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Abstract. Research on political parties and foreign policy has grown in recent years in response 

to disciplinary and real-world changes. But party research still bears the imprint of earlier 

scepticism about the role of parties, with most works aiming to show that parties matter, rather 

than how, when and where they matter. How can we advance research on parties and foreign 

policymaking? We argue that we first need to understand why political parties made initial 

inroads to FPA so gradually, before we can grasp what challenges confront the research 

programme. These two steps are necessary to show how closer engagement between 

International Relations, Comparative Politics and FPA scholarship can lead to a more self-

reflexive research program. Drawing on recent work in Comparative Politics and International 

Relations, we suggest four avenues for future research: (1) ideological multidimensionality 

beyond left and right, (2) parties as organisations and the role of entrepreneurs, (3) parties as 

transnational foreign policy actors, and (4) the interaction between parties and the global order. 

 

Keywords. Ideology, party organization, party leadership, party environment, Comparative 

Politics and International Relations nexus 
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Introduction 

Political parties formulate, propose and decide on policy proposals, on the national, 

transnational and international stage. There is plenty of anecdotal evidence that political parties 

matter in foreign policy-making, both across time and space. Some evidence points more 

towards party ideology, while other shows that party organization and leadership also matter. 

During the Cold War, the German Social Democrats built political relations with Central and 

Eastern European countries as well as the USSR (Ostpolitik) which were opposed by the 

Christian Democrats. The Republican Party under Trump conducts a much more unilateral 

foreign policy towards organizations such as NATO compared to previous Democratic 

administrations. The parties in Taiwan have been split on the issue of the island's independence 

from China with the Democratic Progressive Party historically favouring this goal, whereas the 

Kuomintang favour a continuation of the status quo.1 In Latin America, different organizational 

projects such as UNASUR or PROSUR have emerged as the result of different political parties 

holding power.2 And Islamist parties have transformed the electoral landscape of the Middle 

East in recent years, leading to a number of profound foreign policy shifts.3  

In spite of the case for political parties impacting upon foreign policymaking, it is only 

relatively recently that a substantial but disconnected body of scholarship on party politics has 

emerged in Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA).4 How can we advance research on parties and 

foreign policymaking? We argue that we first need to understand why political parties made 

initial inroads to FPA so gradually, before we can grasp what challenges confront the research 

                                                           
1 Eleanor Albert, ‘China-Taiwan Relations’, Council on Foreign Relations, January 22, 2020, 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/china-taiwan-relations. 
2 Joshua Goodman, ‘South America bloc’s woes leave architectural gem forlorn’, AP New, January 8, 2019, 

https://apnews.com/c1fb87dfaa024e61bd95fa081aad49a7. 
3 Melani Cammett and Pauline Jones Luong, ‘Is There an Islamist Political Advantage?’, Annual Review of 

Political Science 17, 2014, pp. 187-206. 
4 Chris Adlen and Amnon Aran, Foreign Policy Analysis: New Approaches. Second Edition. (London: Routledge, 

2017), p. 80; Tapio Raunio and Wolfgang Wagner, ‘The Party Politics of Foreign and Security Policy’, Foreign 

Policy Analysis, forthcoming. 
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programme. These two steps are necessary to show how closer engagement between 

International Relations (IR), Comparative Politics (CP) and FPA scholarship can lead to a more 

self-reflexive research program. Our aim is to advance the theoretical and conceptual insights 

which party research in FPA can produce and to thereby help refine theoretical scope 

conditions for party research at large.  

Our argument proceeds in three steps. First, we argue that there are a number of reasons why 

FPA proved less conducive to the development of party research than might be expected. Party 

politics is complex and assumptions based on linear observations between ideology or party-

type and foreign policy outcome were (and still are) few and far between. Moreover, the 

discipline itself evolved in an American context, with particular assumptions about the 

weakness of party organizations and ideology as a result. And, until the mid-1990s, a focus on 

Western democracies and the number of democratic regimes in the international system 

rendered analyses of party politics a selective affair.  

We argue in the second step that changing disciplinary assumptions as well as real-world 

changes, have helped establish a substantial body of research on parties and foreign 

policymaking in recent years. This is to some extent the delayed by-product of disciplinary 

changes occurring in the 1990s – the ‘constructivist turn’, the systematisation of the liberal 

paradigm, and efforts at cross-disciplinary synthesis. The globalisation of FPA as a discipline 

also helped to break down some of the lingering assumptions about foreign policy which 

derived from the specific American context within which FPA had initially developed. And 

globalisation as well as regionalisation have increased interstate interdependence and blurred 

the lines between domestic and foreign policymaking. But party research still bears the imprint 

of the sceptical environment in which it developed and a tendency for research to focus on 

showing that parties matter. 
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In a third step of our argument, we propose a more self-reflexive turn towards studying how, 

when and where parties matter in foreign policymaking. We argue in favour of theory-driven 

scope conditions building on insights from FPA, CP and IR scholarship. This conversation 

provides the ground to develop a richer conceptual and theoretical vocabulary to draw from as 

well as think through different levels of analysis when analysing foreign policymaking. We 

suggest that a self-reflexive research program could begin with focusing on four avenues of 

research: ideological multidimensionality beyond the left-right model, the various 

organizational features of parties and the role of political entrepreneurs, the status of parties as 

transnational foreign policy actors, and the interaction between party politics and global 

systemic changes. 

 

A Rough Start 

Drawing FPA’s disciplinary boundaries and placing party politics within it can be challenging, 

especially over time.5 Many scholars teach FPA as a subfield of IR6 aiming to “develop the 

actor-specific theory required to engage in the ground of IR”7. FPA scholarship puts “human 

decision makers acting singly or in groups”8 at the heart of its theoretical developments which 

provides for a better understanding of the processes in which foreign policy decision are made 

and the issues that these policies try to push.9 However, FPA scholarship has also drawn on 

other disciplines to develop theories explaining national foreign policymaking. When focusing 

                                                           
5 Steve Smith, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis and International Relations’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies 

16, 2, 1987, pp. 345–348; Valerie M. Hudson, ‘The History and Evolution of Foreign Policy Analysis’, in Steve 

Smith, Amelia Hadfield, and Tim Dunne, 2nd eds, Foreign Policy: Theories, Actors, Cases (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), pp. 419–440. 
6 Neither disciplinary boundaries are clearly defined. 
7 Valerie M. Hudson, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis: Actor-Specific Theory and the Ground of International Relations’, 

Foreign Policy Analysis 1: 1, 2005, p. 2. 
8 Hudson, ‘Foreign Policy Analysis’, p. 1; see also Juliet Kaarbo, ‘A Foreign Policy Analysis Perspective on the 

Domestic Politics Turn in IR Theory’, International Studies Review 17, 2, 2015, pp. 189–216.  
9 Marijke Breuning, ‘Pedagogy and Foreign Policy Analysis’, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of International 

Studies, 2010, p. 1. 
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on the individual, scholars have imported psychological approaches to develop theories on 

roles or personality traits in the foreign policy realm.10 Groups have been studied through social 

psychology (e.g. ‘groupthink’) or organizational theory.11 Political parties are yet another 

group through which foreign policymaking can be studied.  

In spite of the prima facie case for their importance for the conduct of foreign policy, scepticism 

towards the analytical value of political parties has run high. One prominent study noted, for 

instance, that politics still stops ‘at the water’s edge’.12 Partly this was a consequence of the 

perceived consensus across political parties when it came to the ‘national interest’13, but 

scholars also lamented the lack of systematism in party positions on foreign policy, which are 

held to change frequently, seemingly vary from country to country within the same party type, 

fail to map neatly onto existing distinctions between ‘left and right’, and vary within parties as 

much as they do between them. Even those interested in studying parties acknowledged the 

challenges presented by bipartisanship, intra-party disagreements and low levels of 

parliamentary influence over foreign policy for linking parties clearly to external outcomes.14  

Surprisingly few examples of FPA research were focused on party politics up until the 2000s. 

One contributing factor to this development are path dependent dynamics stemming from the 

disciplinary origins of FPA itself, which emerged in the context of the development of 

                                                           
10 Christian Cantir and Juliet Kaarbo, ‘Contested Roles and Domestic Politics: Reflections on Role Theory in 

Foreign Policy Analysis and IR Theory’, Foreign Policy Analysis 8: 1, 2012, pp. 5-24. 
11 Irving Janis, Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascos, 2nd edition (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1982); Jack Levy, ‘Organizational Routines and the Causes of War’, International Studies Quarterly 30, 

1986, pp. 193-222. 
12 Joanne Gowa, ‘Politics at the Water’s Edge: Parties, Voters, and the Use of Force Abroad’, International 

Organization 52: 2, 1998, pp. 307-324. 
13 Stephen Chaudoin, Helen V. Milner and Dustin H. Tingley, ‘The Center Still Holds: Liberal Internationalism 

Survives’, International Security 35: 1, 2010, pp. 75-94; Raunio and Wagner, ‘The Party Politics of Foreign and 

Security Policy’. 
14 Christopher Hill, ‘Public Opinion and British Foreign Policy Since 1945: Progress in Research?’, Millennium: 

Journal of International Studies, 10: 1, 1981, pp. 53-62, p. 60. 
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American social science.15 Because political parties have been weaker organisations in the US 

than in other democracies and party-based regimes, and because their positions have switched 

so frequently,16 theoretical developments in FPA have focused on dynamics felt more relevant, 

including interest-group politics, divided government, and the doctrines of individual leaders, 

keeping attention off parties in the most part.17  

 

Getting the Party Started 

The wave of democratization that accompanied the end of the Cold War resulted in an uptick 

in the number of democratic regimes world-wide, increasing the number of states in the 

international system in which party politics and partisan competition are crucial to the 

policymaking process.18 Moreover, processes of globalisation and regional integration have 

blurred the lines between the domestic and foreign policymaking fields by increasing the 

interdependence between countries, uploading competences to the regional level and shifting 

categories such as winners and losers.19 As importantly, new theoretical paradigms in IR have 

                                                           
15 Steve Smith, ‘Theories of Foreign Policy: An Historical Overview’, Review of International Studies 12: 1, 1986, 

pp. 13-29; Brian White, ‘The European Challenge to Foreign Policy Analysis’, European Journal of International 

Relations 5: 1, 1999, pp. 37-66. 
16 Verlan Lewis, ‘The President and the Parties’ Ideologies: Party Ideas about Foreign Policy Since 1900’, 

Presidential Studies Quarterly 47:1, 2017, pp. 27-61. 
17 See Raunio and Wagner, ‘The Party Politics of Foreign and Security Policy’. Something similar can be said of 

developments on the other side of the Atlantic, with the more historically-oriented British FPA also having had 

little to say about parties. The disciplinary development of FPA in countries with two-party majoritarian systems 

may have influenced the (lack of) focus on political parties, since the politics of foreign policy in these systems 

tended to occur within (not between) parties. 
18 Angelos Chryssogelos, Party Systems and Foreign Policy Change in Liberal Democracies: Cleavages, Ideas, 

Competition (London: Routledge, forthcoming). This is not to say that party politics do not also matter in different 

kinds of authoritarian regimes, see Jessica Weeks, ‘Autocratic Audience Costs: Regime Type and Signaling 

Resolve’, International Organization 62:1, 2008, pp. 35-64. 
19 Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman, ‘BREXIT, voice and loyalty: rethinking electoral politics in an age of 

interdependence’, Review of International Political Economy 24: 2, 2017, pp.  232-247. 



7 
 

emerged that are more open to sub-disciplinary conversations between IR and CP20. And these 

developments have, slowly, come to influence FPA scholars’ research agendas. 

Research began showing that party politics can affect the conduct of foreign policy; in other 

words, that parties matter.21 One of the key insights of research into political parties has been 

the identification of distinctive party positions on a host of foreign policy questions. Building 

on CP research, these scholars have argued that there are good reasons to regard party positions 

as systematic rather than incidental: Parties are ‘alliances in conflicts over policies and value 

commitments within the larger body politic’22 and these value commitments or party ideologies 

impose some ‘limits from which parties only rarely break out, because of leadership 

commitments and core electoral attachments’23. Inter-party competition on the domestic level 

thus stands for different visions of how the domestic and international realms (or their 

intersection) should be organized. Scholars have shown that these programmatic distinctions 

among parties serve to organize political debate and preferences among parties.24  

Based on the observation that parties differ in systematic ways on foreign policy issues, 

scholars pointed out that the so-called national interest is not necessarily constant over time.25 

                                                           
20 James Caporaso, ‘Across the Great Divide: Integrating Comparative and International Politics’, International 

Studies Quarterly 41: 4, 1997, pp. 563-591; Helen Milner, ‘Rationalizing Politics: The Emerging Synthesis of 

International, American, and Comparative Politics’, International Organization 52: 4, 1998, pp. 759-786. 
21 For example, Brian C. Rathbun, Partisan Interventions: European Party Politics and Peace Enforcement in the 

Balkans (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004); Stephanie C. Hofmann, European Security in NATO's Shadow: 

Party Ideologies and Institution Building (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); 

Wolfgang Wagner, Anna Herranz-Surralés, Juliet Kaarbo and Falk Ostermann, ‘Party politics at the water’s edge: 

contestation of military operations in Europe’, European Political Science Review 10: 4, 2018, pp. 537-563. 
22 Seymour M. Lipset and Stein Rokkan, ‘Cleavage structures, party systems, and voter alignments: An 

introduction’, in Seymour M. Lipset and Stein Rokkan, eds. Party Systems and Voter Alignments (Glencoe, IL: 

The Free Press, 1967), pp. 1-64. 
23 Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Andrea Volkens, Judith Bara, Ian Budge and Michael McDonald, Mapping Policy 

Preferences II. Estimates for Parties, Electors, and Governments in Eastern Europe, European Union and OECD 

1990-2003 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p 108. See also James Adams, Michael Clark, Lawrence 

Ezrow and Garrett Glasgow, ‘Understanding change and stability in party ideologies: Do parties respond to public 

opinion or to past election results?’, British Journal of Political Science 34: 4, 2004, pp. 589-610. 
24 Kenneth A. Schultz, ‘The Politics of Risking Peace: Do Hawks or Doves Deliver the Olive Branch?’, 

International Organization, 59: 1, 2005, pp. 1-38, p. 8; see also John H. Alderich, Why Parties?: The Origin and 

Transformation of Political Parties in America (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995). 
25 Helen Milner, Interests, Institutions, and Information: Domestic Politics and International Relations 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); Rathbun, Partisan Interventions; Hofmann, European Security.  
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Distinct ideological positions lend themselves to divergent interpretations of the international 

domain. In its initial wave of party ideological research, the divergence between left and right 

is a thread that runs through much work on parties and foreign policy as a result. FPA 

scholarship on partisanship has shown divergence between ideological stances in a host of 

foreign policy issues, including military intervention,26 support for multilateral cooperation and 

institutionalisation,27 the choice of alliance politics and grand strategy,28 the promotion of trade 

and protection of foreign investment,29 and positions on foreign aid and humanitarianism.30 

FPA scholarship has also offered a number of suggestions on the mechanisms linking 

partisanship and foreign policy preferences, including underlying assumptions such as trust 

and egalitarianism,31 constituencies of supporters and their interests,32 social identity and 

ideological similarity,33 and underlying positions on governmental interference in the 

economy.34 

Focusing on dynamics within the government, scholars emphasized coalition-building 

dynamics and coalition politics.35 Scholarship suggests coalition governments are less prone to 

conflict than single-party governments, since the coalition partner has an opportunity to veto 

                                                           
26 Timothy Hildebrandt, Courtney Hillebrecht, Peter M. Holm and Jon Pevehouse, ‘The Domestic Politics of 

Humanitarian Intervention: Public Opinion, Partisanship, and Ideology’, Foreign Policy Analysis 9: 3, 2013, pp. 

243-266; Laron K. Williams, ‘Hawks, doves, and opportunistic opposition parties’, Journal of Peace Research 

51: 1, 2014, pp. 111-125; Rathbun, Partisan Interventions.. 
27 Hofmann, European Security; Stephanie C. Hofmann, ‘Party preferences and institutional transformation: 

revisiting France’s relationship with NATO (and the common wisdom on Gaullism)’, Journal of Strategic Studies 

40: 4, 2017, pp. 505-531. 
28 Mark L. Haas, The Ideological Origins of Great Power Politics, 1789-1989 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2005). 
29 Kevin Narizny, The Political Economy of Grand Strategy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007); Alain Nöel 

and Jean-Philippe Thérien, Left and Right in Global Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
30 Peter Gries, The Politics of American Foreign Policy: How Ideology Divides Liberals and Conservatives over 

Foreign Affairs (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014); Jean-Philippe Thérien and Alain Nöel, ‘Political 

Parties and Foreign Aid’, American Political Science Review 94: 1, 2000, pp. 151-162. 
31 Brian C. Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation: International Security Institutions, Domestic Politics 

and American Multilateralism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).  
32 Peter Trubowitz, Defining the National Interest: Conflict and Change in American Foreign Policy (London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
33 Haas, Ideological Origins. 
34 Narizny, Political Economy. 
35 Juliet Kaarbo, ‘Power and Influence in Foreign Policy Decision Making: The Role of Junior Coalition Partners 

in German and Israeli Foreign Policy’, International Studies Quarterly 40: 4, 1996, pp. 501-530. 
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conflict initiation.36 Yet coalition governments may engage in more radical foreign policy 

behaviors, depending on the preferences of the senior and junior parties:37 when coalitions 

suffer from internal disagreements, smaller players have greater opportunities to exploit 

internal divisions and promote their own foreign policy agendas.38 Junior parties can push the 

cabinet in the direction of conflict, but they can also push in the direction of peace; the 

normative context thereby affects the balance of power within coalition governments, with 

norms of unanimity empowering junior partners more than norms of consensus.39 Either way, 

these coalition dynamics can dilute some of the individually held ideological positions that 

parties hold.40  

FPA research on parties has also examined the broader institutional environment within which 

parties operate, building on work on government-opposition dynamics. Scholars have shown 

that the more seats a government possesses, the more stable its position and the more able it is 

to pass legislation on foreign policy issues.41 Governments with sizeable majorities are more 

likely to become involved in interstate disputes,42 for instance, while minority governments are 

demonstrably more pacific.43 Relations between the executive and the legislature also alter 

party positions and affect their realization – where the legislature exerts considerable sway over 

foreign policy decisions, the governing party’s positions is more constrained, and the 

                                                           
36 Joe Clare, ‘Ideological Fractionalization and the International Conflict Behaviour of Parliamentary 

Democracies’, International Studies Quarterly 54: 4, 2010, pp. 965-987. 
37 Juliet Kaarbo and Ryan K. Beasley, ‘Taking It to the Extreme: The Effect of Coalition Cabinets on Foreign 

Policy’, Foreign Policy Analysis 4: 1, 2008, pp. 67-81. 
38 Bertjan Verbeek and Andrej Zaslove, ‘The impact of populist radical right parties on foreign policy: the northern 

league as a junior coalition partner in the Berlusconi governments’, European Political Science Review 7: 4, 2015, 

pp. 525-546, p. 542. 
39 Kaarbo, ‘Power and Influence’. 
40 Hofmann, European Security. 
41 Miriam F. Elman, ‘Unpacking Democracy: Presidentialism, Parliamentarism, and Theories of Democratic 

Peace’, Security Studies, 9: 4, 2000, pp. 91-126, p. 103; Joe D. Hagan, Political Opposition and Foreign Policy 

in Comparative Perspective (London: Lynne Reinner, 1990), p. 83. 
42 Glenn Palmer, Tamar London and Patrick Regan, ‘What’s Stopping You?: The Sources of Political Constraints 

on International Conflict Behavior in Parliamentary Democracies’, International Interactions 30: 1, 2004, pp. 1-

24, p. 9. 
43 Clare, ‘Ideological Fractionalization’, p. 968. 
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opposition’s more evident.44 Moreover, legislatures may gain greater powers over time, leading 

to a process of parliamentarisation of foreign policy,45 often motivated by concerns about 

previous foreign policy mishaps.46 

 

Taking Stock 

Recent research has shown that parties are integral actors in foreign policy processes, set out 

explanations of partisan politics, and contributed to bridging the disciplinary divides between 

FPA, IR, and CP. But research on political parties still bears the imprint of previous decades 

of scepticism towards political parties as foreign policy actors.  

There is a notable absence of a self-aware research programme on party politics and foreign 

policy. Partly this is a product of the field’s infancy. Party research spiked in the past few years, 

but prior to this, only a handful of works are identifiable. But partly also it is a product of the 

divided nature of the field and Political Science more broadly. FPA has only slowly turned to 

political parties while CP party politics scholars have only slowly turned to foreign policy 

issues. Much FPA research on parties emerges out of empirical cases of foreign policymaking, 

oftentimes when scholars have asked broader questions about distinct facets of foreign policy, 

rather than about parties per se. In consequence, accounts of political parties can be somewhat 

sporadically located across diverse literatures, rather than within a distinct field of study. 

Moreover, the focus of existing research has been on showing that - and hence why - parties 

matter rather than how, when and where they matter, which would help delimit scope 

                                                           
44 Wolfgang Wagner, Anna Herranz-Surralés, Juliet Kaarbo and Falk Ostermann, ‘The party politics of 

legislative‒executive relations in security and defence policy’, West European Politics 40: 1, 2017, pp. 20-41. 
45 Tapio Raunio and Wolfgang Wagner, ‘Towards parliamentarisation of foreign and security policy?’, West 

European Politics 40: 1, 2017, pp. 1-19. 
46 James Strong, ‘Why parliament now decides on war: tracing the growth of the parliamentary prerogative 

through Syria, Libya and Iraq’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations 17: 4, 2014, pp. 604-622. 
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conditions and formulate mid-range theories. Almost all research on parties is framed in 

response to realist or structuralist accounts which are sceptical about the role of parties in 

foreign policymaking, rather than as a contribution to a pre-existing body of party research. 

Not only does this lead to predictable narratives setting up the majority of new party research, 

but it also reproduces the realist/sceptical backdrop, setting party-based explanations up against 

either outdated or straw-man arguments. Moreover, it occludes the complex ways in which 

structural and partisan accounts of state-behaviour may be implicated in one another, and 

assumed that in order to demonstrate that parties matter it is necessary to show that structural 

facilitators do not. 

Finally, while party research has explored many different avenues over the years, the majority 

of research has focused on those most-likely cases where we might expect partisanship to be 

more evident (and almost exclusive in democratic regimes). With a few notable exceptions 

there has been less research on cases where the effects of parties are more mixed, selective, or 

dependent on other factors. These cases are important not only for ascertaining the scope 

conditions for party-based explanations but also for understanding how such factors interact 

with other variables. We suggest one reason for this lacuna is the perceived need to show parties 

matter and the sense that greater complexity is somehow to the detriment of the causal and 

constitutive effects of parties. 

We recommend shifting the focus from whether parties matter to how, when and where they 

matter. In other words, refining scope conditions will help advance the research programme. 

This requires of party researchers a greater confidence in the initial proposition - that parties 

matter - such that we can ask questions which delve into the various ways in which parties can 

(and cannot) influence or shape foreign policymaking. This may well highlight cases in which 

parties don’t matter much, which is where disciplinary resilience is needed. Identifying scope 

conditions for political parties does not amount to a case against parties as foreign policy actors 
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more generally, and will only strengthen our understanding of the role parties play. In the next 

section we set out a research agenda through which party research on foreign policy can be 

expanded to take account of real-world changes and formulate a more self-reflexive research 

program. 

 

Towards a More Self-Reflexive Research Programme 

A more self-assured status of research leaves open the question of what the next steps in party 

research on foreign policymaking might look like. We suggest four areas in which party 

scholarship might evolve in order to better understand the conditions affecting not only why 

but also how, where and when political parties matter. In some instances, these research 

avenues emerge as the logical extension of existing FPA works, in others they emerge from 

questions posed by scholars in CP or IR. Specifically, we claim greater attention to ideological 

multidimensionality beyond left and right, the organizational differences between parties and 

the role of entrepreneurs, parties as foreign policy actors, and the interaction between parties 

and global order.  

These research avenues can help address the role of different levels of analysis (the individual, 

group, national, transnational and international level), explain away discrepant information 

which has previously been used to cast scepticism on the role of parties, help us explain changes 

in political parties and the politics of foreign policymaking as well as challenge us to think 

beyond democracies when examining the role of parties in foreign policymaking. Exploring 

these questions helps link FPA research to broader debates in CP and IR, allowing new insights 

in these fields to inform FPA research and bolstering the community of scholars working on 

the connection between foreign policymaking and political parties.  
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Ideological Multidimensionality  

Uncovering the different cleavages and value dimensions that can inform political parties and 

their preferences provide us with a better understanding of how parties matter as they illuminate 

the different issues that parties push for or want to abstain from. In addition, uncovering 

ideological dimensions helps us understand when parties matter as they draw our attention to 

which parties are most likely to cooperate with one another on the international level when 

certain issues come up or build coalitions on the domestic level after an election – no matter 

whether the party acts in democratic or authoritarian system. This is not to say that left and 

right – categories that originate from the French Revolution - are not relevant. But they might 

not best describe every political party there is. New value dimensions represent cleavages that 

are not well captured by the left-right metaphor, such as those over cultural identities and 

globalization.47 Conflict between different ideological positions that do not map on a single 

cleavage characterizes quite well the politics of foreign policy. Moreover, new entrants to the 

political marketplace have championed issues which can defy classification according to the 

left-right schema, including regional interests and identities, environmentalism48, 

Euroscepticism49, and populism50, and these parties often have distinctive foreign policy 

preferences. But to a considerable extent FPA research continues to view partisanship in terms 

                                                           
47 Liesbet Hooghe, Gary Marks and Carole J. Wilson, ‘Does Left/Right Structure Party Positions on European 

Integration?’, Comparative Political Studies 35: 8, 2002, pp. 965-989; Hofmann, European Security; Michael 

Zürn and Pieter de Wilde, ‘Debating globalization: cosmopolitanism and communitarianism as political 

ideologies’, Journal of Political Ideologies 21: 3, 2016, pp. 280-301.  
48 Jae-Jae Spoon, Sara B. Hobolt and Catherine E. De Vries, ‘Going Green: Explaining Issue Competition on the 

Environment’, European Journal of Political Research 53: 2, 2014, pp. 363-380. 
49 Catherine E. De Vries, Euroscepticism and the Future of European Integration (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2018); Benjamin Martill and Adrian Rogstad, ‘The end of consensus? Folk theory and the politics of foreign 

policy in the Brexit referendum’, Global Affairs 5: 4-5, 2019, pp. 347-367. 
50 Thomas J. Scotto, David Sanders, and Jason Reifler, ‘The Consequential Nationalist-Globalist Policy Divide in 

Contemporary Britain: Some Initial Analyses’, Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 28: 1, 2018, pp. 

38-58; Johannes Plagemann and Sandra Destradi, ‘Populism and Foreign Policy: The Case of India’, Foreign 

Policy Analysis 15: 2, 2019, pp. 283-301; Iñaki Sagarzazu and Cameron G. Thies, ‘The Foreign Policy Rhetoric 

of Populism: Chávez, Oil, and Anti-imperialism’, Political Research Quarterly 72: 1, 2019, pp. 205-214. 
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of left and right, in spite of evidence that political support for key dimensions of external 

relations would appear to follow a non-linear pattern.51 

Insights from party policy research in CP can help FPA scholars incorporate ideological 

complexity into their analyses in a manner which is both systematic and better reflects the 

changing nature of partisan competition. The ‘foreign’ policy issue that CP scholars paid most 

attention to is European integration. Party politics and political behaviour scholars have 

developed a number of tools to model complexity, including multidimensional and non-linear 

models of ideology, the specification of new dimensions of partisan conflict52, the construction 

of datasets – such as the Comparative Manifesto Project or the UNC expert surveys – capable 

of conveying party positions on multiple dimensions53 as well as theories regarding the 

circumstances under which different cleavages come to the fore. 54 Accounting for ideological 

multidimensionality more systematically, both via qualitative and quantitative methods, can 

help us understand the different foreign policy preferences that a diverse set of parties hold - 

both at one point in time and across time.55 Paying attention to the different cleavages that can 

inform ideological positions can help explain under what circumstances we should expect 

foreign policy continuity56 while acknowledging the non-linearity of ideology can help us 

account for observed similarities between both ‘extreme’ left and right in such foreign policy 
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domains as military deployment57, grand strategy58, European integration,59 and 

globalization60. Incorporating distinct models of partisanship can help us formulate scope 

conditions and increase our understanding of the complexities of partisanship in foreign policy 

and, as a result, help explain discrepant evidence - the failure of the left-right model - which 

has too often informed blanket rejections of the role of parties in foreign policymaking. 

Acknowledging multidimensional ideological space also helps the incorporation of regional, 

niche, single-issue and populist parties into the roster of FPA actors.61  More research is needed 

on the foreign policy positions of these actors: Recent studies have shown that populist parties 

have distinct foreign policy positions,62 yet other works suggest transformative change is 

limited to the personalization of foreign policy.63 Focusing on how ideological positions 

interact with political leaders and entrepreneurs who might use existing parties and create new 

parties as platforms of their political ambitions, given us a better idea of why these parties have 

distinct foreign policy profiles and why and how they change over time needs further 

investigation. 

And FPA scholars can draw on insights from CP to shed light on when parties seek 

programmatic goals and when they seek instrumental desiderata such as political office. Within 
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FPA at present the tendency is to specify a priori whether parties are motivated by policies or 

office. Rationalist works tend to utilize office-seeking as a basic assumption64 whilst those 

informed by constructivism, those focusing on ideology, or those assuming connected 

coalitions have found policy seeking a more useful assumption. 65 While a small number of 

FPA works have discussed the implications of this choice for the perspectives that result,66 the 

discipline has not engaged substantively with the conditions under which parties are more 

likely to seek policies or elected office. Yet CP research treats these conditions as variables, 

since parties, party leaders and the political elite seek both in varying degrees and at different 

times, motivated by a host of factors influencing their motivations67. Understanding the 

conditions under which parties are more likely to promote one goal over the other in their 

preference ordering promises a more versatile theory of party motivation in foreign policy and 

can help link together insights from rationalist and constructivist schools of thought. 

 

Party Organisation and Political Entrepreneurs 

A closer look at party organization and political entrepreneurs also contributes to a better 

understanding not only why but also how and when parties matter. Parties differ in a number of 

respects: size, membership, governance structure, territorial reach, international memberships, 
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branding and identity, life span, and leadership. Party organization is not a constant as political 

actors adjust to changing societal conditions, technologies and issues. In recent decades many 

parties have changed from mass-based organisations with ideologically-defined rationales to 

more nimble organisations which compete for one another’s support base and for rents from 

the state.68 Some parties have become more centralized and/or more personalized, and have 

sought new ways to reach out to potential voters. While FPA scholarship is sensitive to the 

differences between individual parties, few studies have sought to demonstrate systematically 

how divergent aspects of party organisation connect with foreign policy outcomes, at least 

outside of studies of party factionalism69 and the degree of centralization of the party 

apparatus.70 Meanwhile, the role of individual leaders and legislators to influence foreign 

policy decision-making is now well established,71 but there remains considerable scope to link 

these insights to political parties, since party-based factors often determine the scope of 

personalization and individualization of party agendas. Focusing on these issues helps 

understand when and how parties matter rather than individual leaders - and vice versa. 

Recent research in CP identifies a number of variables both within and across parties which 

have prima facie implications for their position on foreign policy issues. These include the 

degree to which the party controls resources and the corresponding scope for personalization 
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of messages,72 how they respond to changes in the voter base,73 how they allocate portfolios 

within the party,74 the nature of the tasks individual legislators undertake,75 the strength of party 

discipline,76 and where their funding comes from.77 Recent research has also sought to move 

away from the party as the main unit of analysis in order to bring individual leaders and 

legislators, and their agency, back into the picture.78 This has occasioned a turn towards 

informal politics alongside formal institutional structures to understand how parties function 

and how they adopt specific strategies and policy platforms.79 

FPA scholars can benefit from a deeper engagement with the organizational dynamics of 

parties. Internal party characteristics vary considerably and incorporating these variables into 

FPA party research opens a number of helpful avenues of inquiry. For instance, the 

organizational type into which a given party fits may have important implications for foreign 

policy stability. Existing research on cartel parties, for instance, suggests these organizations 

are better able to insulate elites from public scrutiny than other parties, resulting in greater 

foreign policy continuity, but also declining legitimacy.80 Research also suggests that 
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organizational differences determine how parties respond to external pressures for change,81 

with obvious implications for party positions on the shifting contours of international order. 

FPA party research could also benefit from asking whose interests are represented by the party, 

and how these are aggregated.82 The foreign policy preferences of party members, party 

supporters and voters, and the party’s own legislators can differ significantly. In the UK, for 

example, the Labour party membership is more radical than the party’s MPs and its broader 

support base, while the Conservative membership is notably more Eurosceptic than the party’s 

legislators.83 In such instances, selection mechanisms which empower the membership (e.g. 

membership ballot) would be expected to influence foreign policy positions in different ways 

than those which empower the citizenry (e.g. open primaries) or existing legislators (e.g. party 

ballot). 

Moreover, alongside these formal distinctions, party research would also benefit from adopting 

a focus on the role of leaders and entrepreneurs within parties, since research in CP shows the 

role of such individuals can affect key decisions, including the programmatic and ideological 

direction the party takes, its level of cohesion and unity, and whether to seek close relations 

with other parties. As the recent literature on party entrepreneurs has shown, ideological 

position and party organization can variably be influenced by powerful actors in parties – may 

these by heads of parties or MPs.84 Individuals can thus exert significant influence over foreign 
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policy priorities as well as over a host of other factors impinging on a party’s foreign policy 

programme.  

 

Parties as Foreign Policy Actors 

The transnational level also matters in foreign policymaking. Political parties engage with one 

another across borders, making them diplomatic actors in their own rights. This is, of course, 

nothing new, since transnational cooperation on ideological lines can be traced back to the 19th 

century with the inception of the First International, followed much later with the establishment 

of the Liberal International in 1947. But recent years have witnessed a marked increase in the 

cross-border activities of political parties. The establishment of transnational parliamentary 

forums and assemblies in the EU, the AU or ASEAN, for example, changes political 

contestation at the national level, pushing parties to take positions on supranational and 

intergovernmental issues.85 In Europe, the increasing powers of the EU’s European Parliament 

gained over the course of the 1990s resulted in a supranational legislative organization with 

considerable powers and more or less cohesive ideological groupings.86 However, voting still 

happens based on national lists. Efforts to establish transnational party organisations has 

stepped up in recent years, with the Democracy in Europe Movement 2025 one of the more 

recent examples.87 Collaborative linkages between parties that have existed for many years 

have been stepped up.88 Even right-wing populist parties have sought to establish informal 
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groupings through which they can coordinate their activities.89 And there are instances of 

parties getting involved more directly in the diplomatic game. German political foundations, 

for instance, which are linked to German parties, have offices across the globe which function 

as quasi-diplomatic forums for the parties.90 

While FPA’s theoretical toolbox is well-equipped to understand transnational diplomacy, it has 

not focused on parties as diplomatic actors. Early work on signaling captured some of the 

effects of the engagement between political parties and external actors,91 but this was neither 

the main focus of the research, nor did it spur continued discussion on parties as diplomatic 

actors. Work in CP, however, does examine the transnational activities of political parties, with 

key examples focusing on the politics of supranational legislative institutions,92 cross-border 

processes of diffusion and learning,93 so-called ‘open’ models of democratic transition,94 and 

other forms of cross-border engagement between parties.95 The recent focus of many FPA 

scholars on populism has heightened awareness of the disciplinary divide between FPA/IR and 

CP, with scholars noting that most of the research on populist parties’ transnational activities 
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has taken place within the latter discipline, to the detriment of being able to understand the 

current politics of foreign policy.96 

Incorporating an understanding of the transnational activities of parties can aid our 

understanding of how parties matter in the formulation of foreign policy by illuminating a 

number of new avenues for research. For instance, the prevalence of transnational party 

contacts raises the question of how aligned these activities are with the foreign policy priorities 

of the government in power, and whether or not these ties complement or undercut the 

government’s activities. It is often said that Cameron’s withdrawal of the British Conservative 

party from the EPP grouping made the prime minister’s renegotiation efforts all the more 

difficult, since these transnational ties could not be relied upon as a source of information and 

influence.97 The presence of such linkages also raises the question of how - and to what extent 

- opposition parties are able to conduct parallel diplomatic activities when not in power, and 

whether these kinds of activities are stepped up when the party in question cannot utilize the 

diplomatic resources of the state. 

Moreover, transnational collaboration provides an alternative explanation for inter-state policy 

congruence than do the shared domestic or international (institutional) attributes of states. 

There is, for example, considerable evidence that parties in Europe, including populist parties, 

coordinate on foreign policy issues98. Moreover, the presence of multiple and overlapping 

legislative forums also raises questions of coordination, and whether the same party’s foreign 

policy positions match in the different legislative forums within which they are present 

(regional, national, supra-national).99 These questions can help FPA scholars understand how 

                                                           
96 Destradi and Plagemann, ‘Populism and International Relations’. 
97 Francis B. Jacobs, The EU after Brexit: Institutional and Policy Implications (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2018), p. 

70. 
98 Raunio and Wagner, ‘Party Politics or (Supra-) National Interest?’. 
99 Kris Deschouwer, ‘Coalition Formation and Congruence in a Multi-layered Setting: Belgium, 1995-2008’, 

Regional & Federal Studies 19: 1, 2009, pp. 13-35. 



23 
 

transnational processes sit alongside more traditional forms of diplomacy and foreign 

policymaking, as well as contributing to a narrowing of the divide between CP and FPA when 

it comes to the external activities of political parties. 

 

Parties and Global Order  

This discussion so far has left out macro-structural factors on the domestic (e.g. regime type) 

and international (e.g. global order) level. These macro-structural factors can mediate the role 

of political parties and party politics but can also be impacted by parties (especially by political 

parties in hegemonic or great power countries). We focus here on global order due to space 

constraints. Changes in the global order such as the distribution of power impact some states 

and governments more than others.100 The era of American unipolarity is arguably receding 

and it remains to be seen what kind of order will replace it. What is already visible is a plurality 

of worldviews. And these worldviews are pursued not only by democracies but also by political 

parties outside of democratic systems. This raises questions about the purchase of democratic 

norms and the scope of party research.101 And it results in a host of new strategic choices for 

national and transnational actors, including parties. Systemic conditions have been examined 

in some party research – notably within neoclassical realism.102 The emphasis has usually been 

on the effect of the Cold War’s end, but changes in systemic conditions and their implications 

for party politics have not been theorized much beyond this. Partly this is because initial 
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research on political parties in FPA, needing to establish its relevance first, took aim at the 

structural theories which might now help us understand the interaction between parties and the 

changing international order. 

Our claim is that work on political parties needs to take seriously the external environment and 

changes in the distribution of different kinds of powers103 in order to establish when and where 

political parties matter (most). Here, innovative impulses do not only come from CP but also 

the broader IR scholarship. Interdependence means that areas traditionally associated with 

domestic policy – e.g. health, economic redistribution, environmental protection – are now also 

aspects of foreign policy. The result is an expansion of the scope of foreign policy and foreign 

ministries as well as the introduction of new political conflicts into foreign policy, including 

those over domestic redistribution and economic openness. In addition to the changing meaning 

of what constitutes foreign policy, the uploading of competences to the international level 

mentioned in the previous section also results in parties which had hitherto held a more 

restrictive view of foreign policy – including radical right parties – becoming less isolationist 

as a result of their interest in managing domestic concerns about migration and economic 

intervention.104 Political parties do not only react to these changes, instead, they also contribute 

to them. 105 And parties can formulate policies that in turn influence the structure and ideational 

composition of the international system, which, in the long run, can come back to influence 

party positions subsequently. For instance, the liberal internationalism of many Western 

governments during the 1990s resulted in the creation of a more densely interdependent and 

institutionalized world which arguably bound their successors to neo-liberal policies and 
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spurred the emergence of new parties and movements offering alternatives which oppose this 

order and ordering vision. 

Changes in the global order also raise a number of other pertinent research questions. One is 

whether the end of the Cold War was really as transformative for the politics of foreign policy 

as is widely believed, or whether changing concepts and theories made parties more ‘visible’. 

Recent work on Cold War politics has suggested partisanship was important at key moments, 

even during the most contentious moments of the ‘early Cold War’ when strategic constraints 

were at their zenith.106 And relatedly, the return of powerful, illiberal challengers to the West 

invites discussion of the partisan bases of party positions in and on Russia and China.107 

Whether partisan divisions will arise in relation to these countries, and whether they will fall 

along left-right or other lines, are important questions. So are questions pertaining to what kind 

of party politics and foreign policymaking are pursued in illiberal countries where political 

parties are an important vehicle for policymaking – moving FPA away from Western 

democracies.  

The scope for partisan contestation is another important factor which interacts with systemic 

changes. Changing poles and polarity of the international system might change respective 

potential partners (and adversaries). This can contribute to the emergence of partisan 

contestation on the choice of allies and the most appropriate grand strategy - as was the case 

during the 1930s.108 On the other hand, it may be that the intensity of strategic threat occasioned 

by the return of geopolitics reduces levels of partisanship along similar lines to the postwar 
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foreign and security policies consensus observed in some countries during the 1950s and 

1960s.109  

 

Conclusion 

Research on political parties has been a long-time coming in FPA, owing to a number of 

disciplinary barriers as well as problems grappling with the complexities of party positions on 

foreign policy issues. Recent years have seen a flurry of research on the topic. While these 

works address a broad range of foreign policy questions and have improved our understanding 

of political parties in foreign policymaking, the explanations focus on narrow categories of 

party ideology and the institutional role of parties. And party research in FPA still bears the 

imprint of early skepticism: It lacks a self-aware research programme, continues to focus on 

disproving realist claims that parties don’t matter, and eschews less-likely cases for parties and 

partisanship. It is time for the party politics in foreign policymaking to assume a more self-

assured position.  

Thanks to existing research, we know that parties matter in foreign policymaking. What we 

need to develop further is how, when, and where they matter most. To clearly define theoretical 

scope conditions, we suggest to focus more on the gaps in the existing body of party research, 

expanding the empirical cases to countries beyond Western democracies, looking into 

historical cases, and jettisoning the reliance on realism and other structural accounts of foreign 

policymaking as foils. We do not mean by this that realism cannot be helpful in explaining 

party positions or that it does not matter in explain foreign policy outcomes, but rather that 

‘tests’ of partisan versus realist approaches risk encouraging a false dichotomy between 
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partisan and systemic approaches. A more fruitful avenue of research is trying to determine 

when, how and where these different approaches matter. 

We tried to take a first stab at these tasks with this paper. As the distinction between domestic 

and international politics arguably becomes more blurred empirically and analytically, it is 

likely that parties will matter more. We suggested four aspects in particular which would 

benefit from greater attention from party scholars working on foreign policymaking. We have 

tried to show that party politics is more variegated in its effects than we might wish to accept. 

This does not undermine the effects of parties, but rather opens a host of new research 

questions. Rather than disproving party-based approaches, party politics in foreign 

policymaking is evidence of a progressive research programme in which new questions are 

emerging. 

 


