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Abstract

This special issue (SI) foregrounds critical perspectives in studying the EU’s global role, acknowl-
edging their historical marginalisation within scholarship dominated by mainstream approaches.
The project is theoretical with significant normative and practical implications, that is, for activism
and policy-making. Our primary goal is to bring critical approaches into conversation, exploring
their intersections, complementarities, but also creative tensions. A further goal is to consider pros-
pects and challenges when it comes to engaging mainstream approaches. Towards these ends, in
this introduction, we propose a novel prism onto international relations (IR) and its intersection
with EU studies — an intervention picked up in rich, trans/inter-disciplinary perspective by the con-
tributors to this SI. This prism is allyship which we theorise as a co-constitutive, multi-directional,
relational and ever-unfolding transformative journey. Normatively and practically, our proposal
of allyship is motivated by the challenge of persistent exclusion and violence towards diversity,
and the growing backlash faced by all critical approaches to international affairs. At the same time,
we probe possibilities for listening better across traditions, critical and mainstream alike, rather
than succumbing to the roars of our respective echo chambers. Our perhaps modest but timely goal
is to “fail better’ when it comes to understanding the multitude of ways that global politics, and the
EU’s role therein, can be read, studied and pursued.

Keywords: alliances/allyship; critical approaches; diversity; European Union; international relations
theory

Introduction

In 2000, the European Union (EU) embraced the slogan ‘unity in diversity’ — an apparent
affirmation of multiculturalism that was adopted in all 24 of the EU’s official languages.
Yet, this approach to ‘diversity’ privileges national and linguistic pluralism, overlooking
other forms of diversity. For example, Afro-descendant and Arabic, Turkish and
Kurdish-speaking Europeans are equal in number — if not larger — than the population
of most EU member states (even as there is also great diversity within and across these
racialised and religiously coded groups). Meanwhile, over the past two decades, the
‘unity’ in the Union’s motto has evolved into a vision of external agency that EU High
Representative Josep Borrell (2022) has dubbed ‘the awakening of geopolitical Europe’.
Such language imagines the EU’s future in terms of (West) Europeans’ great power past
with civilisational subtexts (Balfour, 2021). It overlooks a present increasingly
characterised by global multiplexity (Acharya, 2017).! And it fails to reflect on how the

1Arguing that ‘multipolarity’ centres great powers and transports a historical concept into the present, whereas
‘multiplexity’ is characterised by plural and interdependent actors and forms of regional/global governance.
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privileging of Western great power might (re-)centre what Kundnani (2023) calls a
‘Eurowhite’ project.

A growing body of work is confronting these naval-gazing assumptions. Approaches
include attempts to decentre and decolonise our readings of the EU and its global role
(e.g., Barbieux and Bouris, 2024; Bhambra, 2022; Capan, 2017; David et al., 2023;
Evans and Petropoulou lonescu, 2023; Fisher-Onar and Nicolaidis, 2013; Hansen and
Jonsson, 2014; Huber, 2020; Keukeleire and Lecocq, 2018; Khakee, 2022; Odijie, 2021;
Rutazibwa, 2016, 2020; Sabaratnam, 2013; Shilliam, 2017; Sierp, 2020; Wolff
et al., 2022). These interventions overlap in critical thrust with feminist, queer, post-
structuralist, historical and critical political economy approaches, amongst many others
(e.g., Anwar and Klosterkamp, 2023; Haastrup et al., 2019; Hoijtink and
Muehlenhoft, 2020; Kronsell, 2016b; Langan, 2015; Mitchell, 2006; Ryner, 2017;
Sachseder and Stachowitsch, 2023; Tansel, 2015). Taken together, this corpus offers in-
sights into how forces like capitalism, imperialism/colonialism, patriarchy and
heteronormativity have and continue to shape planetary politics and the EU’s role therein.
A common thread across critical perspectives is their attempt to untangle how overlooked
‘hierarchies of gender, race, sexuality, religion and class’, amongst other social structures,
‘work in tandem’ to shape the ‘international’ (Gentry, 2020, p. 9) and the EU’s global
role.

As critical work gains momentum, there is a need for a reflexive conversation across
approaches, each of which has strengths and weaknesses. With this collection, we seek
to support a research agenda on the EU’s global role that is allied — but not necessarily
unified — in its diversity. The goal is to listen better across perspectives rather than suc-
cumb to the roar of our respective echo chambers. In other words, given the polarised zeit-
geist, our perhaps modest but timely goal is to ‘fail better’ — as scholars and as humans —
when it comes to understanding the plurality of ways in which world affairs, and the EU’s
role therein, can be read and acted upon.

This introduction and special issue (SI), as such, are motivated by the following ques-
tions: What do distinctive critical traditions bring to the debate? How do they overlap,
and how do they diverge in their inspiration and assumptions? In terms of analytics,
ethics and praxis, how are critical repertories complementary, and when or why do they
entail frictions? What, in turn, can be learned from creative tensions? Substantively,
moreover, how can reflexive engagement across critical strands of scholarship and prac-
tice help to advance our understanding of the EU’s role in the world?

We address these questions via the notion of allyship — a theoretical but also normative
project with practical implications. We envisage allyship as a relational and transforma-
tive journey towards confronting the persistent challenge — if differentiated forms — of ex-
clusion and violence towards diversity. In this regard, we are motivated by the growing
backlash faced by critical approaches, whilst also considering the promise and challenges
of allyship vis-a-vis a wobbling centre in the EU and beyond, as right-wing populism, na-
tionalism and even fascism rise.

Due to its purchase for confronting the thorny analytical, ethical and practical chal-
lenges of our times, the notion of ‘allyship’ is widely deployed in other disciplines from
sociology and business to education. The concept goes almost unmentioned, however, in
IR. Instead, ‘alliances’ are most explicitly theorised by realists with a characteristic focus
on the state as the unit of analysis. Liberal approaches, for their part, are informed by a
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sense that contingent alliances between actors can evolve into thicker forms, as evinced in
work on collective security or international regimes. Yet, when it comes to critical en-
deavours, there is little engagement of allyship despite the concept’s profusion in social
justice-oriented work beyond the IR canon (with the exception of feminist and queer
scholarship from which we draw inspiration). This omission is puzzling given the poten-
tial of allyship to serve as a principle and practice for individuals, groups and larger scale
actors who navigate overlap and divergence in their critical agendas. We further contend
that allyship can serve as a framework for analysing international politics in general, in-
cluding the EU’s global role. In fact, we suggest that it is especially useful for making
sense of global multiplexity or the ‘multi-order order’ (Flockhart, 2016) that may be over-
taking the liberal international order (LIO). We seek, as such, to help develop a critical
conception of ‘allyship’ for and beyond the nexus of IR and EU studies — a conception
animated by self-reflexive and other-regarding attempts at relational and transformative
learning.

I. EU Studies in the House of IR

The EU and its global role have been the subject of extensive academic research that mir-
rors, in many aspects, the structure of what Agathangelou and Ling (2004) have described
as the ‘House of IR’. Here, the traditional family of IR theories resembles a
heteronormative, colonial household. Realism and liberalism are the ‘father’ and
‘mother’, reflecting the relative prestige and influence of theorists in the discipline
(Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p. 23), especially in the Anglophone academy. The ‘care-
taking daughters’ (Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p. 25) of this theoretical house include
neoliberalism, liberal and standpoint feminism; neorealism is the ‘bastard heir’
(Agathangelou and Ling, 2004), whilst the ‘rebel sons’ are Marxian and Gramscian inter-
national political economy, postmodern IR and constructivism. The ‘fallen daughters’ of
the household include postmodern feminism and queer studies. The parents and preferred
offspring treat them as unworthy because they show that ‘“identity—specifically, gender,
sexuality and desire—is not “natural” or “essential” but socially constructed to privilege
a colonial, imperial, patriarchal, and heterosexist order’ (Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p.
30). Meanwhile, downstairs, one finds ‘native informants’ associated with interdisciplin-
ary area studies. Beyond the building, moreover, there are several ‘love children’ like ori-
entalism (Said, 1978) and postcolonial IR (which fuse critical theory, constructivism and
postmodernism), as well as worldism (an approach that questions the House of IR’s foun-
dations, borders and the presumed identities of its members including their asymmetrical
power relations) (Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, pp. 34-35). The love children do not
seek acceptance into the House; rather, they challenge its configurations of race, gender,
class and culture (Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p. 32).

The House, in short, is riddled with tensions. Those living upstairs, primarily interested
in ‘high politics’, underestimate the labour of downstairs denizens, who tend to focus on
‘low politics’, until a crisis erupts requiring ‘local knowledge’. At such junctures, the ‘eth-
nographic servants’, who are not deemed capable of converting their empirical knowledge
into (re-)theorising the international, collect and produce the data that upstairs members
need to generate general theories. The upshot, Agathangelou and Ling suggest, is to limit
the House of IR’s ability to address complex, interconnected global challenges.
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It is into this house — and its interdisciplinary neighbourhood — that we, as researchers
of the EU and its global role, enter as guests with this SI. We begin by recognising that a
wide-ranging literature has engaged with some aspects of the EU’s diversity but not
others. Extensive work — underpinned by the federalist, inter-governmentalist, institution-
alist, neo-functionalist and rationalist theoretical traditions — has probed, for instance, the
Union’s history, institutions, policies and impact via processes like ‘Europeanization’.
Such work arguably explores the behaviour, in a European context, of top floor family
members of the House of IR (i.e., mainstream theories) and/or asks if and how denizens
of the lower floors might gain access (i.e., critical theories). The normative thrust of this
last question inflects further work on the ‘nature’ of the EU, much of which attributes a
benevolent character to the Union’s domestic/foreign policy. However, a growing chorus
of voices challenges this assumption. Some point, for instance, to the gap between dis-
course and practice (Bicchi and Voltolini, 2017; Bouris, 2014; Bouris and Fernandez-
Molina, 2024; Del Sarto, 2016). Others note that European foreign policy analysts are
active participants in the construction of an ‘ideal power Europe’ meta-narrative
(Cebeci, 2012) or ‘EU-topia’ (Lenz and Nicolaidis, 2019) which glosses over real-world
— and less rosy — patterns.

This collection seeks to take reflexivity further via long marginalised work in EU Stud-
ies emanating from the lower floors and beyond the roof of the colonial, patriarchal and
heteronormative House of IR. At a time of world historic transition, when the EU’s rele-
vance, much less its benign nature, are increasingly questioned from both within and be-
yond the LIO, this article and SI ask how inhabitants of the House of IR might re-arrange
their relationships in a more impactful and just fashion. How, in other words, do they en-
visage alliances/allyship, and what might be the implications of relating to one another as
such, not least for the EU’s global role(s)? Whilst space and scope constraints mean that
we cannot comprehensively map notions and practices of allyship across the entire House
of IR, in the discussion that follows, we present a schematic map of several key ap-
proaches’ baseline assumptions and their real-world implications, inviting contributors
to the SI to share perspectives from their transdisciplinary positions within or beyond
the House. This exercise of allyship is attuned to the need for ‘epistemic justice and hu-
mility’ (Hutchings, 2019, 2023) and reflexivity, towards more meaningful ‘solidarity’ in
the study and practice of (European) IR (Eun, 2022; Symank, 2024%). A process of rela-
tional learning, allyship, we hope, can help to balance the need for greater inclusivity with
respect for pluralism — a posture well-suited, if inevitably imperfect, to the challenges and
opportunities of a multiplex world.

II. From Realist and Liberal Alliances to Critical Allyship?

For a field of inquiry predicated on explaining or understanding co-operation and conflict
in international relations, allyship per se is remarkably undertheorised. The notion of ‘al-
liances’, however, is arguably most theorised in realism. Morgenthau envisaged alliances
as the ‘most important manifestation of the balance of power’ (1948, p. 137) and funda-
mental to the stability of a multi-state system. In his and other realist visions, the basic

2Interestingly, via a critical intellectual history of ‘Durkheim’s empire’, Symank (2024) uncovers how notions of solidarity
were weaponised in colonial projects.
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unit of analysis is the interest-driven state. Strategic alliances are based on overlapping
security interests, which can, but need not, be complemented by ideological overlap
(e.g., the Anglo-American alliance). These alliances enable actors to stake positions
within the international system, including the assertion of (neo-)imperial spheres of influ-
ence. Alliances also serve to balance against perceived threats (Walt, 1990). Since deci-
sions about bandwagoning or balancing are determined by states’ material calculus, small
actors’ behaviour at the global scale is always reactive, if visible at all. As Mohammed
Ayoob (2002) has argued, realism thus ignores the experiences of the ‘South’ and has lost
its sense of history and geography (even as it has rediscovered the ‘East’ in response to
emerging powers like China).’ In addition to being great and hard power-centric, the em-
pirical sources of realist theorisation are typically Western.* In short, even though the
logic of realism is allegedly universal and ahistorical, in practice, it naturalises the expe-
riences of militaristic and colonial, Western great powers since at least 1815. Realism
does so via an analytics and ethics of self-help in an ‘anarchic system’ that ignores gen-
dered, sexualised, classed and racialised patterns in alliance formation for a rather narrow
view of what it means to be an ally.

When it comes to European Union Foreign Policy, the realist vision of alliances is
gaining salience. This is striking since the EU project originally was conceived as a
way to replace ‘power with rules’, that is, as the ‘antithesis of geopolitics’
(Kundnani, 2023). Yet, the longstanding, liberal and civilian normative thrust of EU for-
eign policy (Duchene, 1972; Manners, 2002) has been transformed by the von der
Leyen’s Commission proclamation of ‘geopolitical EU’ (von der Leyen, 2019), which
— at least rhetorically — adopts aspects of realist thought and ideas on alliances.

Alliances look different to the liberal eye. In liberalism, the unit of analysis expands to
include non-state yet powerful actors like international institutions, firms/corporations,
individual rights-bearers and the international law via which rights are enshrined. Thus,
liberal alliance-building can transpire across multiple sectoral and geographic spaces,
including transnationally. Here, actors pursue goals like collective security or the
institutionalisation of co-operative regimes in fields from world trade to environmental
governance. This progressive attempt to expand liberal international society can bring
allies considerable benefits, irrespective of their ascribed identities. Since they converge
around rules and norms, liberal alliances are more durable than realist ones.

At the same time, hierarchy amongst allies and aggression vis-a-vis outsiders of the
liberal club are also features of liberal international society. Liberal globalism, for exam-
ple, entails significant forms of gendered, sexualised, racialised and classed exclusion.
These relationships of domination are baked into the works of key, liberal thinkers from
Hugo Grotius (Keene, 2002), John Locke (Mehta, 1999) and Immanuel Kant
(Kleingeld, 2022) to Woodrow Wilson (Getachew, 2019). Each envisaged one set of rules
with which to broker co-operation between European (and White settler) states — relations
based in principle, but not in practice, on equality (Acemoglu et al., 2001). But for those

3Throughout this piece and collection, terms like global ‘South’, ‘East’, “West’ and ‘North’ are used in keeping with
English-language convention. That being said, we recognise that the terms are reifications that do not do justice to their
complex and heterogeneous referents including the ways in which people, forces and processes often identified with these
referents are, in practice, mutually constituted.

*Work like Walt’s (1990) is a partial exception, inferring alliance patterns from inter-state dynamics in the Cold War Middle
East rather than the West per se.
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deemed different — including but hardly limited to non-White, non-Christian, women,
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, Asexual and other
sexually or gender-diverse people (LGBTQIA+) — another set of rules was defined via
vertical relations of domination. Thus, whilst international law expanded via struggles
for inclusion of the disenfranchised (Burke, 2011), some groups have been compelled
to ‘legal subalternity’ (Imseis, 2023). Historical sociologists and scholars influenced by
the ‘international society’ tradition — especially more recent, critical works which tackle
the Eurocentric diffusionism of the English School’s founding figures — have traced
how this ‘Janus-faced’ logic (Stivachtis, 2015; Suzuki, 2009) shaped the historical consti-
tution of our international system with its echoes, to this day, of the Eurocentric ‘standard
of civilization’ (Hobson, 2012; Nicolaidis et al., 2014).

A strong, empirical case of this two-tiered logic is the ‘democratic peace’
(Sabaratnam, 2013). As extensive liberal scholarship has shown, we witness alliances —
or at least non-aggression — between democracies, yet also forms of violence against ci-
vilians living in non-democratic contexts. This dynamic was evident in the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq and its aftermath. It is also salient in lucrative European arms exports to coun-
tries with problematic human rights records despite documentation of such violations by
EU and United Nations (UN) watchdog groups. In other words, some EU members read-
ily sell weapons to countries that they know may use the arms against civilians (e.g.,
against protestors in Egypt or against civilians in Gaza).

Such policies, in turn, pique whataboutism regarding Western democracy and human
rights promotion in non-democratic states, but also amongst progressive activists in the
global South and North alike. Double standards — according to which EU actors claim
to occupy the moral high ground despite checkered global policy positions — have long
been questioned by critical academics (e.g., Pace, 2013). They have become a leitmotif,
moreover, in broader recent critiques that juxtapose, say, transatlantic support for
Ukrainians’ battle against Russia with Western inaction on Syria where more than
400,000 people have been killed since 2011, including by Russia (UCDP, 2024); or on
Sudan amid UN warnings of ‘rampant atrocities against civilians’ (UN, 2024); or with
arms exports of some Western states to Israel despite the International Court of Justice’s
preliminary order for protection of Palestinians in Gaza under the genocide convention
and the International Criminal Court’s arrest warrants for the war crimes and crimes
against humanity of Hamas and Israeli leaders (Huber, 2025; International Court of Jus-
tice, 2024; International Criminal Court, 2024; Human Rights Council (HRC), 2024).

Growing scepticism towards the liberal order notwithstanding, some actors within the
system do seek to embed solidarity with vulnerable people(s) — as well as with the non-
human, endangered inhabitants of our planet — into the international rights regime.
Groups such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International or the World Wildlife Fund
for Nature are amongst many transnational civil society actors that operate within the UN
system, whilst also building on local alliances and supplying platforms for actors who
otherwise might not be heard (Huber, 2021). In fact, the UN-based universal rights regime
is itself a product of global South mobilisation via the role, for instance, of anti-apartheid
activism in the early institutionalisation of the global human rights framework (a process
wherein Jamaican diplomacy was particularly impactful) (Jensen, 2016). Similarly, for
actors like anti-caste activists in India (Cabrera, 2017; Choi, 2011) and indigenous com-
munities around the globe, the universal rights system provides tools for empowerment
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even as the UN framework is enriched and transformed through such activism
(Lightfoot, 2016).

UN-based activism does not always mesh, however, with more radical forms of
‘worlding’ or the decolonial search for a ‘pluriversal’ ethics in international relations
(Hutchings, 2019). A pluriversal approach is not based on a universal framework but
on situated forms of co-operation animated by inevitable — but potentially generative —
frictions in allies’ worldviews (Behr and Shani, 2021; Blaney and Tickner, 2017). Whilst,
as noted above, liberal logics permeate the UN universal rights regime, several key devel-
opments like the right to self-determination and the anti-apartheid convention coalesced
as a result of Non-Aligned Movement activism in resistance to both the US-led liberal
and the Soviet-led communist blocs (Getachew, 2019).

IR and global historians are shedding light on these competing visions of alliance/
alignment/allyship. Cases in point include the pan-Arab and pan-African movements,
which found institutional expression in platforms like the Arab League and the Organisa-
tion of African Unity (later, the African Union). Getachew (2019) argues that a key
function of these bodies was to protect the fledgling autonomy of member states against
external intervention through cohesion in federation; a second and later approach was to
convert this struggle for sovereign autonomy into a top-down, regionalist architecture for
co-operation.

Similarly, the Group of 77 (G77) was founded in 1964 to push for a more inclusive in-
ternational economic order with dependencia theory offering intellectual scaffolding by
highlighting the underdevelopment produced by the global economic system (Deciancio
et al., 2022). Advancing this more critical perspective, decolonial theory has helped to
confront the role of race in the construction of Western-dominated modernity, showing
that European colonialism imposed ‘a systematic racial division of labor’ (Quijano, 2000,
p. 536; Tilley and Shilliam, 2018). The result was to dispossess millions of their knowl-
edge and identity. In the process, moreover, memories were erased of the manifold,
material contributions of the colonised to the constitution of the global system (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2014), including the role of colonialism in the constitution of Europe, the EU
and its global role (e.g., Bhambra, 2009; Fisher-Onar, 2022b; Fisher-Onar and
Nicolaidis, 2013; Hansen and Jonsson, 2014; Rutazibwa, 2020).

Allyship in the areas of global justice and climate justice is likewise emerging. This is
evident in the partial conjoining of strands of South—South activism with social movements
in the North, informing mobilisation in both contexts (and transnationally). This pattern has
been driven by traditionally marginalised groups, with support from allies that enjoy
majority status [e.g., Black Lives Matter (BLM)]. Such initiatives seek reparative justice
regarding legacies of colonialism for humans and their ecologies. For example, an
African—American-led global alliance of actors has emerged, demanding reparations for
slavery (e.g., Coates, 2015) since the 2000s and in the context of the UN World Confer-
ences on Racism. Running across these initiatives are demands for recognition of
marginalised groups’ co-constitutive force in the creation of globality (an argument centred
in postcolonial approaches) (e.g., Bhabha, 2015) and/or more radical calls to decouple
epistemically and/or materially from Western-dominated, (neo-)colonial modernity and
capitalism (an argument centred in decolonial approaches) (e.g., Grosfoguel, 2007;
Mignolo and Escobar, 2010).
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Similarly, when it comes to environmental justice, critical scholarship has mapped the
disproportionate challenges faced by post-colonial communities vulnerable to climate
change (Sultana, 2022), noting that the Anthropocene itself is a product of colonialism
(e.g., in the very view of nature as a resource to be exploited in tandem with ongoing
and pervasive forms of neo-colonial extractivism) (Kamel, 2022). Some international so-
ciety scholars also probe prospects for a more solidaristic global society, calling out the
reluctance of great powers to shoulder meaningful responsibility when it comes to climate
governance (e.g., via calls for compensation) (e.g., Bernstein, 2020). Such work, how-
ever, remains quite state-centric and may not encompass solidarity with endangered
species. Consider that the category of ‘ecocide’ is only slowly entering international
law despite the fact that 52% of species went extinct between 1970 and 2010 (Burke
et al., 2016). Despite this grim tableau, indigenous movements have mobilised tirelessly
for ecological justice, at times allying with civic and public actors. These efforts have
yielded innovative outcomes like the embedding of the ‘rights of nature’ in constitutional
frameworks by ‘small states’ of the southern hemisphere like Ecuador and New Zealand.
Such projects speak to the promise for multi-directional, transformative learning towards
addressing outstanding challenges of our times.’

As this schematic survey suggests, the realist and liberal logics underpinning how the
EU tends to envisage alliances and solidarity arguably fall short of the needs of our planet
— and the majority of its people. The analytical and normative implication is that the
Union urgently needs to revisit assumptions in its worldview, modes of producing knowl-
edge and (foreign) policy practices that perpetuate Eurocentrism, coloniality, racism and
environmental injustice. As lan Manners puts it, we must ‘arrive at such a moral imagina-
tion in time to address planetary politics’ (2024, p. 825). Allyship, we argue, offers a
timely tool for this process.

ITII. Learning From Critical Feminist and Queer Approaches

A moral imagination and global practice in sync with the complex challenges of our times
can draw on critical, gender-based approaches where the concept of allyship features
prominently. Feminist and queer scholars recognise, after all, that agency is relational
and power-laden, centre the experiences of marginalised groups and invite reflection on
how gender intersects with forces like race, sexuality, geography, class and indigeneity,
amongst other social structures (Ahmed, 2004; Anzaldua, 1987; Collins, 2000;
Spivak, 1988). As such, contestation is inevitable, but this very feature, in turn, makes
meaningful allyship across critical perspectives possible. At the same time, as bell
hooks (2000) affirms, ‘feminism is for everybody’ since addressing injustice(s) wherever
they are found can help to uplift us all.

To be sure, feminist and queer approaches are diverse and interdisciplinary,
encompassing wide-ranging research topics and methodologies. Feminist analysis, for
its part, centres women, gender relations, structural forces, institutions, discourses, repre-
sentation and public policies. Nevertheless, broader, normative features commensurate
with the need for allyship include interest in gender inequality, intersectionality,

*That being said, some worry that transposing indigenous perspectives on nature onto Western-style frameworks ‘might
constrain the radical political and legal implications of indigenous thought’ (Querejazu, 2024; Tanasescu, 2020, p. 429).
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inclusivity, social justice, critique of patriarchy, commitment to the empowerment of
women and gender/sexual minorities and attention to ethics in research practices. The
goal, in other words, is transformative change at the interstices of the individual, societal
and national or global levels — an intrinsically relational process requiring allies.

Forms proposed in the literature include Almassi’s (2015) reading of allyship as rela-
tions between parties who are non-identical in a meaningful way. Identifying principles
for a feminist allyship grounded neither in androgyny nor in hegemonic masculinity, he
argues that a good ally neither dominates nor takes over a shared endeavour, embracing
a shared commitment to the emancipatory project at hand, whilst appreciating the value
that others bring. Ghabra and Calafell (2018, p. 38) likewise explore the ‘(im)possibilities
of feminist alliances’, arguing that allyship begins with intersectional recognition of the
differentiated positionalities — and hierarchies — of prospective allies. For instance, when
it comes to the role of culture and religion — and their divisive force at the intimate
through to the EU and global scales — they argue that allyship based on learning to love
across differences can help to convert perceived failures on the part of allies into transfor-
mative moments of solidarity (Ghabra and Calafell, 2018, p. 52). In other words, through
allyship, we can strive to overcome dominant logics of ‘divide and conquer’, resisting the
prevalent tendency to construct Self and community in juxtaposition to ‘Others’.
Causevic et al. (2020, p. 21) similarly argue that allyship is a necessary condition for
change such that ‘resistance’, ‘revolution’ and ‘solidarity are inseparable’.

In the EU context, feminist scholarship — oftentimes in conversation with postcolonial
and decolonial thought — onboards this intersectional analytics and ethics of ‘care’ whilst
calling out the processes and sites where gendered and racialised hierarchies are (re-)
inscribed. Work to date may not invoke allyship explicitly but explores theoretically
and empirically how other-regarding solidarities can impact governance in multiple
arenas (e.g., Stern and Towns, 2022) from political economy (e.g., Altan-Olcay, 2022),
migration (e.g., Cleoton and Bonjour, 2022; Sachseder et al., 2024) and foreign policy
(e.g., Guerrina et al., 2023; Thompson, 2022) to peace and security (e.g., Ansorg and
Haastrup, 2018; Mukalazi, 2023; Mullen and Bouris, 2025), militarism (e.g., Hoijtink
et al., 2023; Kronsell, 2016a; Miihlenhoff, 2025) and terrorism (e.g., Anwar and
Klosterkamp, 2023).

Queer scholarship likewise encompasses a range of topics and methods, overlapping
with feminist work in the focus on intersectionality, whilst honing in on sexual orientation
and gender identity as fluid constructs. Queer scholars unpack the role of social structures
and norms — specifically heteronormativity (the assumption of heterosexuality as the ‘nor-
mal’ but also ideal/superior mode of sexual orientation) and cisnormativity (the assump-
tion that gender is binary and everyone identifies as the gender they were assigned at
birth). They further interrogate the relationship between affect and politics, examining
how emotions and sexuality shape behaviour and relationships from the community
and activist to the policy-making, legal and systemic scales. Queer IR thus challenges
mainstream theory’s heteronormative assumptions by reading global actors as fluid and
performative. Challenging the binaries that inform predominant theoretical approaches,
emphasis is on identifications rather than identities as shifting and sometimes contradic-
tory (Weber, 2014; Wilcox, 2014) — with this fluidity opening up spaces for relational
learning and allyship.
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As with feminism, a growing body of queer IR scholarship engages with postcolonial
and decolonial insights (Rao, 2020). Meghana Nayak’s work (2014), for instance,
prompts critical reflection on allyship from a queer perspective. Asking what it means
to be an ally not only to marginalised communities but also to a field of study and
scholars, she encourages reflection on if and how we work to transform systems of priv-
ilege, oppression and power, inviting self-reflection on how even well-meaning scholars
and practitioners may perpetuate such systems. A nascent research programme in the EU
context, queer insights into the promise and pitfalls of allyship inform several contribu-
tions to this collection (Bouris et al., 2025; Breiding, 2025).

IV. Allyship Beyond IR

Nascent notions of allyship within the House of IR can learn, moreover, from the con-
cept’s invocation, operationalisation and problematisation in fields as diverse as social
justice activism (e.g., Edwards, 2006), education (e.g., Yomantas, 2020), health (e.g.,
Chan et al., 2023), psychology (e.g., Kutlaca et al., 2022), the management sciences
(e.g., Ozbilgin, 2023) and technology, amongst other fields (e.g., Kishore, 2023). Given
space constraints, here, we focus on empirically capturing spiking interest in allyship,
reflecting critically on the concept’s usage beyond IR for a sense of its promise and
limitations.

Academic thinking on allyship has accelerated since the mid-2010s and especially af-
ter 2020 (see Figure 1). This trend corresponds to the rise of right-wing populism glob-
ally, with Brexit and the election of Donald Trump to the US presidency in 2016 marking
key inflection points. Analysts of populism define it as fundamentally anti-pluralist,
driven by discursive demonisation of an in-group’s imagined ‘Others’, be these elites,
women, ethnic, racial, religious and/or sexual minorities, and immigrants, as well as

Figure 1: ‘Allyship’ in Academic Publications, 2010—-2023. Source: Google Scholar (2024).
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external, state and non-state actors (Miiller, 2016). It follows that resistance to such
frames and their consequences — including, but not limited to societal polarisation, dem-
ocratic backsliding and political violence — informs the growing interest in prospects for
allyship in and beyond the academy.

Interest was piqued further by the Covid-19 pandemic. At this juncture, the strikingly
disproportionate public health impacts on vulnerable groups — and the clear correlation of
these unequal outcomes with racialised, gendered and classed attributes — became highly
visible to a rising generation of activists. Demanding a reckoning with oppressive struc-
tures of the past and present, these energies were harnessed via calls to allyship with
movements like BLM and #MeToo (De Souza and Schmader, 2024). By 2021, the con-
cept had gained such salience that dictionary.com declared allyship to be ‘word of the
year’ defining it as ‘the status or role of a person who advocates and actively works for
the inclusion of a marginalized or politicized group in all areas of society, not as a member
of that group but in solidarity with its struggle and point of view and under its leadership’.

This atomistic definition, however, assumes fixed subject positions and (re)centres the
stronger ally — a shortcoming identified by critical approaches in the mushrooming liter-
ature on allyship. In other words, even well-intentioned usage and pursuit of allyship have
limitations (Bourke, 2020). As commentators writing from indigenous perspectives re-
mind us, there are limits to critical buzzwords like ‘allyship’ and ‘decolonization’ because
they can be invoked vis-a-vis so many substantive arenas from immigration to curricular
change, which, however worthy, may dilute the concepts’ transformative thrust (Tuck and
Yang, 2012). The danger is that virtue signalling or ‘performative allyship’ (Kutlaca and
Radke, 2023) results in whitewashing, greenwashing, pinkwashing or some combination
thereof. For example, the term ‘ally’ is increasingly deployed in commercial contexts that
fuse putative support for diversity with profit and efficiency considerations rather than
striving to challenge structural exclusions (Sullivan-Clarke, 2020). This neo-liberal argu-
ment for allyship as adding value is evident in Forbes magazine’s invocation of the con-
cept as a ‘key to unlocking the power of diversity’ in the workplace. Another case in point
is an online banking app called ‘Ally’ aimed at budding, Generation Z investors which
severs the term from the project of centring marginalised peoples towards a more equita-
ble order. Within academic and foreign policy spaces, attempts at solidarity can also take
the form of “Westsplaining’, that is, the ‘epistemic imperialism’ and ‘coloniality’, which
Hendl et al. (2024) identify in dominant critiques of the Russian invasion of Ukraine that
ignore Ukrainian voices.

The challenge is amplified by the fact that human motivations are complex. For exam-
ple, Sumerau et al. (2021, p. 358) found that people who define themselves as allies nev-
ertheless have a tendency to assign ‘responsibility for inequalities to minorities’ and to
suggest ‘individualized, rather than structural, remedies for combatting unequal systems’.
Similarly, Radke et al. (2020, p. 291) note that self-identified ‘allies’ are animated by var-
ious and conflicted motivations, including the desire ‘to improve the status of the disad-
vantaged group’, because ‘this behaviour aligns with their moral beliefs’, but also expec-
tations that ‘the status of their own [relatively more privileged] group is maintained’
alongside their ‘own personal needs’ met. Allyship here functions as a label, role or iden-
tity (Perry et al., 2023), rather than a self-reflexive, other-regarding and ongoing learning
process towards greater justice in and beyond the domain of engagement. De Souza and
Schmader (2024, p. 3) further note that allyship as a practice ‘must be recognized’ and
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invited ‘by those [who allies] seek to support’. Furthermore, the more vulnerable partici-
pants in a relationship should set the terms of allyship, that is, of how ‘working in solidar-
ity and collective action’ should unfold (Nixon, 2019, p. 1). Otherwise, the danger is that
engagement reverts to variations of ‘saviorship’ (e.g., White, civilisational or gendered).
Kluttz et al. (2019, p. 1) similarly argue for a practice rooted in ‘unlearning ... practices
and mindsets’ that centre ‘white colonial knowledge, leadership, privilege, power and
bodies and learning towards decolonising solidarity’. In short, whilst the mushrooming
literature has advanced thinking about allyship, it tendentiously focuses on allyship as a
practice of privileged individuals and groups.

Meanwhile, the transformative lens that this literature invites is under attack, with
‘allyship’ amongst the many terms relevant to critical analysis — but also mainstream
social scientific and STEM inquiry — that have been problematised by the second Trump
administration. Other words that, at the time of writing, could trigger review of a US
federally funded research grants amongst others used in this SI include women, sexuality,
intersectionality, diversity, racism, Black and Latinx, native American, feminism, gender,
inclusivity, politics, activism and advocacy, to name just a few.’

Given the aforementioned limitations of ‘allyship’ on one hand and mounting chal-
lenges to transformative scholarship on the other, how might a critical conceptualisation
of ‘allyship’ contribute to our reading(s) of international relations and the EU’s role
therein?

V. Towards Failing Better: On Allyship as Ontology, Epistemology and Praxis

In conversation with the articles in this SI, we propose a critical approach to allyship as
ontology, epistemology and praxis, presented as an ideal type.” Here, it is worth
underscoring a point about levels of analysis that is further developed below. Namely,
critical approaches tend to nest agency within structures along a micro-to-macro scale.
As such, critical analysis entails a Matryoshka doll-like awareness that micro-individual
and community agencies are embedded within meso-level (e.g., social/economic) and
macro-level (e.g., national/systemic) forces. In other words, the personal is (geo-)political.
Furthermore, critical interventions seek not only to more accurately describe international
affairs in ways that reflect micro-to-macro patterns but also to advocate for greater justice
in our engagement with these patterns. Due to this nested and normative thrust, a critical
approach to allyship ratchets up and down levels of analysis. This renders critical
‘allyship’ a less parsimonious frame than realist or liberal ‘alliances’. We nonetheless con-
tend that critical recognition of the mutual imbrication of micro-level and ethical concerns
with structural forces is well suited to learning from Others across academic and policy
perspectives. Critical allyship, as such, can help to confront the (multi-level and ethically
charged) challenges of multiplexity.

First, on ontology: a critical approach differs from realist and liberal takes (but also the
neo-liberal twist on allyship invoked in the previous section) in its unit(s) of analysis and
reading of relationships between units (see Figure 2). Realism and liberalism are atomis-
tic, envisaging units as self-helping entities that make alliances to secure relative and

®https:/pen.org/banned-words-list/.
"We recognise of course the wide range of critical, as well as realist and liberal approaches and that not all conform to the
schematic characterisations here.
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Figure 2: Alliances/Allyship at the Nexus of IR Theory and EU Studies.
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absolute gains, respectively. In terms of units per se — and as noted above — realism dis-
counts individuals and communities, privileging states, especially great powers. Realism
thus ignores small and non-state actors unless they have an exceptional ability to impact
state behaviour (e.g., leaders of large states in classical realism; terrorists and proxies in
security studies).

Meanwhile, liberalism centres on a wide variety of state and non-state actors like indi-
viduals, firms, civil society, institutions and international regimes. Here, liberal actors of
the same genus tend to be envisaged as equal — that is, a human has rights gua their hu-
manity, a state enjoys sovereign agency in the international system qua its statehood. Yet,
this presumptively universalistic feature naturalises the role of power. Hierarchies, as
such, become invisible, obscuring how race, gender and sexuality and North/South di-
vides shape international dynamics (Mattern and Zarakol, 2016; Vitalis, 2000).

Critical approaches, for their part, also recognise that self-help is a matter of agency
and therefore crucial to thriving at the interstices of individuality and community. How-
ever, unlike the liberal tendency to invisibilise hierarchies, critical approaches tend to nest
individual agency in communal activism whilst further recognising that individual and
collective agencies alike are circumscribed by powerful social structures. In other words,
critical self-help emanates from recognition of our basic sociability. This feature is crucial
to a critical conception of allyship: our very agency is co-constituted through relationships
and their embeddedness in social structures. An ontological claim within the aforemen-
tioned feminist/queer scholarship, relationality also drives a growing body of global IR
informed by relational cosmologies. Cases in point are Ubuntu, an ancient African word
rooted in humanist African philosophy and coming from the Zulu proverb ‘Umuntu
ngumuntu ngabantu’, which can be roughly translated as ‘I am because you are’ (Bat-
tle, 2009). Similarly, we encounter notions of Selfness as nested in Otherness in Daoist
and Gandhian/Hindu dialectics (e.g., Ling, 2013; Shahi and Ascione, 2016; see also,
Fierke and Jabri, 2019; Shimizu, 2019; Trownsell et al., 2021). In critical studies of the
EU’s global role, this relational approach offers ontological space via which to challenge
the logic of coloniality — with its hierarchies and erasure — and which, like patriarchy and
heteronormativity, were as present at the genesis of the EU.

Given these foundational assumptions, epistemologically, learning in realism happens
via the ‘billiard ball effect’ when there is a shift in the material, that is, exogenous condi-
tions that animate alliance-making (and breaking) between hermetically sealed states. Al-
liances, as such, are ad hoc and transactional with external actors viewed as ‘Others’, al-
beit more or less safe to engage. These ‘objective’ patterns are identified by the realist
analyst, and state behaviour adapts accordingly.

In liberalism, by way of contrast, learning can be endogenous to actors’ relations. This
is because iterative interactions may lead to institutionalisation of co-operation — a pro-
cess of convergence via liberal preferences. If/when such co-operation evolves into a
‘community of values’, moreover, alliances are characterised by partners’ similarity or
sameness, (i.e., vis-a-vis liberalism’s ‘universal’ normative content). To be sure, liberal-
ism entails a certain respect for multiplicity (i.e., the non-discrimination clause of liberal
codes of conduct). In this liberal version of pluralism, participants retain sub-identities
marked by differences (e.g., race, gender, sexuality, etc.), enabling liberal
alliance-builders to enshrine ‘minority rights’ and engage with ‘democrats’ around the
world. Yet, in practice, liberal alliances may be blind to the deeper, structuring role of
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ascriptive markers during and after the period of European colonial capitalism. A perva-
sive case is the forcefield that W.E.B Dubois dubbed the global ‘color line’ (Anievas
et al., 2014), which bakes social and economic hierarchies into the liberal order. Com-
bined with the linear logic of liberal alliance-building, convergence towards the
Western/Northern-dominated order is read as progressive, whilst its contestation is read
as regressive. This results in a tendency to envisage allies and rivals alike through binary
frames like ‘democrats vs. autocrats,” ‘“West vs. Rest’, ‘human versus non-human’ or ‘de-
veloped vs. developing/underdeveloped’, belying our world’s ‘actually lived complexity’
(Fisher-Onar, 2025).

In critical approaches, we contend, the pursuit of relations is likewise a learning pro-
cess but arguably a deeper one. Here, the critical impulse to individual and collective
self-help is pursued through transformative, multi-directional engagement. Transforma-
tion is possible because humans are self-reflexive and other-regarding. Thus, rather than
relying on abstract notions of national interests or universal values, in a critical approach
to allyship, knowledge emerges and evolves via actors’ situational awareness and
positionality, epistemic humility and solidaristic engagement in the joint pursuit of more
just outcomes in planetary affairs.

Inevitable shortcomings notwithstanding, any meaningful attempt at allyship requires
intentional reflection on power dynamics and asymmetries in relationships, for example,
on how a given issue is experienced in light of allies’ respective experiences. This can
take forms like active or ‘contrapuntal’ listening, striving to understand positions with
which one disagrees, willingness to reflect on one’s limitations and openness to learn.

For scholars, allyship as methodology further requires reflexivity about the dilemmas
faced doing work that aims to centre local or vulnerable voices, but which is simulta-
neously shaped by researchers’ relatively privileged positionalities. This asymmetry can
confound attempts to listen openly and then to reconstruct practices more pluralistically
— especially in research spaces like EU studies or EU foreign policy, which, by definition,
are Eurocentric. For instance, we need to be mindful of potential bias regarding research
questions, funding rules and which interlocutors are deemed acceptable — all of which are
established according to standards set in Europe. When meaningful access to
marginalised voices is possible, moreover, we confront the conundrum of ‘knowledge
extractivism’: researchers’ capitalisation on knowledge acquired from original producers
who themselves may not benefit (or not benefit in terms commensurate with their efforts
and preferences). This challenge is unpacked and attempts to have addressed it can be
found in a growing body of work on participatory research methods (e.g., Bergold and
Thomas, 2012), ethnography and decolonizing methodologies (e.g., Tuhiwai
Smith, 2022). Challenges notwithstanding, articles in the SI feature innovative methods
informed by epistemic openness and an ethics of care (Luciani, 2025). They include con-
trapuntal listening (Fisher-Onar et al., 2025), Bakhtinian dialogic discourse analysis
(Pishchikova, 2025), intertextual analysis based on methods drawing on poststructuralist
and postcolonialism (Cebeci, 2025), critical democratisation (Sadiki and Saleh, 2025),
mutual learning and knowledge construction as well as intercontextual dialogue and con-
trapuntal reading (Keukeleire and Lecocq, 2025), resistance (Salameh-Puvogel, 2025),
queer perspectives (Bouris et al., 2025; Breiding, 2025) and the privileging of local,
oppressed or marginalised communities (Luciani, 2025; Sadiki and Saleh, 2025;
Salameh-Puvogel, 2025).
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This brings us to practice — or what Todorov called the praxiological dimension —
through which relations may be reconstructed (Devetak, 2018). In this applied arena, sea-
soned coalition-builders for critical causes note that allyship requires compromise. After
all, for critical allyship to transform relationships from the communal and national to
planetary scales, its agents must jump through the hoops of domestic political processes
and foreign policy institutions. Therefore, irrespective of whether allies are from critical
factions, each with their own priorities, or critical actors engaging with prospective allies
amongst more mainstream counterparts, allyship in practice demands a certain patience.

Patience may be easier to muster when allies are confronted with a common or overlap-
ping threat. For example, and as Judith Butler argues, the rapid rise in and beyond Europe of
‘rights-stripping’” movements that are authoritarian to the ‘core’ constitutes an overlapping
concern for the academic (and political) left and centre alike (quoted in Szalai, 2024). The
far-right, as such, has the potential to propel critical-critical and critical-mainstream
engagements. Co-operation may be tactical at first and will involve palpable tensions
but also — in keeping with our conception of allyship — entails the potential for
transformative learning. As Butler puts it: ‘oppressive forces can be defeated by acting
together and moving forward’ only if allies have the ‘shared insight’ that collective
action means living ‘with difficult differences [between allies] without insisting on their
ultimate resolution’ (Szalai, 2024). That being said, if allyship as a self-reflexive, other-
regarding practice is to evolve from tactical to transformative, participants also must
grapple with such frictions. In the remainder of this introduction, we highlight a few key
tensions as invitation to deeper dives, sharing also how the pieces in this collection
confront them and reflecting on the implications for the EU’s global role.

VI. On Allyship Between an Individual Rock and a Structural Hard Place

Allyship, we have argued, is a learning process and oftentimes uncomfortable. The expe-
rience of oppression, after all, is intersectional. Hence, confronting oppression asks allies
to look starkly at how their individuality may be embedded simultaneously in structures
of privilege and marginalisation. Doing so demands ‘a process of both self-reflection
and deconstruction of your (told, repeated, and memorized) narrative or reality, even if
it means confronting your own victimization or comfort in certain positions’ (Causevic
et al., 2020). The journey can generate defensiveness — for example, White or sundry
other forms of ‘fragility” — which may inhibit actors from processing unflattering truths
about inherited and/or current privilege. As Cebeci (2025) points out, Borrell did not rise
to this challenge in his halfhearted ‘apology’ for an (in)famous 2022 speech characterising
the EU as a ‘garden’ threatened by an allegedly encroaching ‘jungle’. Rather than reflect
on the deep structures of (neo-)colonial racism baked into the binary, Borrell deflected,
dismissing critics as reading the statement out of context. In so doing — and when read
via the relational analytics and ethics of a critical approach — he arguably perpetuated
self-harm as well as otherisation. This was because the denialist ‘apology’ further
entrenched perceptions of the EU as an exclusionary and racist actor amongst many ob-
servers within and beyond the Union (Williams, 2022).

Similarly — if inversely — when actors foreground the experience of marginalisation
without critical reflection on how such experiences intersect with privilege — they may
reproduce problematic hierarchies, forms of exclusion and violence. This dynamic is
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evident in the ways that Russian, Turkish or Iranian leaders weaponise anti-colonial cri-
tique of the West whilst pursuing their own neo-imperial, domestic and foreign policies
(Fisher-Onar, 2022a) or what Capan and Zarakol (2017) call ‘post-colonial colonialism’.
Such projects are scant on other-regarding care for and with vulnerable communities at
the domestic or regional scales.

The fraught process of navigating our complex positionalities at the interstices of indi-
vidual and collective responsibility becomes particularly pronounced in the face of
real-time crisis. For example, in the Israeli—Palestinian context, some progressive Jewish
people who support causes like BLM or indigenous and LGBTQIA+ activism, and who
have long been critical of Israeli government policies, were dismayed by the perceived
lack of empathy amongst presumptive allies following attacks on Israeli civilians (Medina
and Lerer, 2023). Nevertheless, before and after 7 October 2023, a number of Jewish ac-
tivists have privileged Palestinian suffering, together with activists of Palestinian and
other backgrounds. One strategy towards this end, ‘co-resistance’, itself emerged as a
product of self-reflexive, other-regarding learning when the earlier, peace activist frame
of ‘co-existence’ was critiqued for assuming an even playing field between participants
(Kroll-Zeldin, 2024). Here, allyship might be situated and incomplete, taking multiple
forms (e.g., more active or revolutionary allyship, and more passive or reformist allyship)
and requiring constant (re)negotiation with which all would-be allies are unlikely to be
satisfied.

Nevertheless, as Breiding (2025) argues with references to the innovative concept of
‘global queer agonism’, ‘the impossibility of unity that is not also simultaneously frac-
tured, mak[es] it necessary to continuously interrogate pressures toward consensus and
unity, on the one hand, and dissensus and contestation, on the other’; recognition of this
co-constitutive complexity in how we relate can ‘both be a source of frustration, struggle
and violence when victories precariously won are being contested, but it can also be a
source of creative tension, when ... disruption reminds us of alternative attachments and
ways of pursuing ... the values we hold dear’. In short, by engaging rather than suppress-
ing friction, we can grow as individuals and work in community(/ies) towards
transforming unjust structures. We will never fully succeed because such structures are,
well, structural and, therefore, resilient. But, as allies, we can strive, nevertheless, to ‘fail
better’.

VII. On Allyship Across Critical Perspectives

When it comes to the critical approaches gathered in this SI — and very much recognising
that these represent only a snapshot of an increasingly wide and deep field of analysis and
practice — allyship can be advanced by self-reflexive, other-regarding inquiry, attentive to
intersections of power and marginality, respectful of context, and animated by epistemic
humility towards relational learning.

A key observation that emerges from our attempt to put allyship in action via this SI is
that there are significant, substantive lacunas in our readings of the EU. Addressing these
lacunas offers a promising path for collaborative and complimentary research agendas.
For example, only a handful of works have captured historical continuities with the colo-
nial period using primary sources in EU (and not only member state) foreign policy (e.g.,
Hansen and Jonsson, 2014) or confronted colonial amnesia in EU-level memory politics
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(e.g., Buettner, 2016; Fisher-Onar and Nicolaidis, 2013, 2021; Khakee, 2022; Pace and
Roccu, 2020). As Hansen in this SI (2025) points out, ‘although critical scholarship has
successfully introduced postcolonial and decolonial approaches into EU studies, the la-
cuna as regards the EU’s colonial history remains unfilled’, with more research needed
here.

A related lacuna is that the field has remained race-blind (Bhambra et al., 2020). This
gap is so glaringly ‘hidden in plain sight’ (Henderson, 2014) that it should invite serious
self-reflection amongst all analysts, critical and mainstream alike, and be centred in re-
search and praxis moving forward. In an effort to contribute to such an effort, pieces in
this SI take on racialised erasures. The intersections of race and gender are also probed
in contributors’ exploration of how silence/silencing operates within the EU and member
states’ (gender) regimes and attempts to project these regime(s) abroad (Fisher-Onar
et al., 2025), not least to the Caucasus (Luciani, 2025) and Palestine (Huber, 2025;
Salameh-Puvogel, 2025).

In sum, and aptly, there is diversity across this special issue, even as space constraints
mean we cannot showcase the breadth of critical thinking with promise for allyship. Con-
tributions range from critical feminist/queer and postcolonial/decolonial approaches
which co-resist (Salameh-Puvogel, 2025) to more pragmatist approaches which seek to
persuade the larger IR community to open the mainstream to critical insights (and, it is
hoped, eventual paradigm shift) (Keukeleire and Lecocq, 2025). We see such tensions
as creative at a world historical moment when the field is gradually opening to diversity,
whilst simultaneously experiencing profound backlash, including by political actors who
are challenging academic freedom when it comes, for instance, to the study of gender and
coloniality. In this context, allyship across diverse approaches can help to gird ways of
knowing and doing at the nexus of EU Studies and IR which might not agree on all
counts, but which share recognition of — and a desire to confront — the historical and con-
temporary forms of injustice that infuse our international system.

Conclusions

Allyship is an unfolding relationship of mutuality encompassing selves and others.
Rooted in epistemic humility, self-reflection and relational learning, it evolves through
concrete practices of being, feeling, thinking and acting in solidarity. As a co-constitutive,
transformative, multi-directional and ever-unfolding process, critical allyship from the lo-
cal to the global scales is based on neither realist reification nor liberal dilution of allies’
differences. Rather, critical engagement with diversity is a form of mutuality that may
emerge from a shared concern of the powerful/less, that of working for a world less bur-
dened by oppression (Sadiki and Saleh, 2025). Care for others is interwoven with evolv-
ing care for the self — a fitting foundation for learning to better live together on our rather
small planet, with its profoundly interconnected challenges.

Closing with reference to the EU’s global role, allyship, we have argued, can help to
de-normalise the hierarchies that hold up the house of IR, furnishing insights on how
the Union can ‘fail better’ in a multiplex world. After all, the EU’s interaction capacity
— at least with (re-)emerging global ‘South’ and ‘East’ actors — is significantly compro-
mised by its ‘organised hypocrisy’ (Huber, 2025) regarding the many forms of injustice
highlighted in these pages. Moving towards allyship augurs a transformative learning

© 2025 The Author(s). JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies published by University Association for Contemporary European Studies and John Wiley & Sons
Ltd.

85UBD| SUOWILLIOD BAIERID B|ed!dde 8Ly Aq paueA0B 818 B VO 128N JO S9N Joj ARq 1 BUIIUO AB]IM UO (SUOIPUOD-PU.-SWLB W' A3 | 1M ARR1d| U |UO//Sd1U) SUORIPUOD PUE SWB L 84} 885 *[SZ0Z/2T /0] Uo ARIqIT 2UIIUO ABIIM “eUI0!qIsIRISRAIIN BAN AQ £92ET'SWOI/TTTT OT/I0PAL0Y A3 1w Ateid 1)U uo//SdY wioiy pepeojumoq ‘G ‘S22 ‘596589 T



Towards Allyship in Diversity? Critical Perspectives on the European Union’s Global Role 1411

process in which the EU would embrace a richer understanding of diversity, both inter-
nally and in its external relations, embarking on a journey of multi-directional learning.
The point is not stabilisation alla realism or harmonisation a/la liberalism. Rather, it is
the pursuit of greater mutuality in spaces from trade and climate negotiations to immigra-
tion policy, helping to foster the inclusive pluralism that so many in and beyond Europe
indeed hold dear. The time could not be more ripe at a world historic moment when
allyship and emerging solidarities are targeted by exclusionary forces seeking to disman-
tle legal norms and legitimise arbitrary rule at the nexus of domestic and international pol-
itics. Our proposal of allyship offers an alternative animated by empathy.
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