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The European Union is a collection of states that first 

and foremost pride themselves on being united in 

several key areas, mainly of economic nature (single 

market, currency). However, the EU’s normative 

power in rule of law, and as of now even foreign 

policy, has come under scrutiny by its own member 

states. The contemporary state of the EU is that of 

polarization; certain states are willing to veto EU 

policy developments because it does not conform to 

their views. This would not be an issue had these 

vetoes not been issued against major democratic 

tools and tenets of the EU treaties, such as the rule of 

law condition. In short, some member states want to 

have their cake and eat it too, no strings attached.The 

EU as a project is not just a mere international 

organization, it is much more, very hybrid in its 

nature, akin to a mix of an international and an 

intergovernmental one. Its pillars rest on the ideas of 

supranationalism and intergovernmentalism, with 

both the EU and its members having their various 

sets of competences. Since the EU is not a federation, 

there are areas which the EU observes exclusively 

(like competition in the single market), while others 

are firmly in the hands of the members (like taxation). 

Discussing an existing unified foreign policy 

standing of the EU is an area that is rather 

complicated The union does not have a single 

ministry of foreign affairs, rather it has a High 

Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy (currently Josep Borrell), who is assisted by 

the European External Action Service. When it 

comes to foreign policy, the members should have a 

common view, but that is not a requirement, merely 

a suggestion, as the constituent elements of foreign 

policy are spread out unevenly across institutions 

and bodies. 

And this is where the foreign policy also comes to a 

standstill. Together with the above-mentioned 

offices, the EU also must count with the European 

Council and the Council of the European Union, all 

of which make important decisions. Especially the 

Council, which is very much an intergovernmental 

body, comprised of heads of state of members, who 

basically make the biggest decisions outside the 

Commission. And outside of these, the members also 

might have their own policy agendas, different that 

of the EU. 

For years, the voting mechanism within the Council 

has been criticized by academics and many EU 

officials as a tool that acts as a drawback for the EU, 

a tool to chain and withhold the supranational 

mechanisms of the Commission of going too far. On 

the most important decisions, the Council uses 

unanimous voting, which means that if even just one 

state disagrees, a vote or decision does not go 

through and is therefore dropped. 

Due to this, the EU is in many cases unable to 

condemn, support or even take a stance on various 

global initiatives, events, politics, if those do not 

align with internal domestic politics of some of its 

members. The inability within the Member States to 

agree when it comes to sensitive geopolitical matters 

is an obstacle to that and hinders the EU's FP, and 

this just underlines the EU’s weak acting power. 

Currently, Hungary has been steadily vetoing any 

major political moves by the EU, whether it was 

about urging a ceasefire in Gaza this year, or critique 

on China’s crackdown on pro-democracy protesters 

in Hong Kong. As Katalin Csech, a Hungarian MEP 

noted in a Politico piece:  

“The European Union’s unanimity 

rule on foreign affairs has become a grave 

security risk. It makes our union the lame 

duck of global geopolitics, when diplomacy 

should be our strongest asset.” 

Her statement highlights how precarious the current 

condition of EU FP is, as with the EU priding itself 

on its democratic and value keeping power, it is not 

as ‘united’ as it portrays itself to be, with internal 

divides fragmenting the EU. 

If a single small country can block a Union wide 

statement, how can one expect any sort of 

consistency from the EU, which is among the most 

important backbones of successful diplomacy? In 

recent years, the ability of the EU to project itself, to 

influence, has weakened. If a so-called ‘illiberal 

democracy’ can freely diminish the foundations for 

‘liberal democracy’, particularly a foundation that 

was agreed upon when joining the EU, then the 

erosion runs deeper than the treaties imagined – or 

the member states are willing to admit. . 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/borrell-fontelles_en
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/interview/volt-mep-abolishing-unanimity-is-key-to-making-the-eu-more-effective/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/interview/volt-mep-abolishing-unanimity-is-key-to-making-the-eu-more-effective/
https://euobserver.com/world/151894
https://kafkadesk.org/2021/05/12/incomprehensible-germany-slams-hungarys-hong-kong-veto/
https://kafkadesk.org/2021/05/12/incomprehensible-germany-slams-hungarys-hong-kong-veto/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-hungary-eu-israeli-palestinian-conflict-veto-dysfunction/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-foreign-policy-rip/
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-foreign-policy-rip/
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Perhaps small moves forward would be the best, 

beginning with the much-needed reform of voting in 

the Council, so that a state would not be able to block 

major EU policy actions, a full transition towards 

qualified majority voting, which would alleviate and 

solve one of the major issues of the EU’s FP, which 

is having stand-stills in decision-making due to one-

sided disagreements, like when Hungary and Poland 

blocked the rule of law condition of the new EU 

budget. If the current mechanism will continue to 

exist, the EU might find itself in a similar situation 

as the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth did, 

which, by allowing the Liberum Veto (same 

mechanism as unanimity in the Council), brought the 

whole state to a complete standstill, effectively 

dooming it to failure. Historians often say that 

history repeats itself; however, the EU is 

unprecedented in human history, making it all the 

more vital to avoid a repeat of past mistakes. 

 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/poland-blocks-eu-statement-on-poland-belarus-border/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54964858
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54964858
https://www.britannica.com/topic/liberum-veto
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