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Abstract
This article characterizes and analyses variations in Poland’s foreign policy under 
the Law and Justice (PiS) government with a view to shed light on the distinctive 
influence of populism. I argue that this influence has mainly to do with the ‘poli-
tics of representation’, understood both in the sense of meaning production and of 
theatrical performance. Building on the discursive and stylistic approaches to pop-
ulism as well as on the post-structuralist literature in Foreign Policy Analysis, this 
article conceptualizes populism as a set of representational practices in domestic 
politics that spill over, and affect, foreign policy. By promoting distinct representa-
tions of Self and Other in international affairs and by investing foreign policy mak-
ing as a site to perform a rupture with technocratic elites, populist practices contrib-
ute to enable or constrain certain policy choices and mode of diplomatic actions. In 
Poland, this has translated into a securitization of the EU, a partial de-Europeaniza-
tion of the national interest and a re-shuffling of partnership prioritizations, as well 
as in disruptive and ‘undiplomatic’ comments on the part of the PiS foreign policy 
executive.
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Since the populist rightwing party Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość—
PiS) came to power in 2015, Poland’s foreign policy has exhibited some discern-
able and, at times, counter-intuitive alterations. While previous Polish governments 
had mainly represented the European Union (EU) as an opportunity for their coun-
try, the PiS government has, instead, often characterized it as a risk or threat, to 
the extent of sometimes likening it to the USSR. While Poland has long been, and 
remains, one of the few member states advocating EU membership for Ukraine, the 
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PiS foreign minister threatened to block its (hypothetical) future accession in the 
context of a feud over historical memory.1 While Warsaw has constantly perceived 
and relentlessly denounced Russia as posing a threat to its national security, the PiS 
defence minister ended up acting, albeit unwillingly, as a relay of Russian disinfor-
mation when peddling in the Polish Parliament a conspiracy theory originating from 
pro-Kremlin websites.2 Finally, in line with Poland’s traditional atlanticism, the 
PiS government strived and largely succeeded to establish privileged ties with the 
Trump administration, but at some point the White House imposed a temporary ban 
on Presidential-level meetings with Warsaw in protest against PiS so-called ‘Holo-
caust law’ on historical memory.3

To be sure, these changes should not be reified, amalgamated or exaggerated, but 
need to be methodically analysed and contextualized, especially as some amount 
more to unintended or uncontrolled externalities of PiS domestic political practice 
than to purposive foreign policy behaviour. In any case, they immediately prompt 
the following questions: What is the nature and extent of the changes imprinted in 
Polish foreign policy by the PiS executive since 2015? To what extent can these 
changes be attributed to its populist orientation? More generally, how does populism 
influence foreign policy choices and foreign policy implementation?

To address this question, this article traces and unpacks variations in Polish for-
eign policy under the PiS government. I argue that the influence of populism has 
mainly to do with what some scholars have termed the “politics of representation” 
(Milliken 1999, 226), understood here both in the sense of meaning production and 
theatrical performance. In itself, populism does not translate into programmatic 
ideas, substantive preferences, or clearly defined intentions in foreign policy, but 
rather into a distinct manner or logic in articulating and representing foreign policy 
content (which can itself be informed by the party’s thick ideology or the country’s 
security imaginary). At the same time, however, these representational practices are 
performative and  have a structural effect on foreign policy outcomes: by promot-
ing distinct representations of Self and Other in international affairs and by invest-
ing foreign policy making as a site to perform a rupture with technocratic elites, 
populism enables certain policy choices and modes of policy implementation while 
disabling others.

The manners in which foreign policy outputs and processes are impacted when 
populist actors are in office remains underexplored (see Introduction to this Spe-
cial Issue). Although the generalization potential of this study is necessarily circum-
vented to that of a single case analysis, the case itself, and the conceptual approach 
chosen, allows for the article to make both an empirical and theoretical contribution 

1  ‘Waszczykowski dla ‘wSieci’ o stosunkach polsko-ukraińskich: Nasz przekaz jest bardzo jasny: z 
Banderą do Europy nie wejdziecie’, wPolityce.pl, 3/07/2017, https://​wpoli​tyce.​pl/​polit​yka/​347083-​waszc​
zykow​ski-​dla-​wsieci-​o-​stosu​nkach-​polsko-​ukrai​nskich-​nasz-​przek​az-​jest-​bardzo-​jasny-z-​bande​ra-​do-​
europy-​nie-​wejdz​iecie.
2  ‘Macierewicz dał się nabrać prokremlowskim portalom? Twierdzi, że Egipt oddał Rosji mistrale z 1 
dolara’, Gazeta.pl, 21/10/2016.
3  ‘Trump and Poland: From Love to Hate in Under Nine Months’, Daily Beast, 03/09/2018, https://​www.​
theda​ilybe​ast.​com/​trump-​and-​poland-​from-​love-​to-​hate-​in-​under-​nine-​months.
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in that sense. As PiS has been in control of both the Parliament and the Presidency 
since October 2015, it has had the means and time to potentially shape the coun-
try’s foreign policy and Poland can thus be considered as a ‘most likely’ case when 
it comes to the influence of populism on foreign policy. Yet, available empirical 
accounts of the PiS government’s foreign policy have mainly focused on the party’s 
thick ideology (Varga and Buzogány 2020; Zwolski 2017) or on external geopoliti-
cal factors (Lanoszka 2020) rather than on populism as such. In addition, the Pol-
ish case deviates from some of the common expectations advanced in the literature 
on the topic, such as the increased personalization of foreign policy or the advent 
of  a more pro-Russian orientation under populist leadership. As such, it invites 
additional theory developments. Finally, most of the works interested in investigat-
ing the impact of populism on foreign policy have approached it as a thin ideology 
(Plagemann and Destradi 2019; Wehner and Thies 2020), while those conceptualiz-
ing populism as a discourse applied to foreign policy (Wojczewski 2019b) generally 
stop short of considering the implication in terms of policy outcomes. By advancing 
new theoretical expectations based on the discursive and stylistic approaches to pop-
ulism and the post-structuralist literature, and by integrating them into a non-posi-
tivist explanation of foreign policy, this article aims to contribute to bridge this gap, 
to address calls for eclecticism in exploring the relationship between populism and 
foreign policy (Chryssogelos 2017), and to advance more generally the interdiscipli-
nary dialogue between Comparative Politics and Foreign Policy Analysis.

The article begins with presenting the conceptual framework guiding the analy-
sis. Subsequently, the methods employed and data collected for the study, as well as 
some elements of context about PiS and Polish foreign policy, are presented. Then, 
the core of the article contrasts the foreign policy of the PiS executive with that of 
previous Polish governments with a view to characterize the distinctive influence of 
populism. The focus is notably placed on policies towards the USA and Russia, on 
policies towards the EU and fellow EU member states, and on diplomatic practice.

Conceptual framework: populism and foreign policy

Available studies on the relationship between populism and foreign policy generally 
rely on elaborate conceptualizations of populism yet rarely specify the pathways by 
which it might influence foreign policy. The approach chosen in this article is scepti-
cal about the possibility of instituting populism as an independent causal variable in 
a rigid positivist framework. Rather than as ideas having “some independent causal 
power with measurable effects” (i.e. as per the ideational approach) (Hawkins et al. 
2018, 6), this article understands populism as a set of representational practices and 
relies on discourse analysis to study how they are reproduced in, and affecting, for-
eign policy. As theorized by post-structuralist FPA scholars, “adopting one mode of 
representations over another” has, indeed, “manifest political consequences” for for-
eign policy (Campbell 1998, 8). The discursive approach does not necessarily imply 
to limit the analysis to how foreign policy is used as a terrain for populist practices, 
but can also be mobilized to study these ‘consequences’ (though without offering a 
causal explanation in the positivist sense of the term). Discourse analysis can indeed 
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shed light on the “bandwidth of possible outcomes” in foreign policy (Neumann 
2008, 62) and on “how and on which basis specific policies came to be adopted” 
(Diez 2014, 324). This requires, however, to rely on a dynamic (rather than linear) 
understanding of foreign policy outcomes, one that integrates the co-constitution of 
practices and structures and how

decision-makers not only make choices but are also intimately involved – both 
intentionally and unintentionally – in the collective production and reproduc-
tion of social structures and how the consequences of this process, in turn, 
both constrain and enable their subsequent actions (Carlsnaes 1993, 13).

 The core contention of this article is that, although not necessarily concerned with 
foreign affairs in the first place, populist practices in domestic politics contribute 
to shape the social structures in which foreign policy is formulated, debated, and 
implemented. Combined with that of post-structuralist FPA, insights from the dis-
cursive and stylistic approaches to populism allow specifying the modalities of this 
influence on foreign policy choices and implementation.

Following Ernersto Laclau, populism can be conceptualized as a logic of politi-
cal articulation (or discourse) that promotes certain arrangements of meaning and 
representations of identity. Rather than merely reflecting them as pre-existing social 
categories, the populist discourse is actively involved in constituting the ‘people’ 
and ‘elite’ and in constructing their political subjectivity by establishing a system 
of relation between terms (Laclau 2005a, b; see also: Stavrakakis and Katsambekis 
2014). In this understanding, what defines populism—and thus, one can infer, the 
modalities of its effects on policies—is not political or ideological content, but 
rather the manner in which this content is articulated (Laclau 2005b, 33). The popu-
list logic of articulation can be projected onto foreign policy in two ways. On the 
one hand, populist actors are likely to convoke subjects and objects of international 
politics in their articulatory practice of othering domestic elites and interpellating 
the people as ‘underdog’ (see: Wojczewski 2019a, b). As such, populist actors can 
be expected to (re)produce distinct representations of Self and Other in international 
relations as well as, relatedly, of the State, of its interests, and of foreign policy 
problems and solutions. On the other hand, populist actors are likely to displace and 
apply the populist mode of discursive articulation to the foreign policy realm—espe-
cially when, after being elected into office, they have themselves somehow become 
the power or establishment and need new ways to interpellate ‘the people’. Con-
cretely, the State is likely to be represented as an ‘underdog’ in a given international 
or regional order and certain foreign powers othered as the ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’ 
frustrating its legitimate national demands. For instance, in the historical discourse 
of the PiS government, the categories of victims and perpetrators have been total-
ized and essentialized and Poland is represented as the ‘Christ of European nations’ 
(Cadier and Szulecki 2020).

This projection of the populist logic of articulation is, in turn, likely to have a 
constitutive and structural influence on foreign policy. On the one hand, through 
their articulatory practice, political actors promote particular set of meanings and, 
as such, create certain interpretative dispositions and representations of foreign pol-
icy issues on which actions, decisions and choices are then based (Weldes 1999, 
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10–16). In that sense, populist actors are likely to contribute to shape the structures 
of meaning in which foreign policy is debated, formulated, and implemented— 
especially when they are in office and control the means of public communication. On 
the other hand, policy-makers are not only shaping structures of meaning, but also 
find themselves constrained by them in that they delimit the realm of legitimate and 
reasonable policy and, as such, enable certain policy choices while disabling oth-
ers (Milliken 1999, 240; Diez 2014, 320). Policy-makers constantly need, indeed, 
to articulate their policies with the State’s vision of itself, and the fate of a policy 
option is thus conditioned on its ‘combinability’ with prevailing representations of 
identity (Hansen 2006, 18). For instance, Zaslove and Verbeek (2015) have shown 
that what had conditioned most the foreign policy decisions of the Lega when the 
party was in government in Italy was the possibility of articulating the policy option 
at stake with their conception (or representation) of ‘the people’.

To the extent that “discourses manifest themselves in both linguistic and non-
linguistic practices” (Weldes and Laffey 2004, 28), the insights of the discursive 
approach can be complemented by the scholarship conceptualizing populism as a 
performative political style (Moffitt 2017). The reliance on, and incarnation of, the 
populist political style to mark a distance with the ‘elite’ can be expected to affect 
the conduct and implementation of foreign policy. In particular, the “championing 
of ‘common sense’ against the bureaucrats” and the “denial of expert knowledge” 
(Moffitt 2017, 52) means that populist governments are more likely to sideline Min-
istries of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) and professional diplomats. In addition, popu-
list actors’ ostentatious “disregard for ‘appropriate’ ways of acting in the political 
realm” and “simplification of the terms of political debate” (ibid. 52–53) means that 
they are more likely to indulge in ‘undiplomatic diplomacy’ or conspiracy theories 
(Cadier, 2019).4 This proclivity has, for instance, been documented empirically in 
the context of the Global South by Sandra Destradi and Johannes Plagemann (2019, 
725–27). Obviously, the first proclivity feeds into the second, as professional diplo-
mats and MFAs generally act as gate-keepers of what is perceived as ‘appropriate’ 
diplomatic practice. For instance, in the USA, Donald Trump’s “weakening of for-
eign policy bureaucracies” resulted from a “mixture of intention and incompetence” 
(Drezner 2019, 723, 728) and, in that sense, the stylistic approach allows to capture 
both intended and unintended effects of populism on foreign policy.

In summary, the reliance on populism as a set of representational practices can 
be expected to have constitutive significance for how foreign policy is formulated, 
debated, and implemented. While in power, populist actors are likely to promote dis-
tinct representations of Self and Other in international affairs and to use diplomacy 
as a way to perform a rupture with technocratic elites. This is, in turn, likely to con-
dition, constrain, or enable, foreign policy choices and diplomatic actions.

4  This term is proposed based on the acceptation of diplomacy as “representing the instinct for caution 
and sophistication” (Hill 2015, 158).
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Data, methods, and contexts

These propositions are illustrated with reference to the case of Poland, where the 
populist right-wing party Law and Justice is in control of the Executive branch after 
having won in 2015, and again in 2019/2020, both the Presidential and legislative 
elections. In terms of empirical data, the article builds on the analysis of official 
documents, speeches, and public statements from the PiS foreign policy executive 
(i.e. Prime Minister, President, and Ministers with relevant portfolio such as foreign 
affairs, defence or trade) as well as on semi-structured interviews with Polish diplo-
mats, governmental advisers, and experts, including some affiliated to PiS.5 From 
a methodological point of view, I rely on a ‘before-after’ research design—that is 
on the division of a single longitudinal case into two sub-cases (George and Ben-
nett 2005, 178–79)—adapted to discourse analysis. The ‘before-after’ division is 
materialized by the delineation between the non-populist government of the Civic 
Platform (Platforma Obywatelska—PO) (2007–2015) and the populist government 
of the PiS (2015-present). Consistent with the theoretical model presented above, I 
expect the PiS government to promote distinct representations of identity and, relat-
edly, distinct policy–identity constructions in foreign policy. At the same time, these 
constructions and their stability, as well as the deliberation of identity and policy, 
are necessarily contingent on the broader social, political, and geopolitical context 
in which they are situated (Hansen 2006, 26). These elements of contexts are briefly 
presented below so as to pave the ground for the empirical analysis.

The political DNA of PiS can be described as conservative, nativist, and illib-
eral. Conservatism clearly constitutes the core political ideology informing poli-
tics and policy-making under PiS (Dąbrowska 2018). Rather than as rejecting any 
form of change, it accepts and calls for a specific kind, namely one that “aims at 
re-establishing the natural order which at the same time is a moral one” (ibid. 
109). The ‘Good Change’ was, in fact, one of the party’s electoral slogans. On the 
cultural front, this has led PiS policy-makers to insist on the notion of ‘normal-
ity’, praise traditional values such as the family and Christianity, and denounce 
multiculturalism, same sex marriages and what they castigate as ‘LGBT and gen-
der ideology’. On the political front, PiS conservatism is mainly constructed as 
an alternative to technocratic liberalism and how it imposed itself in Poland dur-
ing the year of the post-communist transition. Since the 1990s, the incrimination 
of a collusion—and continuity—between communist and post-communist liberal 
elites has been at the heart of Kaczynski and other PiS ideologues’ political mes-
sage, leading them to equate, and equally oppose, communism and liberalism 
(see, for instance, Legutko 2018). The denunciation of post-communist liberal 
elites and, relatedly, of the West as a vector of technocratic liberalism found reso-
nance among an important share of the population due to the resentment fuelled 
by the transition period, the humiliation of political imitation, and the denial of 
any political alternatives (Zielonka and Rupnik 2020; Krastev and Holmes 2019). 

5  A significant amount of this empirical data was notably collected on the occasion of an eight-month 
fieldwork in Warsaw in 2017.
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While the discrepancy between a “rhetorical commitment to liberal-democratic 
pluralism” and a “benignly neglectful monism in the form of technocratic govern-
ment” (Bill and Stanley 2020, 379) provided a favourable terrain for an anti-lib-
eral backlash, PiS mobilized these grievances in the sense of its own ideological 
and political agenda. As potently demonstrated by Stanley Bill and Ben Stanley 
(ibid. 378), PiS militated for a re-politicization of public policy in reaction to 
technocratic liberalism’s monism and metapolitics of moderation, but then re-
introduced a new form of monism characterized by “nativist cultural policies” 
and the “colonisation of the political-institutional infrastructure”. On the one 
hand, as has been the case elsewhere in Central Europe, the traditional neighbour-
hating nationalism has largely transmuted into a civilizationist anti-immigrant 
platform (Enyedi 2020). On the other hand, the desire to replace a (pluralist) soci-
ety by an (homogeneous) nation and the belief in a strong state led PiS policy-
makers to undermine core principles of procedural democracy, notably by put-
ting the independence of the judiciary into question and by turning public media 
into a mouthpiece for its political agenda. Kaczinski has, in fact, explicitly voiced 
its admiration for the illiberal regime and policies of Viktor Orban and Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan (Balcer et al. 2016).

In light of the country’s geo-strategic exposure, anxiety-inducing past, and pre-
vailing security imaginary, geopolitical factors have generally been regarded as 
most influential in shaping the country’s foreign policy orientations (Zając 2017, 
2–5; Zięba 2020, 15–17) and this can be expected to continue under the PiS gov-
ernment. Therefore, to avoid potential omitted variable bias, the article will first 
seek to verify that the variations noted in Poland’s foreign policy under the PiS 
government cannot be correlated with alterations in external conditions (e.g. in 
US or Russia’s policy behaviour, in power distribution at the EU level, etc.). The 
analytical focus remains, however, on populism. While PiS (thick) political 
ideology informs the government’s foreign policy preferences and while external 
geopolitical conditions mediate its foreign policy choices, these preferences and 
choices are articulated, represented, and performed through the logic and prac-
tices of populism, and this has in turn implications for the formulation and imple-
mentation of Polish foreign policy.

Continuity and change in Poland’s foreign policy: accounting 
for the influence of populism

Three “basic tenets” can traditionally be identified in Polish foreign policy: strength-
ening bilateral relations with Washington and NATO’s collective security mecha-
nisms; deterrence and containment of Russia; and support to Poland’s European 
integration and to EU enlargement. As noted by Kerry Longhurst (2013, 371), these 
priorities have been constant but the “balance, emphasis and relationship between 
these tenets have [at times] been reconfigured”. Such reconfiguration very much 
happened under the PiS government, with the first tenet being prioritized and the 
third one downgraded.
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Policies towards the USA and Russia: between status quo and adjustment change

Since it took office, the PiS government has clearly prioritized bilateral strategic 
ties with the USA and has sought to position Poland as Washington’s best ally in 
Europe—or, in the words of PiS Deputy Foreign Minister Bartosz Cichocki, as a 
kind of “substitute for the UK” (cited in: Buras and Janning 2018). This ‘America 
First’ policy notably translated into the proposal to host and fund a US military base 
outside of NATO structures (‘Fort Trump’) (Taylor 2018; Ministry of Defense of 
the Republic of Poland 2018) and in the channelling, inside the EU, of the Trump 
administration’s diplomatic priorities (e.g. on China), though without going as far 
as adopting positions that would go against long-established EU consensus (e.g. 
on Iran or Israel). Rather than to a change of direction, however, this conspicuous 
Atlanticist orientation corresponds to an upward modulation of a pre-existing policy 
(‘adjustment change’)—and one that can be correlated with variations in external 
conditions. To a large extent, Poland has returned to the strategy and positioning that 
it had pursued under the Bush administration—a time where Poland was sometime 
described as a ‘Trojan Horse’ of the USA in Europe (Osica 2004). The securing of 
American military deployment on the national territory has been, in fact, one of its 
core foreign policy priorities since 1989. The US policy of the PiS government does 
contrast with the ‘qualified Atlanticism’ (i.e. less automatic and less exclusive) of 
the PO government, but this stance was itself largely a function of external condi-
tions (namely Obama’s pivot policy and negative feedback from Poland’s Iraq pol-
icy) and was, in fact, abandoned towards the end of the PO’s mandate when these 
conditions changed significantly (namely following Russia’s military intervention 
in Ukraine). In the same manner, the PiS government’s US policy can largely be 
accounted for with reference to the constraints and opportunities emanating from 
Poland’s external environment. The attempt to forge a closer bilateral relationship 
with Washington was made possible by the Trump’s administration own transac-
tional approach to security and by its desire to use Poland and Hungary as wedges in 
European debates. It was also made necessary by the PiS government’s own isola-
tion in Europe (see below). To be sure, their shared populist radical right ideologi-
cal outlook might have facilitated the interactions between the PiS government and 
Trump’s White House. Yet, this ideological proximity did not prevent US authorities 
to criticize the PiS government on the reform of its judicial system, the so-called 
‘Holocaust law’ or LGBT rights. In addition, the rather more favourable disposition 
towards Republican presidents (and Donald Trump in particular) has not been con-
fined to PiS, but shared by a segment of the public opinion (Pew Research Centre 
2016) and has been a flong-standing  eature of the country’s foreign policy tradi-
tion. In other words, a non-populist government would have been equally likely to 
prioritize strategic ties with Washington and pursue initiatives like the Fort Trump 
proposal (for a similar assessment, see: Lanoszka 2020), though probably less at 
the expense of its policies in Europe and, arguably, with a different packaging and 
delivery.

Comparable dynamics are observable, and similar conclusions can be drawn, 
with regard to Poland’s policies towards Russia. The PiS government has adopted, 
overall, a slightly more confrontational and less compromising posture towards 
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Moscow (Sus 2018), but this stance amounts more to the continuation of a pre-
existing foreign policy orientation than to a change of direction. It undoubtedly con-
trasts with the rapprochement attempted by the PO government in 2010, but this 
short-lived initiative was itself a product of the Tusk executive’s desire to consoli-
date Poland’s clout inside the EU and was facilitated by specific external conditions 
(namely Russia’s own behaviour and the parallel rapprochements attempted both 
by the EU and by the Obama administration). In fact, considering that these condi-
tions have severely deteriorated and that while in the opposition Jaroslaw Kaczynski 
had relentlessly accused Russia of having perpetrated the 2010 Smolensk crash that 
cost the life of his twin brother, one could have expected for the PiS government’s 
foreign policy discourse to be even more targeted and vehement on Russia, as the 
nation’s perennial and overarching enemy. Instead, as discussed below, the PiS has 
often articulated the country’s identity against Germany.

In summary, when it comes to policies towards the USA and Russia, the PiS gov-
ernment has, more than anything else, been claiming, continuing, or returning to 
Polish foreign policy tradition. Some adjustment changes were noted, but they could 
be correlated with variations in external conditions. In other words, the populist ori-
entation (or for that matter the thick ideology) of the PiS government has had little 
influence on its policies towards the USA and Russia. In fact, its pro-American and 
anti-Russian attitude is contradictory to what is generally expected from, and com-
mon to many, populist parties in Europe, which confirms that in itself populism does 
not translate into a specific, distinct, and cohesive set of foreign policy preferences.

Policies in and vis a‑ vis the EU: opposing, and withdrawing from, the EU 
mainstream?

Several analysts converge in their assessment that the PiS government has some-
how “departed from”—or even “broken with”—Poland’s “traditional pro-EU ori-
entation” (Zwolski 2017, 171; Kuźniar 2016, 11). The nature and magnitude of the 
change incarnated by the PiS government’s European policy ought, however, to be 
qualified as methodically as possible, since this policy has not been free of contra-
dictions and has, at times, been distorted in Polish and international media. Two 
general patterns of change can be identified.

First, the PiS government has brought upon a shift in the representation of the 
EU in public and policy discourse. Whereas traditionally previous Polish govern-
ments had mainly characterized the EU as an opportunity, the PiS leadership has 
often depicted it as risk or threat (Balcer et al. 2016, 2). This clearly transpires, for 
instance, from the qualitative analysis of the yearly ‘Addresses by the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs’ presenting the government’s foreign policy priorities in Parliament: 
since PiS coming to power in 2015 and for the first time in Poland’s post-communist 
history, the number of negative characterizations of the EU in these addresses has 
been comparable (or even superior in 2016) to the number of positive ones (Zuba 
2020). This has also been salient in PiS policy-makers’ domestic statements and 
declarations, where the EU is denounced as a threat for its encroaching on Poland’s 
sovereignty and traditional values. In this context, President Duda has regularly 
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established parallels between the EU and the USSR, while foreign minister Waszc-
zykowski has spoken of the need to “introduce a negative policy” towards the EU.6

This negative characterization of the EU has not, however, translated into equally 
radical policy decisions. For instance, contrary to several other European populist 
rightwing parties, the PiS leadership never came close to advocating Poland’s exit 
from the EU. Instead, along the lines of what could be expected from the reliance 
on populism as a political practice, the opposition to the EU has been performed 
through symbolic gestures (such as the removal of the EU flag from Prime Min-
ister’s Szydło weekly press briefing7) and has manifested itself in rhetorical con-
tortions (with the PiS government voicing declarative support for the idea of Euro-
pean integration while at the same time denouncing the ‘ever closer Union’ clause 
in EU treaties). The PiS government’s negative disposition towards the EU is largely 
grounded in its thick ideology, whereby the EU is perceived as vector of cultural lib-
eralism, supra-nationalism, and cosmopolitanism and as hampering the realization 
of the party’s transformational conservative agenda. But the representation of the 
EU as a ‘corrupt elite’ to mobilize the ‘pure people’ (Csehi and Zgut 2021) reflects 
the populist logic of articulation and contributes, in turn, to re-define the meaning of 
Europe in Polish foreign policy discourse.

Second, changes are also notable in the representation of Poland’s position, 
role, and aspirations inside the EU. Since 1989 and as originally conceptualized 
by the first post-communist foreign minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski, the aim of 
strengthening Poland’s role in the European core had constituted a key element in 
the country’s foreign policy tradition (Kuźniar 2016, 5; Szczerbiak 2012). In par-
ticular, the previous PO government had made of enhancing Poland’s clout inside 
the EU its cardinal foreign policy objective: it regularly called for a stronger Poland 
in a stronger Europe and advocated greater economic integration and additional 
power transfers to EU institutions (see, for instance, Sikorski 2011). By contrast, as 
expressed by an advisor to foreign minister Waszczykowski, the PiS executive has 
been critical of the PO’s government’s “desire to fit with the EU mainstream” and 
has rejected the idea that “Poland should speak with one voice with other member 
states”, since both convey the image of a country “not able to act by itself”.8 In 
fact, in domestic political discourses, the PiS leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski has more 
often placed the emphasis on preventing Poland from becoming a “colony” of the 
EU (cited in: Csehi and Zgut 2021, 9) than on establishing it as a leader inside the 
bloc. The PiS government’s temptation to “withdraw from the mainstream of Euro-
pean politics” (Zwolski 2017, 175)—and the attempt to set up an alternative bloc 
inside the EU (see below)—reflects the ‘anti-mainstream’ positioning of populism 
and proceeds, more profoundly, from its structural logic of articulation representing 

8  Interview with an adviser to the Polish Foreign Minister, Warsaw, 25 October 2017.

6  ‘Polish President Duda likens EU membership to past occupations’, DW.com, 15 March 2018, https://​
www.​dw.​com/​en/​polish-​presi​dent-​duda-​likens-​eu-​membe​rship-​to-​past-​occup​ations/​a-​42981​160; ‘Waszc-
zykowski: “Musimy drastycznie obniżyć poziom zaufania wobec Unii”’, wPolityce.pl, 12 March 2017, 
https://​wpoli​tyce.​pl/​polit​yka/​331123-​podwo​jne-​stand​ardy-w-​ue-​waszc​zykow​ski-​musimy-​drast​ycznie-​
obniz​yc-​poziom-​zaufa​nia-​wobec-​unii-​zaczac-​prowa​dzic-​takze-​polit​yke-​negat​ywna.
7  ‘Poland removes EU flag in Brussels snub’, Financial Times, 24 November 2015.

https://www.dw.com/en/polish-president-duda-likens-eu-membership-to-past-occupations/a-42981160
https://www.dw.com/en/polish-president-duda-likens-eu-membership-to-past-occupations/a-42981160
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/331123-podwojne-standardy-w-ue-waszczykowski-musimy-drastycznie-obnizyc-poziom-zaufania-wobec-unii-zaczac-prowadzic-takze-polityke-negatywna
https://wpolityce.pl/polityka/331123-podwojne-standardy-w-ue-waszczykowski-musimy-drastycznie-obnizyc-poziom-zaufania-wobec-unii-zaczac-prowadzic-takze-polityke-negatywna
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the Self as an underdog in a down-up political antagonism. In that sense, populist 
discourse serves as a template for expressing long-standing grievances about une-
qual and exploitative centre–periphery relations in Europe (Zarycki 2000) and for 
articulating, in that context, a counter-hegemonic strategy rejecting normative con-
formity with the West (Kazharski 2018).

The way the national subject is represented in relation to the EU has, in turn, 
constitutive significance for the conduct of foreign policy (Larsen 2009). The PiS 
government performative intent of ‘taking back control’ and withdrawing from (or 
opposing) the EU core has been reflected in its posture at the EU level, where it has 
adopted an “uncompromising”, “confrontational” and “defensive” stance (Balcer 
et al. 2017, 31, 35). More specifically, the PiS government has refused to welcome 
refugees as per the quotas agreed at the European Council, abandoned the project of 
becoming a core member of the European intergovernmental military force ‘Euro-
corps’ and blocked, for a time, the reform of the EU’s Emissions Trading System 
(ibid. 22–31). More recently, it vetoed or opposed the adoption of the coronavirus 
recovery plan, of a text on fundamental rights in the context of artificial intelligence, 
and of an Action Plan elevating gender equality as an objective of EU foreign policy 
(on the last two initiatives, the PiS government notably took issue with the notion of 
‘gender equality’9). While the first set of decisions are in line with previous direc-
tions in Polish foreign policy, the second set appear specifically link to the PiS gov-
ernment and its conservative and illiberal agenda (or thick ideology). At the same 
time, the manner in which these positions were projected at the EU level reflects 
a structural reluctance towards consensus-building and compromise-seeking, which 
can be explained by the PiS government’s reliance on populist stylistic and discur-
sive practices. Its approach notably contrasts with the previous government’s pro-
clivity towards Europeanizing Polish foreign policy and its ability to “play the Brus-
sels game” in uploading its initiatives (such as the Eastern Partnership) at the EU 
level (Pomorska 2012).

In sum, the PiS government’s foreign policy has been characterized by a distinct 
securitization of the EU and a partial de-Europeanization of the Polish national 
interest in policy discourse, although the country’s EU membership has not been 
put into question. Contrary to policies towards the USA or Russia, its European poli-
cies appear above all informed and shaped by its domestic political agenda and more 
specifically by its thick ideology and its reliance on populist practices.

Policies towards EU member states: shifting alliance prioritizations in Europe?

Under the PiS government, the most salient change of direction in Poland’s foreign 
policy has undeniably pertained to Germany. While the PO had made of the part-
nership with Berlin the piecemeal of its European policies—with the then foreign 
minister famously declaring that Poland was now “fearing German power less than 

9  See: https://​www.​eurac​tiv.​com/​secti​on/​digit​al/​news/​poland-​rejec​ts-​presi​dency-​concl​usions-​on-​artif​
icial-​intel​ligen​ce-​rights/ https://​www.​polit​ico.​eu/​artic​le/​eus-​gender-​equal​ity-​push-​for-​exter​nal-​relat​ions-​
faces-​troub​le-​from-​the-​inside/.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/digital/news/poland-rejects-presidency-conclusions-on-artificial-intelligence-rights/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/digital/news/poland-rejects-presidency-conclusions-on-artificial-intelligence-rights/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eus-gender-equality-push-for-external-relations-faces-trouble-from-the-inside/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eus-gender-equality-push-for-external-relations-faces-trouble-from-the-inside/
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German inactivity” (Sikorski 2011)—the PiS has heavily relied on anti-German 
rhetoric in its political discourse and has largely articulated the country’s foreign 
policy identity in opposition to Germany. For the first time since 1989, Germany 
was downgraded to second among Poland’s ‘most important European partners’ in 
foreign minister Waszczykowski’s 2016 annual Address on foreign policy (Waszc-
zykowski 2016). The first place was, instead, conferred to the UK. Overall, PiS 
intellectuals, politicians, and ministers castigate Germany as a political and cul-
tural hegemon in Europe, one that encroaches on Poland’s sovereignty through its 
assets in Polish companies and Polish media, that subverts Polish interests through 
its power in Brussels, and that obstructs PiS transformative conservative agenda 
(Grajewski 2015; Cichocki 2017). In addition, the PiS government has regularly 
insisted on—and essentialized—Germany’s role as a historical aggressor, notably 
using the past to represent Poland has a morally superior underdog and to deflect 
German criticisms on migration or the Rule of Law (Cadier and Szulecki 2020). Not 
least due to Berlin’s economic and structural power in Europe, the PiS government’s 
negative characterization and sometimes outright othering of Germany in domes-
tic political discourse had eventually to be balanced by a more conciliatory posture 
in its diplomatic interactions with Berlin (see, for instance, Szczerski 2016a). For 
instance, Germany regained its rank of top European partner in the 2017 Address. 
Interestingly, according to an analyst who served as advisor to both governments, 
the PiS government has been waging anti-German rhetoric in public but trying to 
mend fences through diplomatic channels while the PO government was overly posi-
tive about Germany in its political discourse but adopted tough negotiating postures 
in bilateral backchannels.10 Nevertheless, the PiS government’s rhetorical practice 
affected the social fabric of the bilateral relationship, which according to observers 
has been “weaker than any time since 1989” (Buras and Janning 2018).

Although they had never been as close or as important, relations with France have 
also deteriorated under the watch of the PiS government. Upon entering office, the 
latter abruptly cancelled a contract for French armament that had been negotiated by 
its predecessor. The manner in which this decision was implemented caused unease 
among French diplomats, which denounced a breach of commercial and diplomatic 
protocols and complained that their country was “badly treated” in the process.11 
The PiS foreign policy executive resorted to undiplomatic language and conspiracy 
theories in relation to this dossier. Referring to a disputed historical anecdote, the 
Deputy Defence Minister Bartosz Kownacki declared, for instance, on Polish TV 
that France’s annoyance was explained by the fact that “we [Poland] taught these 
people [the French] to eat with a fork”.12 It is also in this context that, as mentioned 
in introduction, the Defence Minister Antoni Macierewicz claimed in Parliament 

11  Interview with a French diplomat, Warsaw, 8 March 2017.
12  The PiS Spokesperson later described this statement as “unfortunate” and “not very diplomatic”. 
‘Poland continues multi-pronged attack on French: “we taught them to use forks”’, The Guardian, 13 
October 2016, https://​www.​thegu​ardian.​com/​world/​2016/​oct/​13/​poland-​conti​nues-​multi-​prong​ed-​attack-​
on-​french-​we-​taught-​them-​to-​use-​forks.

10  Interview with a Polish analyst, 23/05/2019.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/13/poland-continues-multi-pronged-attack-on-french-we-taught-them-to-use-forks
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/13/poland-continues-multi-pronged-attack-on-french-we-taught-them-to-use-forks
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that the French-built Mistral war boats had been surreptitiously channelled to Rus-
sia via Egypt, in spite of France’s decision to cancel this sale following Moscow’s 
annexation of Crimea. These and other declarations probably often amounted more 
to uncontrolled rhetoric than to conscious policy, but the fact that they have not been 
filtered is significant in itself and testifies of the effects of the populist political style 
on foreign policy making.

While the PiS government de-prioritized the relationships with Germany and 
France, it sought to invest in alternative partnerships. As evoked, upon entering 
office, the Szydło government sought to make of the UK Poland’s first ally inside 
the bloc and vowed to consult London “in the first place” on European matters 
(Waszczykowski 2016). This stance had, however, to be re-evaluated following the 
UK’s decision to leave the EU. Most crucially, the PiS government invested in its 
relations with other Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries by establishing a 
new regional framework, the Three Seas Initiative (TSI). President Duda first evoked 
the idea of creating a “chain stretching from the Baltic Sea […] all the way to the 
Black Sea and the Mediterranean Seas” in Tallinn in what was, significantly, his 
first state visit abroad (Duda 2015). Launched in August 2016 and reuniting 12 EU 
member states from Central and South-eastern Europe, the TSI essentially consists 
in a platform meant to develop the infrastructures, inter-connections, and coopera-
tion between the participating states in the fields of energy and transport (Szczerski 
2016b).13 At the same time, PiS policy-makers have largely regarded the TSI a mean 
to build a counterweight to Berlin, Paris and Brussels in European affairs (Varga 
and Buzogány 2020, 13). This latter, unstated objective has, in fact, raised concerns 
and suspicions among some of Poland’s Central European partners, leading them 
to moderate their support to the initiative and oppose Warsaw’s push towards its 
institutionalization into a permanent secretariat.14 Nevertheless, the initiative is 
interesting in that it tends to contradict traditional expectations regarding populist 
governments’ reluctance towards institutionalized foreign policy cooperation and 
multilateral organizations (see Introduction).

In sum, the PiS government’s has somehow attempted to recalibrate, amend, 
and diversify Poland’s political alliances in Europe, notably by de-prioritizing the 
partnership with Germany and by attempting to set up an alternative core around 
the TSI. This markedly contrast with the policies of the PO government—though 
it should be noted that the latter had itself somehow departed from Polish foreign 
policy tradition in its over-investment in the bilateral relationship with Berlin—and 
cannot be correlated with major changes in Europe’s balance of power over the 
period. Rather, it can be elucidated with reference to the use, and influence, of pop-
ulism as a performative discourse and political style. Essentially, the PiS govern-
ment has displaced and projected the defining people vs elite dichotomy onto the 
European scene. The party’s foreign policy motto of ‘Rising from our knees’ clearly 
echoes the kind of vertical political antagonism characteristic of populist discourse: 

13  See: Joint Statement on the Three Seas Initiative, Dubrovnik, 25 August 2016, http://​three-​seas.​eu/​wp-​
conte​nt/​uploa​ds/​2018/​06/​DUBRO​VNIK.​pdf.
14  Wojciech Przybylski, ‘Duda project could trump Visegrad Group’, EUobserver, 26 June 2017.

http://three-seas.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/DUBROVNIK.pdf
http://three-seas.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/DUBROVNIK.pdf
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Poland is represented as an ‘underdog’ that, just as for the people in domestic poli-
tics, has been kept down in regional politics and has seen its national demands frus-
trated by Europe’s ‘establishment’ (i.e. Germany, France, Brussels). These ‘elites’ 
of the European system are othered and “totalized through signification” (Laclau 
2005b, 39)  in PiS policy-makers’ discursive practice: Jaroslaw Kaczynski claimed 
that “in all the important issues Germany [has been] following a policy directed 
against [Poland’s] interests”; FM Czaputowicz has explicitly contrasted France as 
“the sick man of Europe dragging the continent down” to Poland as its “bright spot”; 
and the Justice Minister Zbigniew Ziobro has suggested that if Poland “yielded” to 
EU demands on the party’s judicial reforms this would “open the gate” to the impo-
sition of same-sex marriage, abortion on demand, and the euro currency in Poland.15 
Overall, the populist discourse has been mobilized to advance the party’s ideologi-
cal conservative agenda and tap into long-standing grievances over (undeniable) 
regional imbalances between East and West in the EU. But by promoting and per-
formatively enacting new representations of Self and Other, these populist discur-
sive practices have structurally constrained and meaningfully informed policy, disa-
bling, for instance, the possibility of a close partnership with Germany and enabling, 
by contrast, the promotion of the TSI as an alternative core.

Diplomatic practice: performing a rupture with technocratic elites

The afore-described representations have been channelled through or accompanied 
by abrasive, disruptive, and uncontrolled comments on the part of the PiS foreign 
policy executive, comments that break with conventional diplomatic practice and 
that reflect both the side lining of traditional diplomatic structures and the reliance 
on populism as a political style.

On the one hand, the ‘colonisation’ of politico-institutional structures has directly 
concerned the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and translated into an attempt to mar-
ginalize traditional diplomatic elites. The PiS government has reformed the status 
of Directors and Deputy Directors so that they could be more easily dismissed, has 
published a nominal list accusing 66 diplomats of having collaborated with the com-
munist regime’s secret police to delegitimize them, and has downgraded the role 
of the MFA in steering the country’s foreign policy to the profit of the Presidency 
and Prime Minister’s office.16 These measures shed light on the PiS government’s 
general attitude towards foreign policy bureaucracies and evoke parallels with other 
populists in power, such as Donald Trump (Drezner 2019). At the same time, these 
measures can hardly be strictly (let alone causally) linked to populism as such, since 
they also reflect PiS thick ideology (e.g. the long-held view of a collusion between 

15  ‘Francja jest chorym człowiekiem Europy’, Polsatnews, 17 December 2018, https://​www.​polsa​tnews.​
pl/​wiado​mosc/​2018-​12-​17/​franc​ja-​jest-​chorym-​czlow​iek-​europy-​czapu​towicz-​o-​ataku-w-​paryzu-​i-​prote​
scie-​zolty​ch-​kamiz​elek/; ‘If EU imposes judicial reform on Poland, gay marriage will be next, warns jus-
tice minister’, Notes from Poland, 30 January 2020, https://​notes​fromp​oland.​com/​2020/​01/​30/​if-​eu-​impos​
es-​judic​ial-​reform-​on-​poland-​gay-​marri​age-​will-​be-​next-​warns-​justi​ce-​minis​ter/.
16  Interview with a Polish diplomat, 17/10/2017.

https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2018-12-17/francja-jest-chorym-czlowiek-europy-czaputowicz-o-ataku-w-paryzu-i-protescie-zoltych-kamizelek/
https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2018-12-17/francja-jest-chorym-czlowiek-europy-czaputowicz-o-ataku-w-paryzu-i-protescie-zoltych-kamizelek/
https://www.polsatnews.pl/wiadomosc/2018-12-17/francja-jest-chorym-czlowiek-europy-czaputowicz-o-ataku-w-paryzu-i-protescie-zoltych-kamizelek/
https://notesfrompoland.com/2020/01/30/if-eu-imposes-judicial-reform-on-poland-gay-marriage-will-be-next-warns-justice-minister/
https://notesfrompoland.com/2020/01/30/if-eu-imposes-judicial-reform-on-poland-gay-marriage-will-be-next-warns-justice-minister/
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communist and liberal elites) and proceed at least partly from a reaction to the previ-
ous government’s political appointments and mode of governance (Bill and Stan-
ley 2020). More specific to populism as  a political style though, members of the 
PiS foreign policy executive have consistently surrounded themselves with advisers 
from outside established structures of technocratic and diplomatic expertise and, in 
particular, Foreign Minister Waszczykowski has been described as less open to in-
house expertise than its predecessors.17 Interestingly, several of PiS foreign policy 
advisors or decision-makers are former academics, which tends to run counter the 
anti-intellectual tendency associated with populism.

On the other hand, the abundance of disruptive and unconventional (or ‘undip-
lomatic’) utterances from members of the PiS foreign policy executive also amount 
to performing a stylistic rupture with traditional elites. Several such comments have 
been cited throughout this article. Others could be added, such as Defence Minister 
Macierewicz’s conspiratorially equating the 2017 protests against his government’s 
judicial reform to a “hybrid war” waged against Poland from Western Europe or 
Foreign Minister Waszczykowski’s claim that he held diplomatic talks at the UN 
with the representatives of ‘San Escobar’, a non-existing country.18 All these com-
ments were pronounced by different members of the PiS foreign policy executive, 
who were kept in ministerial roles for several years. As such, they cannot be simply 
dismissed as exceptional occurrences attributable to one or two maverick personali-
ties, but testify rather of a reliance on populism as a political style and of its implica-
tions in terms of diplomatic practice.

Conclusion

This article has analysed the contrasts and variations in Polish foreign policy under 
the PiS government with a view to shed light on the distinctive influence of pop-
ulism. The impact on Poland’s overall foreign policy direction has been limited thus 
far: geopolitical constrains or incentives remain potent, policies towards Russia and 
the USA have not been altered, and EU membership is by no means put into ques-
tion. At the same time, however, significant alterations were noted in Poland’s poli-
cies in and towards the EU and the effects of populism on foreign policy could para-
doxically be more pregnant over the long term.

Rather than as a set of ideas with independent causal effects, populism has been 
conceptualized here as set of representational practices in domestic politics that spill 
over, are directly reproduced in, or indirectly affect, foreign policy. It is at the level 
of foreign policy discourse and diplomatic style that changes have been most salient 
under the PiS government and it is through these mediums that populism has had 

17  Interview with a Polish diplomat, Warsaw, 30/10/2017; Interview with a Polish analyst, 23/05/2019.
18  ‘Poland’s president signs controversial law despite protests’, The Guardian, 25 July 2017, https://​
www.​thegu​ardian.​com/​world/​2017/​jul/​25/​polan​ds-​presi​dent-​signs-​contr​overs​ial-​law-​despi​te-​prote​sts; 
‘San Escobar: How Poland’s foreign minister helped create a fake country’, The Washington Post, 11 Jan-
uary 2017, https://​www.​washi​ngton​post.​com/​news/​world​views/​wp/​2017/​01/​11/​san-​escob​ar-​how-​polan​ds-​
forei​gn-​minis​ter-​helped-​create-​a-​fake-​count​ry/.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/25/polands-president-signs-controversial-law-despite-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jul/25/polands-president-signs-controversial-law-despite-protests
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/01/11/san-escobar-how-polands-foreign-minister-helped-create-a-fake-country/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/01/11/san-escobar-how-polands-foreign-minister-helped-create-a-fake-country/
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an influence on foreign policy outcomes. More specifically, the PiS government’s 
reliance on populist discursive and stylistic practices has led to a securitization of 
the EU, a partial de-Europeanization of Poland’s national interest, a re-shuffling of 
partnership prioritization in Europe as well as to a number of disruptive, unconven-
tional, and conspiratorial statements (‘undiplomatic diplomacy’). By promoting dis-
tinct representations so Self and Others and by investing foreign policy as a site to 
perform a rupture with technocratic elites, the PiS government’s has contributed to 
at least partially re-define the meaning of the EU and of the country’s role, identity, 
and partners in Europe.

In that sense, the influence of populism can be more or less profound in the long-
term depending on whether populist actors manage to institutionalize their represen-
tations, discourse, and style inside national foreign policy systems and whether non-
populists come themselves to co-opt or reproduce these practices (as happened in 
the field of migration—see Schain 2006). For instance, following PiS heavy scape-
goating of LGBT groups as threats and Others to the ‘pure people’, notably through 
public media and in prevision of the 2019 legislative campaign, a nationwide poll 
found that Polish citizens were regarding “the LGBT community and gender ideol-
ogy” as the second biggest threats to the country’s security (see: Pacewicz 2019). 
Similarly, in stark contrast with the ‘Return to Europe’ narrative that had constituted 
both an ontological and geopolitical project for Poland and other Central European 
countries, some of PiS discourse entrepreneur have started to invoke a distinctive 
‘Eastern’ identity for the country (see Cadier and Szulecki 2020). These patterns 
and their possible long-term implications for foreign policy constitute important and 
promising venue for future research, just as the theoretical framework advanced in 
this article would benefit from being applied to other country cases.
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