020, Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 2014) and in response to
cultural disgruntlement with immigration (Eatwell and Goodwin 2018, Tournier-Sol 2015).

For this reason, populists have not only attempted to de-legitimise political elites but
also vented against internationalisation, presenting popular sovereignty as inextricably
linked with the repatriation of political authority. As such, the nature of populism is
across-the-board antithetical to the conventional way that interest representation
within compartmentalised sovereign states operating in an open system of international
exchange was supposed to operate. It encompasses discourses, modes of communi-
cation, ideas of political representation and organisational forms that each in their way
respond to the breakdown of these representational links due to internationalisation
(Chryssogelos 2020). This is especially true on the political right, where the rise of popu-
lism has been linked to concerted efforts to dismantle supranational forms of authority, in
contrast with the more muted criticism of left populists (Giurlando and Monteleone 2024).
Yet this attribute of populism — namely, its radicalised response to failures of represen-
tation - is something that underpins all populisms, whether they are on the left or the
right (Gerbaudo 2016, March 2017), and whether they espouse economic or cultural
closure of polities (or both).

Yet calls for (partially) reversing the internationalisation at the heart of popular
discontent with globalisation have, in the most part, largely failed to produce meaningful
change. There are four reasons for this. First, re-nationalisation entails significant adjust-
ment costs in terms of redesigning modes of policymaking and institutional linkages
between states and societies. Second, it threatens to cut off state elites from international
networks they are used to drawing expertise and reputational resources from. Third,
de-internationalisation finds opposition among powerful and concentrated interest
groups at the domestic level that are difficult to overcome. Fourth, it would put a host
of policy areas that had been effectively outsourced and depoliticised back under the
scrutiny of national electorates. As a result, in practice political systems have been
much more resistant to curbing internationalisation. This includes populist leaders them-
selves, who continue to pursue their states’ integration into the international system, con-
tinuing to sidestep domestic demands after they come to power (Beattie 2022).

The practical impossibility of de-internationalisation creates a legitimacy problem,
since leaders face demands they are either unable or unwilling to respond to. How can
they overcome these legitimacy problems and reconcile domestic opposition to the
(internationalised) state with the continuation of the internationalised status quo? We
believe that the solution lies, paradoxically, in foreign and security policies. We argue
that leaders often engage in discursive externalisation - the deployment of foreign
policy discourses to articulate domestic policy objectives - to solve protracted legitimacy
crises at home. This involves the re-articulation of established formulations of the national
interest to signal accommodation of emerging domestic demands that the political
system cannot otherwise address. Our argument builds on research showing the role
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of foreign policy change in the establishment of new bases of domestic legitimacy
(Chryssogelos 2021, Welch 2005). Research has shown externalisation dynamics were
important during the Cold War, since détente helped co-opt elements of political resist-
ance into the political mainstream in the absence of costly internal reforms (Chryssogelos
and Martill 2021). Other prominent efforts to re-brand national positions and signal
strategic change have as a core motivation the mobilisation of domestic support, with
prominent examples including Donald Trump’s claims to “Make America Great Again”
(Edwards 2018, Restad 2020) and Viktor Orban’s instrumental politicisation of EU
foreign policy (Maurer and Wright 2021).

Promises of strategic reorientation are especially helpful at signifying change, since
they avoid treading on the toes of powerful economic elites and allow leaders to
blame external constraints for non-delivery of reforms (Chryssogelos and Martill
2021). Foreign policy can also provide an alternative arena through which leaders can
politicise identity debates and establish the bounds of the political community (Hintz
2016). A focus on foreign and security policy can also help leaders to divert citizens’
attention from domestic problems (Smith 1996), rallying them “around the flag”
(Kritzinger et al. 2021) or compensating for domestic reforms that are too costly to
implement (Martill and Mesarovich 2024). Discourses of externalisation may be formu-
lated defensively against emerging “threats” and challenges, articulating a discourse of
ontological insecurity showing the existing parameters of a political system to be under
threat on multiple fronts and thereby identifying domestic arrangements not as
“problems” but as values in need of protection (e.g. Browning and Joenniemi 2017).
And externalisation can also provide for the continual mobilisation of domestic consti-
tuencies, a tactic exploited in recent years by populist governments keen to emphasise
the nefarious role of external “enemies” (e.g. Destradi et al. 2022, Lacatus and Meibauer
2022, Verbeek and Zaslove 2017).

Discursive externalisation projects the fulfilment of important reforms of a state’s
socioeconomic governance and representative processes onto the area of foreign
policy, turning them from concrete policy goals into open-ended and international stra-
tegic objectives that require constant effort, yet — by definition — may never be fully
realised. Externalisation operates primarily at the level of strategic orientation and the
overall national interest, rather than lower-level means and tactics of foreign policy
(Hermann 1990). The higher the level at which the new purpose, mission or national
role that will be articulated, the more comprehensive it will be in terms of the domestic
deficits it appears as a solution to. Such new purposes and strategic orientations can
appear as a solution to multiple domestic problems of political representation, econ-
omic inequality or the reduced legitimacy of an official ideology all at the same time.
Paradoxically then, this promise of new strategic orientation does not presuppose or
necessitate prior sweeping domestic change in a range of sectors, as the original
concept of foreign policy “restructuring” during the Cold War theorised (Holsti 1982),
but is designed precisely to avoid such reforms because it is external change that will
resolve domestic failures.

Discursive externalisation differs from both internationalisation and re-nationalisation.
Internationalisation prioritises external goals as the best way to safeguard the state and
society’s interests and seeks to de-politicise state-society relations by insulating political
and economic elites from domestic pressures (Bickerton 2012, Blyth and Katz 2005).
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Contrary to internationalisation, externalisation does not seek to channel sub-state inter-
ests into new forms of institutionalisation at the international level (e.g. Verbeek and van
der Vleuten 2008), but rather seeks to shift the focus of reform demands into the domain
of more traditional foreign and security policymaking. Re-nationalisation, on the other
hand, aims to repatriate policymaking powers and prioritise domestic sovereignty over
international commitments, institutions and rules. Externalisation, in contrast, consciously
articulates foreign policy as a solution to domestic representational deficits, but does not
extend this to the point of accepting a fully re-established control of domestic society
over the political system.

Externalisation works through the articulation of discourses and narratives designed to
channel existing criticism of the internationalised state into new representations of the
state’s position in the international arena. Such discursive moves do not so much rep-
resent societal demands as transpose them away from their original bearers to the inter-
national level, where they can supposedly be served better. In this way, discursive
externalisation repackages demands and seeks to divert attention away from underlying
issues; namely, the socio-political consequences of internationalisation. Externalisation
relies heavily on ambiguity and on the articulation of broad discourses as “empty sign-
ifiers’ (Laclau 2006). In this way, objectives of foreign policy such as independence, sover-
eignty, security or prosperity are transformed from measurable indicators of international
success into signifiers of domestic reform onto which different constituencies are invited
to project their preferences and aspirations. This strategy allows leaders to obtain more
“buy-in" while also occluding significant divergences between different political constitu-
encies (e.g. globalists vs. nationalists). The breadth of the discourse also allows elites to co-
opt a range of policy responses into delivery of the new foreign policy.

Case studies: Global Britain and European Strategic Autonomy

In the remainder of this article, we examine the articulation of “Global Britain” and “Stra-
tegic Autonomy” discourses in, respectively, the post-Brexit UK and the EU. We argue that
both discourses are rooted in the existential crises of legitimacy which Brexit brought
about for both sides, in response to which elites sought to articulate new discourses of
their respective polity’s place in the world. By linking the Brexit vote to enhanced inter-
national status, externalising the implementation of post-Brexit agendas to a diffuse
range of external actors and possibilities, and projecting broad-based conceptions of
independence that cut across political divides, the twin discourses of Global Britain and
Strategic Autonomy/Sovereignty worked in similar ways to transform crises of internal
legitimacy into strategies of foreign policy renewal.

Our aim is to show that, underneath such differences, there is a common response in
the recourse to externalisation. To the extent that externalisation can be shown to be a
common response undertaken by different actors with different interests, our findings
about the core dynamics of externalisation will be more robust and hold greater external
validity. Our two cases are not independent, but by highlighting common and uncoordi-
nated responses in the same direction to the same circumstances, they help confirm our
claim that externalisation is a helpful response to domestic crises. Nor are the cases expli-
citly “domestic” in the traditional sense, since Brexit concerns both the UK’s difficult
relationship with the EU - broadly speaking, a facet of UK external policymaking - and
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the process through which a member state can exit the EU. Yet the distinction between
internal and domestic issues within the respective societies and “political systems” oper-
ates in a similar manner, making comparison not only justified, but helpful. In both cases,
we see a similar pattern of an ostensibly populist-generated (or in any case populist-
informed) crisis of domestic legitimacy — in the shape of the vote for Brexit and rising
Eurosceptic movements across the EU - leading to elite responses that tried to split
the distance between apparent popular demands for return of national sovereignty
and the need to keep the polity engaged with the international realm. In so doing,
leaders in the UK and the EU had to rearticulate significant parts of their foreign policy
priorities in terms responsive to the sense of domestic crisis, in essence incorporating
populist tropes to strategic discourses aimed at pacifying popular anger and insecurities
(Roch and Oleart 2024).

Global Britain

The UK joined in 1973 a project which it had done little to shape after over a decade on
the outside, and never sat comfortably with aspects of the integration project. While the
Maastricht Treaty came with opt-outs for the sceptical UK, these failed to quell a belief
among many Conservatives that the Treaty represented a step too far, such that Euroscep-
tic attitudes continued to grow in the party (Fontana and Parsons 2015). While Euroscep-
ticism had its origins in elite sentiment, increasingly it came to take the form of a popular
movement. Euroscepticism helped mobilise the Conservative base, especially in the after-
math of the 2008 financial crisis, with austerity policies and squeezed incomes auguring
well for easy scapegoats (Hobolt 2016, Hopkin 2017). This was wound up with broader
continent-wide developments, including the breakdown in state-society coordination
during the 1990s, the emergence of new patterns of winners and losers from globalisa-
tion, and the resulting decline of the “permissive consensus” through which European
integration had been sheltered from high levels of political salience (Bickerton et al.
2015, Sternberg 2013). The UK Independence Party (UKIP), with its blend of populism
and Euroscepticism, was well-placed to capitalise on these attitudes, and the party’s
rising support among Conservative voters was one reason David Cameron committed
his party to an in/out referendum on EU membership in January 2013 (Bale 2018, Tour-
nier-Sol 2015).

Cameron had hoped that the referendum would secure a majority for his renegotiated
agreement, but the success of the Leave campaign’s promise to “take back control” —
among other factors - helped secure a 51.9% margin in favour of withdrawal. While
the idea that Brexit represented a grassroots movement of the downtrodden is a subjec-
tive and highly politicised perspective, it is also true that the Brexit vote channelled sig-
nificant discontent at the UK’s political system and economic choices. The Leave
campaign’s messaging was highly effective at co-opting dissent against the status quo.
Voting data show that the campaign was successful in mobilising new constituencies
of the electorate which felt disenfranchised by the choice between similar mainstream
parties (Curtice 2017). The distinction between Leavers and Remainers cut across socioe-
conomic fault-lines, affording the categories a particular resonance within UK society
(Hobolt 2016, Sobolewska and Ford 2020). Leave was a popular option among low-
skilled workers who found themselves particularly exposed to the vicissitudes of
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globalisation and in the de-industrialised heartland of northern England - the so-called
“left behind” (Glencross 2016).

Having failed to prevent Brexit, Cameron resigned in the aftermath of the vote,
leaving it to his successor — Theresa May - to deliver withdrawal from the EU. While
May was not a dyed-in-the-wool Eurosceptic, she was a pragmatic politician and was
certainly no Europhile, and committed immediately to delivering on what she inter-
preted as the “will of the people” enshrined in the referendum. May was motivated
by a desire to keep the fractious Conservative Party together but also to act on the dis-
affection expressed in the Brexit vote. Yet delivering Brexit was far from simple. Much of
the UK’s trade was oriented towards Europe and frictionless trade with the continent
was guaranteed by the EU’s Single Market and Customs Union, which together
removed most barriers to economic activity (Hix 2018). And while it was possible to par-
ticipate in the Single Market as a third country, this would make Britain a rule-taker in a
manner even less conducive to placating Eurosceptic opinion. While May recognised
some - but not all - of these trade-offs at the beginning of her tenure, and acknowl-
edged that the UK would find itself in a more distant relationship, she had no desire
to fully sever the economic relationship. Her intention was to leverage EU access to
the UK’s market to obtain a bespoke agreement in which the UK could selectively
access elements of the Single Market whilst upholding “red lines” aimed at delivering
on the promise to “take back control” (Martill and Staiger 2021).

In spite of the internal divisions highlighted by the Brexit referendum, the May govern-
ment’s rhetoric emphasised Britain’s changing role in the world. This was most clearly
evident in the “Global Britain” slogan which was deployed in May’s party conference
speech in October 2016 (Haugevik and Svendsen 2023). The idea that Britain would be
“global” post-Brexit tapped into a preoccupation with globality and the UK’s indepen-
dence among Leave supporters, as well as nostalgia for a time in which the UK was a
more important global player (Gamble 2021, Melhuish 2022). Leave campaign materials
had argued that EU membership constrained Britain’s actions overseas, effectively dimin-
ishing its global credentials and preventing it from running an independent and more
agile foreign policy (Rogstad and Martill 2022). But the prominence of Global Britain
was surprising. Foreign affairs issues had featured comparatively little in the referendum
debate (Hill 2018). Moreover, the impact of Brexit on foreign and security policy was not
thought to be as significant as other areas. EU security cooperation had always been but
one framework among many through which European security issues could be handled,
and in any case the UK’s significance in this area meant prospects for continuity post-
Brexit were strong (Svendsen and Adler-Nissen 2019). And May in particular sought to
maintain the existing relationship in this area, unveiling proposals for a security partner-
ship with the EU in May 2018 (HM Government 2018).

While the government frequently invoked the Global Britain moniker in respect of
foreign and security policy commitments (e.g. HM Government 2019), what was being
sold through this concept - in practical terms - was very much what had gone before.
Rather than indicating a fundamentally new foreign policy direction, Global Britain was
a branding exercise that was aimed at domestic constituencies (Daddow 2019). Talk of
Global Britain provided a means of signalling the opportunities from Brexit, partly as a
means of laying the groundwork for a discourse that could distract from the material
damage Brexit was likely to bring about (Turner 2019). The discourse also allowed the
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government to signal to pro-Brexit constituencies that their worldview was informing the
direction of UK policymaking and its position in the international order. Because a more
distant economic relationship with the EU would be far more costly, signalling divergence
in the foreign policy domain also allowed UK governments the ability to compensate for
divergence not deemed feasible in the trading relationship (Martill and Mesarovich 2024).
Furthermore, the Global Britain discourse stabilised the UK’s identity and “sense of self”
and helped soothe ontological anxieties introduced after Brexit (Haugevik and Svendsen
2023, Rogers 2024).

The vagueness of the Global Britain concept allowed the government to craft the
message to different constituencies, resulting in a somewhat confused rendering of con-
tradictory promises in the government’s rhetoric (Beasley et al. 2021, Oppermann et al.
2020). Global Britain first-and-foremost sought to appease Brexit supporters, and
helped occlude key differences within the Leave camp, notably between those who ven-
erated empire versus those wishing to embrace a post-European future (Melhuish 2022,
Saunders 2020), and between those who supported greater openness to the global
economy and those who preferred greater protection (e.g. Saunders 2020).

The emphasis on globality, rather than specific new partners, enabled adherents of
more specific designs on post-Brexit foreign policy — including those based, variously,
on the Anglosphere, “emerging markets”, transatlantic relations, and the Commonwealth
- to buy-into the overarching concept (e.g. Bell and Vucetic 2019, Gamble 2021,
Namusoke 2016, Wellings 2019, pp. 83-89). For European audiences, meanwhile, Global
Britain further helped to reinforce the credibility of the UK's threat to walk away from
the European project without a deal if necessary (Martill and Staiger 2021).
Simultaneously, the concept offered a means of signalling to international and domestic
audiences that Britain remained committed to its global responsibilities (Haugevik and
Svendsen 2023, p. 2394).

The rhetoric of Global Britain proved adept at packaging ostensible wins from Brexit
and outlasted May after her departure in July 2019, becoming equally associated with
the performative politics of her successor, Boris Johnson. Johnson not only deployed
the slogan in speeches and as the basis of significant policies, like the Integrated
Review - title: “Global Britain in a Competitive Age” (HM Government 2021) - but also
enshrined the concept in a more right-leaning foreign policy, which included breaking
ties with the EU security and defence apparatus (Martill and Mesarovich 2024), reducing
the UK's long-standing commitment to a 0.7% of GDP target on overseas development
aid (Walton and Johnstone 2024), and brandishing “rollover” trade deals as significant vic-
tories (Heron and Siles-Briigge 2021).

The rhetoric of Global Britain also informed the decision to sign the AUKUS agree-
ment with the USA and Australia, a pact aimed at securing the Indo-Pacific region
from Chinese influence which saw Canberra renege on an agreement to purchase
French nuclear-powered submarines in favour of American providers (Vucetic 2022, p.
261). In bringing together the major players in various permutations of Global Britain
- Australia, the United States - and in conveying a growing UK presence in the Asia-
Pacific, AUKUS represented an ideologically motivated effort on behalf of the
Johnson government to demonstrate the efficacy of the concept of a Global Britain,
albeit at the expense of the UK’s relationship with key European partners, especially
France (Holland and Staunton 2024).
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To summarise the UK case, popular disenchantment with globalisation and the UK pol-
itical system was successfully channelled by insurgent parties and Conservative back-
benchers into support for Brexit. Those charged with delivering on the Brexit mandate
sought to do so in a manner that would preclude economic damage and actively
sought to channel discontent in turn into support for a new foreign policy imaginary.
The vagueness of “Global Britain” helped leaders appeal to broad constituencies while
effectively selling little in the way of change, with May seeking continuity in UK foreign
policy and Johnson using Global Britain to sell largely symbolic changes as victories for
post-Brexit Britain. By discursively externalising demands rooted in objections to the inter-
nationalised state, successive UK leaders were able to signal a clearer break with the status
quo than occurred in many areas (notwithstanding that Brexit has changed Britain’s
economy and society in significant ways).

Strategic Autonomy

The EU interpreted the referendum in the UK as an existential crisis. Not only was Brexit
largely unprecedented, it also represented a significant dent to the EU’s credibility and its
movement - at least in principle - towards “ever closer Union”. More practically, Brexit
brought with it the threat of contagion and the break-up of the European project. EU
leaders worried that an outcome in which the UK obtained beneficial arrangements
from outside would lead to an inevitable clamour for exit from other states (Schuette
2021). Moreover, the EU27 anticipated UK efforts to “divide-and-rule” among the remain-
ing member states, predicting — correctly, as it turned out - that London would seek to
make individual side-payments to peel individual states away from the collective EU
position after withdrawal (Laffan 2019).

Brexit also highlighted broader, structural issues with the EU polity. The 2015 migration
crisis and the Eurozone crisis were recurring themes in the pro-Brexit literature and fed
into arguments in the UK that the Union was falling apart (Nugent 2018). Brexit also high-
lighted the problematic strait-jacketing effect of common EU rules across diverse national
economies (Bickerton 2019, Thompson 2017). It also highlighted some of the difficulties of
reform, especially efforts to roll-back areas of integration deemed potentially problematic,
but subject to the “joint-decision trap” (e.g. Scharpf 1988). Without buying into the UK’s
stylised representations of the “democratic deficit”, it showed that fears regarding the
hollowing-out of national parliamentary control could feed into potent narratives domes-
tically (Cygan et al. 2020). Finally, Brexit highlighted broader problems at the heart of the
European demos, including polarisation, Euroscepticism and the increasing political asser-
tiveness of the “losers” from globalisation (De Vries 2017, Hobolt 2016).

Brexit thus became a critical juncture and a moment for reflection. One part of this con-
cerned the need to articulate a response to Brexit and a plan for moving forward. This saw
coordination among the EU27 in the initial days after the Brexit vote, articulation of the
EU’s position on the Brexit negotiations by the European Council, and the tasking of
the Commission to lead the negotiations on this basis (Schuette 2021). The EU position,
broadly speaking, sought to preclude contagion and defend the integrity of the Single
Market and the EU’s decision-making autonomy from UK efforts to “cherry pick” access
to the EU, a strategy which relied on the UK not obtaining a beneficial deal from the
outside (Beaumont 2019, Laffan 2019). But another equally important part of this was
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galvanising the European project with a renewed sense of progress. In this respect, Brexit
opened up a moment of reflection among European leaders, who took advantage of the
sense of crisis to table various proposals for further integration. Thus, as well as seeking to
manage the Brexit process, EU leaders also sought to narrate the Union’s role in the world
post-Brexit.

What came to define the period of European integration in the aftermath of Brexit was
not anything connected to issues raised in the Brexit campaign or internal fissures made
salient by the vote, but rather the idea of “strategic autonomy”. Broadly speaking, the
term refers to the capacity for Europeans to take on responsibility for their own security,
although variants of the concept exist in relation to other areas of external relations too,
including in relation to technology and external economic relations (Csernatoni 2021).
Strategic autonomy is not a new concept. The St Malo agreement which led to the estab-
lishment of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) in 1998 made mention of the
desire for Europe to be able to act autonomously from NATO and the United States, and
arguably the raison d’étre for establishing this capacity was to overcome the EU’s weak-
ness as a security actor and its perceived dependence on NATO (Hofmann and Mérand
2020). Yet these references to autonomy did not come to dominate the European political
discourse in the way “strategic autonomy” would post-Brexit.

Importantly, strategic autonomy did not emerge as a consequence - directly, at least —
of what the UK’s departure from the EU might have implied for the Union’s place in the
world. Early assessments of the impact of Brexit on UK-EU security cooperation were
rather optimistic about the extent of continuity which might be possible in this area,
owing to several factors. These included the general lack of salience of strategic questions
in the referendum campaign (Hill 2018), the ability of policymakers to continue collabor-
ating “under the radar” (Svendsen and Adler-Nissen 2019), the fact that the EU was only
one among many frameworks for security cooperation on the European continent
(Whitman 2016), the clear mutuality of interest on both sides on the need for continued
strategic engagement (Sus and Martill 2019) and the UK’s relative capabilities in this area
coupled with the resulting contribution it could make (Svendsen 2022). With both sides
keen to reach an agreement, security and defence might even have been considered
one of the least likely domains in which to expect politicisation on either side.

Emphasis on strategic autonomy after the Brexit referendum was motivated by several
inter-related factors. One was the desire to show integration was proceeding in spite of
Brexit. An emphasis on strategic autonomy helped show integration was on track and
projected a sense of internal coherence and external strength during the Brexit
“divorce”. This was enabled by several specific internal factors, including the ready avail-
ability of pre-existing proposals for security and defence integration — PESCO, for
example, was in the Lisbon Treaty, but never activated — and the fact that the EU had his-
torically done little on defence, meaning the immediate gains of cooperation represented
low-hanging fruit while the domain presented few examples of failure attributable to the
EU (Martill and Sus 2019). Moreover, the UK’s impending departure meant the traditional
Atlanticist state blocking movement in this area was not empowered to veto policy pro-
posals. These internal drivers were further enabled by changes in the Union’s external
environment, including the election of Donald Trump and fears of American disengage-
ment from Europe (and NATO) as well as growing concern about Russia’s actions on the
continent’s Eastern flank (e.g. Tocci 2018).
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The EU’s post-Brexit emphasis on strategic autonomy was not a “flash in the pan”, nor
was it confined to a few select mentions. Rather, it represented a sustained discourse
placed at the forefront of the Union’s agenda, coming to define not only the individual
Commission presidencies of Juncker (“autonomy”) and von der Leyen (“Geopolitical
Commission”) but also the overarching concept within which policies and reforms
needed to be justified. Indeed, the emphasis on strategic autonomy became so highly
entrenched that specific Directorates-General began articulating their variants of the
concept, such as “open strategic autonomy”, put forward by DG Trade to head-off
what it regarded as protectionist assumptions within the broader concept (Christou
and Damro 2024). Member state leaders, too, were prone to repeating the language of
autonomy, notably French President Emmanuel Macron, who spoke frequently of the
related idea of European sovereignty (Fiott 2021, p. 11). Essentially, the post-Brexit
emphasis on strategic autonomy came to define how the Union viewed itself — and the
future self it wanted to become - as well as the policies deemed necessary for the inte-
gration process to prosper.

Strategic autonomy was also actualised in a number of specific policy proposals which
together formed part of a post-Brexit moment in EU security and defence. In the weeks
following the referendum, the High Representative, Federica Mogherini, unveiled the
EU Global Strategy, setting out the EU’s priorities on the world stage and emphasising
the commitment to a more autonomous Union (EEAS 2016). Permanent Structured
Cooperation (PESCO) was launched in December 2017 after having lain dormant in the
Lisbon Treaty since 2010 (Blockmans and Crosson 2021). The European Defence Fund
(EDF) was also launched in 2017, marking the first time the EU budget had been used
for defence spending. Various subsequent mechanisms aimed at improving coordination
and inter-operability were also justified on the basis of the nascent ambitions of auton-
omy, including the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD) announced in 2017
and reporting in November 2020, and the Strategic Compass, which would subsequently
act as a key forum for discussing the Union'’s response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022. Whether novel or pre-existing, these initiatives were all justified in the
aftermath of Brexit under the banner of EU strategic autonomy and on the basis of
what was necessary following the Brexit vote (Michaels and Sus 2024).

Alongside the development of new programmes and structures aimed at (partially)
realising strategic autonomy, the EU also began to articulate a distinct position on its
security relationship with the UK post-Brexit. The member states and the Commission
were keen to see the UK stay closely aligned to the EU’s foreign and security policy
after Brexit in order to prevent a security gap emerging and to continue to capitalise
on the UK's significant diplomatic and military capabilities (Dee and Smith 2017). Yet
despite its keenness to secure an agreement going forwards, the EU position was
limited in several respects in what it could offer, and early indications were that no
arrangements in which the UK might be involved in decision-making would be counte-
nanced by the Commission (Sus and Martill 2019).

The Commission’s position was a result of several inter-related constraints. One was the
need to defend the Union's decision-making autonomy and avoid giving the UK influence
from outside (Barnier 2021). Then there was the related concern about offering the UK a
beneficial deal that would promote “a la carte” ideas about integration, with security
issues increasingly viewed through the prism of the broader Brexit process (Martill and
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Mesarovich 2024). Another limitation was the lack of available options for third countries
when it came to participating in EU security and defence policies from outside (Wessel
2019). Added to this was the fear of establishing a precedent for other third countries,
like Turkey, which might expect to be offered similar arrangements (Svendsen 2022).
Thus, while strategic autonomy more generally sought to demonstrate that integration
could still move forward after Brexit, the specifics of the UK-EU relationship also
became increasingly intertwined with the politics of Brexit.

Strategic autonomy was powerful because it conjured up an image of an increasingly
integrated Union post-Brexit. It allowed European policymakers to show that integration
was back on track without encountering the kind of resistance they would have in re-
shaping problematic internal policies which had (in part) influenced the UK’s decision
to leave. In so doing it effectively externalised to the security and defence field debates
about pertinent domestic deficits that the Brexit vote raised for the EU as much as it
did for the UK, including the lagging political legitimacy of elites, a sense of represen-
tational impotence of citizens, uneven economic growth, and concerns about national
and cultural sovereignty. Brexit became an opportunity for the EU to project these pro-
blems on the image of a hapless UK struggling to exit in an orderly fashion, while
framing them not as domestic problems but as external threats that only a stronger EU
as a security actor would be able to address.

It helped that the language of strategic autonomy operated at a high level of abstrac-
tion, such that both policymakers and observers expended many hours trying to figure
out what the concept actually meant. The broad discourse meant that strategic autonomy
could represent developments in a manner that simplified underlying tensions within
respective developments and instead emphasised a singular outcome in a more resilient
EU. Crucially, only some of the visions for autonomy were compatible with the overarch-
ing narrative of a successful post-Brexit rejuvenation. The discourse did not specify
whether it was EU or European autonomy that was to be prized, and whether the aim
was for the EU to supplement NATO's actions, or to seek alternatives to Atlanticist struc-
tures. Nor did the discourse spell out clearly what the intended relation was with the post-
Brexit UK, and whether the aim was to co-opt third countries into this vision, or to exclude
them from it. This lack of specificity meant that actors supportive of very different notions
of what autonomy meant could project their ideas onto the master-frame and therefore
endorse the concept (Csernatoni 2021).

How this manifested in practice shows the value of the vague framing. DG Trade could
present a concept of “open strategic autonomy” alongside French notions of “strategic
sovereignty” which were more protectionist in their designs on the EU defence market
(Christou and Damro 2024). And Atlanticist states like Poland — and even the USA and
the UK to some extent - could endorse in principle the idea of autonomy if it meant
more equal burden sharing within NATO. Developments like PESCO also illustrated
many of these tensions, with some projects seeking to supplant existing Atlanticist pro-
jects but others contingent upon collaboration with the USA and the UK and designed
to reinforce NATO (e.g. Military Mobility) (Blockmans and Crosson 2021, Huntley 2022,
Sweeney and Winn 2020). And non-EU initiatives including French proposals for a Euro-
pean Intervention Initiative (EI2) that fed into the discourse of autonomy in many ways
represented a challenge to the overall EU position in that they sought extra-EU frame-
works that were nimbler and could keep the British on board (Fiott 2021). In this way,
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piecemeal developments as well as some which actively challenged the EU’s role in secur-
ity and defence could be co-opted into the broader discourse of a more relevant Union
post-Brexit.

In sum, notions of strategic autonomy and strategic sovereignty gained strength after
the Brexit vote as a means of demonstrating the continued viability of the European
project in the face of significant challenges to the raison d’étre of the European project
manifest in the Brexit vote. While Brexit highlighted structural problems at the heart of
the European project and chimed in many ways with growing criticism of the Union
among citizens of the EU27, the politics of UK withdrawal mitigated against soul-search-
ing and rather prioritised efforts to preclude contagion by demonstrating the value of
membership and reinforcing narratives of European collective power (Laffan 2023). The
renewed focus on strategic autonomy which emerged out of the Brexit vote allowed
the Union to signal responsiveness to the demands of citizens while shifting reforms
into a domain where there was little pushback and where representations of the EU
could be easily built through new foreign policy narratives. Thus, through abstract and
ill-defined notions of autonomy, existing priorities were packaged as novel ones with
broad support obtained from almost all quarters.

Conclusion

This article has examined the tendency of leaders to articulate strategies of discursive
externalisation when responding to crises of domestic legitimacy. We demonstrated
our argument by looking at both sides of the Brexit divorce between the UK and the
EU following the June 2016 referendum. We showed how both the UK and the EU articu-
lated distinct and highly salient representations of their international role after Brexit in
response to the crises of legitimacy opened up in both polities. In the UK, the May gov-
ernment articulated a “Global Britain” discourse which aimed to connote British relevance
in the post-Brexit world. The discourse was broad and aimed to signal to Brexit supporters
that May was committed to a meaningful Brexit, and to international stakeholders that
Britain had no intention of pursuing an isolationist path. In the EU, a top-level discourse
of “strategic autonomy” emerged out of EU security and defence reforms, an important
aim of which was to demonstrate that the integration process was moving forward.
The discourse was pitched at a level of generality which ensured buy-in from the broadest
range of actors possible and which effectively framed piecemeal - and contradictory —
policies as connoting increased EU actorness post-Brexit.

Empirically, our case highlights key similarities between Global Britain and strategic
autonomy that have not been acknowledged in the existing literature on Brexit and
foreign affairs on either side (e.g. Beasley et al. 2021, Oppermann et al. 2020, Tocci
2018, Sweeney and Winn 2020). Our findings also help to explain why it was that
foreign and security policy became an area where both sides sought not only novel
reforms but also a more distant relationship from one another, in spite of the prima
facie case for continuity in this area (e.g. Svendsen and Adler-Nissen 2019). Moreover,
by showing that these dynamics are also present in the response of liberal actors (i.e.
the EU) to internal crises, we help broaden the scope of applicability of an approach
which has hitherto focusing on populist and sovereigntist actors (e.g. Destradi et al.
2022, Martill and Mesarovich 2024). While such actors indeed catalyse a sense of political
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and representational crisis, the instinct to continue to draw legitimacy from the inter-
national sphere and to insulate political rule from domestic demands is the driving
force behind strategies of externalisation of politicians of all stripes.

Theoretically, our findings point to an important link between domestic crises and
foreign policy change (e.g. Welch 2005), showing how the balance of costs between
different kinds of reforms often pushes leaders to narrate new foreign policy trajectories
in response to demands for de-internationalisation. We also contribute to research on
framing, signalling, rhetoric and narrative in foreign policymaking (e.g. Christou and
Damro 2024, Jourde 2007) by showing how leaders seek to deploy broad representations
of change to obtain support from multiple constituencies of opinion. Finally, our findings
speak to the distinctiveness of foreign policy as a domain of policymaking (Hudson 2005).
By showing that the nebulous nature of foreign policy can be attractive to leaders when
responding to domestic crises, we flip common sense understandings of the distinctive-
ness of foreign policy and “high politics” on their head.
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