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From Westphalia to contested states
The Westphalian paradigm positioned sovereignty at the heart of political claims 

and expression, sealing the supremacy of sovereign states in an emerging world order (Tilly, 
2017). The acknowledgment of sovereignty as a central component of political association 
transformed world politics and established the new rules for international engagement based 
on mutual recognition, autonomy and non-interference (Krasner, 2001). The French Revolution 
strengthened popular sovereignty, whereas the 19th century nationalist movements across 
Europe ascribed an ethnocentric dimension to it, signifying the conception of what is 
colloquially known as the ‘nation-state’ (Anderson, 2020).

Globalisation came to alter the way sovereign states act and perceive themselves 
within the international system. The prospect of economic development, the need for peace 
and the idea that international cooperation is necessary in a multipolar world boosted 
multilateralism. Motivated to ensure their territorial, economic and ethno-linguistic survival, 
states sought participation in larger structures and instituted global bodies for the purpose 
of establishing common safeguards that would regulate international public affairs. In some 
cases, states went as far as to become part of political unions featuring elements of 
supranationalism or endorsing loose partnerships with hybrid governance. These new 
multilateral formulas were neither compliant nor incompatible with the Westphalian rules. 
On the one hand, the voluntary pooling of a certain amount of authority by sovereign states 
to globalised institutions confirmed the leading role of state actors in the global scene (Gilpin, 
2011). On the other hand, it also meant a major shift in the structural organisation of 
sovereignty, as certain vital functions previously owned by the state itself were conferred to 
larger supranational structures with multi-layered decision-making (Beck, 2005). 

Therefore, new joint models of hybrid governance have emerged in the 20th and 
21st centuries, validating the role of nation-states as the primary but not sole legitimate 
agent of political authority (Sassen, 1996). A prominent example of a political formation 
comprising shared spaces and unified structures is the European Union (EU). Its mandate 
and capacities stem from those of the European states, thus entrenching the Westphalian 
rationale on the one hand, and reconfiguring it into a collective assemblage of power, 
representation, constitution and governance on the other (Nicolaïdis, 2004). The EU project 
has been based on a liberal formula that does not threaten the dominant role of sovereign 
nation-states (Weiss, 2000) but instead reinforces their international presence by merging 
national capabilities to achieve larger, commonly designated, strategic interests.

The new heights and lengths of sovereignty, moving from an exclusive rule to an 
integrated spectrum, pointed towards a new understanding of the concept (Slaughter, 2005). 
The credentials for acquiring and maintaining sovereignty - namely monopoly of power, 
external representation and governance over a certain territory - were enriched with access 
to international fora and membership in large multi-national organisations, showcasing a 
litany of contemporary parameters embedded within the traditional sovereign textbook. 
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However, the normative evolution of sovereignty by no means led to the dismantling 
of its core values. Instead, it brought forward a modern manifestation of it, showing its 
conceptual elasticity within the globalised context. But even as such, sovereignty has remained 
unattainable for agents with disputed status, territories with unfulfilled decolonisation, 
breakaway or seceding entities. For those entities, which emerged during the asymmetric 
evolution of global architecture between Westphalia and Globalism but have never found 
their own place within the international sovereign system, the juggling between normative 
acknowledgement and political invisibility continues until today (Paasi, 1996). Some have 
progressively developed state-like features, namely internal structures, bureaucracies, symbols 
and anthems as well as ministries, protocols, institutions and embassies abroad. Defying the 
precarious statehood status and marginal external recognition, they often embrace, reproduce 
and mimic sovereign elements to obtain legitimacy and gain recognition. 

Under the assumption that political authority is not the exclusive prerogative of 
state actors but often an element that can be shared, divided or split in a de facto manner 
with contested states, I identify two types of actors, beside the sovereign state, which exercise 
‘sovereign’ powers in formal and/or informal ways. On the one hand, large supranational 
institutions, whose authority is mandated by a delegation of power and pooling of sovereign 
functions by sovereign states themselves (e.g. the EU). And on the other hand, contested 
states, which despite operating at the margins of the international system, embody 
sovereign-like manifestations and perform sovereignty to achieve recognition. 

Inspired by their correlation and their often in-parallel operation, this thesis offers 
a rigorous analysis of the EU’s external action with regard to contested states. It will unpack 
how contested claims, ‘state-esque’ institutional fixtures, disputed political aspirations and 
unrecognised statehood displays impact the EU’s role and engagement in Kosovo, Cyprus/
Turkish Republic of northern Cyprus (TRNC) and Palestine. All three cases present major 
shortcomings in their internal and/or external sovereignty and thus classify as contested 
states due to the partial or complete absence of international recognition.

Against this backdrop, the overarching question of this research is ‘How does 
contested statehood impact the EU’s external action?’. As ‘impact’, I define the forceful or 
mild, direct or implied exercise of pressure that leads to alteration or major shift on direction. 
The research question is answered through four research articles which have their own 
research methods, slightly different approaches, literature reviews and empirics, and feature 
in the chapters following this introduction. The impact of contested statehood on the EU’s 
external action is being addressed through the following sub-questions which are answered 
in the respective chapters of the thesis:

o	 How does contested statehood influence the role, policies and initiatives of the 
EU, and in turn how does that influence vary (high/low) depending on the 
domain it is being exercised in (internal/external sovereignty)?

o	 What are the unintended consequences of the EU’s engagement with contested 
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states?
o	 How do contested states perform external statehood and, through diplomacy, 

seek international legitimacy, and how does international discourse function 
counterproductively in the pursuit of internationalisation?

o	 How does the necropolitical management of the EU enable the demise of 
contested states? 

The contribution of the first sub-question to the overarching research question is a 
clustered1 analysis of internal and external sovereignty in order to present contested 
statehood’s impact on the EU’s engagement in Kosovo. The division is employed to show 
whether the degree of influence oscillates when situated in a) the context of high politics 
(diplomacy), focusing on the repercussions of Kosovo’s non-recognition by five EU Member 
States (EU MS); and b) the crisis management context (institution and capacity building), 
where discussion revolves around the influence of statehood contestation on the work of 
the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) mission of the European Union Rule of Law 
Mission in Kosovo (EULEX). 

The second sub-question delves into the impact of the EU’s engagement vis-à-vis 
the contested state of the TRNC. The contribution to the main research question lies in seeing 
beyond the EU’s premeditated policy aspiration, shedding light on consequences which do 
not belong in the EU’s agenda but still occur unintentionally. The case focus is placed on 
deciphering the offshoot of EU’s policymaking and in particular the multitude of unintended 
consequences that emerge despite the EU’s willingness or intention to pursue them, as well 
as the management of these unintended outcomes, based on the level of impact and their 
desirability towards the EU strategic goals in Cyprus. 

The third sub-question asks about the way contested states conduct themselves in 
the international arena by performing sovereign-like diplomatic practices to achieve legitimacy. 
The contribution to the key research question is a better understanding of how contested 
states perform sovereignty through diplomatic performances in the midst of non- or partial 
recognition. The focus is placed on analysing contested states’ external statehood 
performativity, namely how contested states strive to internationalise their agency whilst 
international discourse resists that very process of internationalisation. 

The fourth sub-question contributes to the overriding research question by assessing 
whether the EU adheres to its own policy commitments when those pertain to the sovereignty 
and statehood of a contested state. The focus is placed on the policy of two-state solution 
between Israel and Palestine which the EU claims to support despite engineering a legal, 
economic and political neutralisation that counter its materialisation. In this context, I call 

1	  Clustering refers to approaching sovereignty’s duality (internal/external) as unitary, independent condition 
hence grouping up manifestations and effect. 
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necropolitical management the vocal pledging of support in theory, in conjunction with the 
slow dismantle and gradual permission of erasure in practice. 

The remainder of this introduction will first discuss the key theoretical building 
blocks of the thesis, namely the main literatures I engaged with. It will then move to the 
methodological design, illustrating the methods used, the cases studies, the research tools 
and data management. Finally, I will present the thesis structure and share some brief 
reflections from the field.

Key theoretical building blocks 

Sovereignty and contested statehood
Sovereignty is the bedrock of global order and the key premise of international 

engagement (Lake, 2003). Serving as a foundation of contemporary politics, it determines 
how state actors operate, co-operate and conduct themselves in the international arena 
(Kurtulus, 2005). Over time, sovereignty has sparked large interdisciplinary interest among 
different professions, disciplines, political and legal cultures (Nagan and Haddad, 2011). Being 
a crosscutting theme (Camilleri and Falk, 1992; Murphy, 2002; Biersteker and Weber, 1996; 
Mason, 2001; Sidaway, 2003; Stacy, 2002), it has attracted interest from several schools of 
thought, which have attempted to define its structural evolution, capturing both the traditional 
essence and its modern twists (Agnew, 2005; Hansen and Stepputat, 2006). Indeed, throughout 
the course of modern history, sovereignty has been subject to changing interpretations 
(Barkin and Cronin, 1994), often viewed either as a legal requirement (Franck, 1990), an 
element spanning beyond territory and borders (Agnew, 1994), or a political indicator 
entangled with geopolitical alliances, power plays and internal adaptations (Scott, 2020). In 
turn, this debate raises the point of what kind of entities make up this world (Bartelson, 2006) 
and whether entities without sovereign credentials can still perform sovereignty in an informal 
manner. 

In principle, sovereignty is an outcome of the scepticism of the international 
community towards secession (Kyris, 2019) as it seals off the possibility of imagining the 
international community in non-sovereign terms (Aalberts, 2004). This is reflected in 
international law, in which states have codified requirements and parameters that make an 
entity sovereign. The Montevideo Convention (1933) outlines four criteria which define 
sovereign statehood, namely: permanent population, defined territory, government, and 
capacity to act with other states. By ticking all four boxes, sovereign state entities are supreme 
agents of the international system and remain a potent source of authority and community 
(Krasner, 1999). Their uncontested power manifests in several ways: monopoly of establishing 
laws, negotiating international agreements, managing domestic political affairs, adopting 
constitutional changes, organising armed forces, and controlling inbound and outbound 
movements at their borders (Florea and Huang, 2025). Taking stock of Krasner’s work (2001:3) 
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which outlines domestic, international, legal, Westphalian and interdependence sovereignty, 
the thesis distinguishes between internal and external manifestations, understanding internal 
sovereignty as the effective control over borders, the ability to govern a certain territory and/
or hold the monopoly of force, and external sovereignty as the possession of legitimate status 
through international (and bilateral) recognitions by other state actors. 

Although Krasner highlights the strong legacy and insusceptibility of the state (Krasner, 
1988), unconventional state-like entities have over time challenged the Westphalian logic of 
sovereignty. Constellations of self-proclaimed authority bring forward sovereign-like claims 
that strive to split, share or divide state authority with sovereign states (Bartelson, 2006). In 
their pursuit of becoming permanent features of the international order, they have attained 
varying degrees of internal/external sovereignty despite incomplete state formation (Newman, 
1998). In reality, these entities contest the consolidated view that sovereign states are the 
only entities worth systematic inquiry (Florea, 2014). Their noticeable longevity has invited 
scholars to delve into their endurance (Knotter, 2024), in particular how they establish 
mechanisms, structures and capacities despite protracted operation on the sidelines of the 
international system (Pegg, 1998). 

Scholarly attention has produced a multitude of terms that could best describe 
contested states’ functioning, with the most prominent among them being ‘unrecognized 
states’ (King, 2001), ‘de facto states’ (Bahcheli et al., 2004), ‘contested states’ (Geldenhuys, 
2009), ‘para-states’ (Baev, 1998) and ‘informal states’ (Isachenko, 2012). The thesis adopts 
the umbrella term ‘contested states’ for two reasons. Firstly, certain terms have negative 
connotations towards contested states’ self-determination campaigns (para-pseudo-phantom). 
Secondly, ‘contested states’ is a more inclusive term accounting for all possible sources of 
statehood contestation, including secession based on self-determination, unfulfilled 
decolonisation or even breakaway attempts from a centralised structure. As such, contested 
statehood is the condition of non- or partial recognition of a state’s sovereign-like claim by 
the rest of the international community (Geldenhuys, 2009).

Whilst some speak about the supremacy of sovereign states in the international 
system, others speak openly about a new phase of international relations ‘beyond Westphalia’ 
(Lyons and Mastanduno, 1995). And while some view contested states as temporary anomalies 
of the global order, Byman and King (2012) argue that they are a new form of state-making 
in the age of globalization. Although both schools of thought have a point, the persistence 
and endurance of contested states suggest that such states are indeed unconventional yet 
permanent features of the global order. Subscribing to Newman’s argument (1998) which 
acknowledges that sovereignty applies within the demarcated and recognized boundaries 
of the state, but is also expressed through de facto manifestations, this thesis moves forward 
to present how EU studies approach, perceive and understand contested statehood. 
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EU studies and contested states
Ever since its creation through the political and economic transformation of the 

European Economic Community (EEC) to a fully-fledged union, the EU has presented an 
expanded length and breadth of diplomacy in its near abroad (Papadimitriou and Petrov, 
2012). The Maastricht Treaty (TEU) (1992), the ‘big-bang’ enlargement (2004) and the Treaty 
of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) (2009) enabled the ‘EU-isation’ of continental 
Europe (Delanty and Rumford, 2005) and expanded the EU’s capabilities by interconnecting 
domestic and supranational levels. The adaptation of national policies and institutions to 
new norms and rules as a result of the implementation of the European acquis at national 
level define what is widely perceived as Europeanisation (Dyson and Goetz, 2003). The growing 
importance of Europeanisation attracted sociologists, anthropologists, historians, geographers 
and political scientists who sought to analyse how Europe ‘hits home’ (Börzel and Risse, 
2000). Since as far back as the 1990s, scholarly work has taken an interest in Europeanisation 
(Featherstone and Radaelli, 2003; Cowles et al., 2001; Dyson, 2002; Radaelli, 2000; Börzel, 
2003; Featherstone, 1998; Graziano, 2012; Goetz and Hix, 2012; Kohler-Koch, 2000; Bulmer, 
2007). It became a ‘buzzword’ in EU studies; a ‘fashionable term’ attracting multidisciplinary 
interest and attention (Olsen, 2002). This thesis, borrowing Radaelli’s definition (2003: 30), 
understands Europeanisation as:

Processes of (a) construction, (b) diffusion, and (c) institutionalization of 
formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of 
doing things’, and shared beliefs and norms which are first defined and 
consolidated in the making of EU public policy and politics and then 
incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political structures 
and public policies.

Whilst the EU expanded its own diplomacy, tools and capabilities, its overall 
transformation coincided with the collapse of long-standing unions (Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR), Yugoslavia). This led to major challenges for the EU such as unresolved 
territorial disputes, independence campaigns and self-determination cessations in neighbouring 
countries, countries the EU cooperates with and beyond. Faced with regional turbulence and 
rapidly evolving situations on its doorstep, the EU instrumentalised Europeanisation to project 
actorness, steer cooperation, channel democracy promotion and, most importantly, utilise 
it as a catalyst for resolving territorial dilemmas, political shortcomings and contested statehood 
(Bouris and Papadimitriou, 2020).

Contested states are neither new nor unknown entities for the EU. The expansion 
of the Union in the early 1990s and late 2000s brought the EU closer to a lot of contested 
states. A large body of literature has approached these states through the link between 
Europeanisation and conflict resolution (Berg, 2009; Bouris and Kyris, 2017; Kyris, 2016; 
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Bouris and Papadimitriou, 2020, Noutcheva, 2018, Coppieters, 2004), the EU’s engagement 
in conflict-laden areas (Tocci, 2008; Vahl and Emerson, 2004) as well as Europeanisation and 
state-building incentives in the context of contested statehood (Tansey, 2007; Bieber, 2018; 
Bouris, 2014).  

In essence, contested states are polities which embrace and perform state-like 
functions. They possess symbols, run elections, collect taxes, issue visas and have their own 
armed forces (Byman and King, 2012). At the same time, they operate in the ‘gaps’ between 
and across recognized states (Mandaville, 1999), with their ‘legal status being uncertain, their 
international standing being indefinite, their legal existence being often relative, and their 
security situation being at times precarious’ (Kurtulus, 2005: 105). Their longevity gained 
traction in academia with emphasis on their political systems (Kolstø and Blakkisrud, 2008), 
specific characteristics (Caspersen, 2012; Geldenhuys, 2009), their pursuit of international 
recognition (Bahcheli, Bartman and Srebrnik, 2004) and the international community’s 
reactions to their statehood aspirations (Pegg, 1998; Fabry, 2010). Although much has been 
written about their rise or demise (Coggins, 2014; Wimmer, 2012; Florea, 2017), the more 
contested states have endured, the more pertinent the question on how to engage with 
them has become (Ker-Lindsay, 2018; Caspersen, 2020).

Europeanisation and the EU’s broader policy portfolio is often challenged by the 
‘contestedness’ of contested states. ‘Contestedness’ denotes the achieved level of statehood 
threshold, measured by the ability of the contested state to perform internal and external 
sovereign functions. The contestedness not only poses a great challenge to the EU’s 
policymaking, as it often compels it to shift priorities, readjust policy objectives and alter 
strategy vis-à-vis and in contested states (Noutcheva, 2020), but it also amplifies the internal 
divisions and complexity of the EU’s decision-making architecture. In fact, contestedness 
takes a toll on the EU’s foreign policy as the shared responsibility among EU stakeholders, 
the unclear mandates in certain policy frameworks and the costly process of coordination 
between large institutions - coupled with national agendas, distinct foreign policy priorities, 
economic ties and the political/historical sensitivities of EU MS - hamper the EU’s external 
action. 

 To counter normative, practical and political limitations stemming from its 
institutional structure, the EU opted for an ‘engagement without recognition’ policy formula 
(Ker-Lindsay, 2015). This formula offers narrow openings of cooperation enabling engagement 
with contested states without implying or equalling recognition. Although this policy enables 
the EU’s engagement with contested states by overcoming dilemmas of statehood and 
sovereignty, it nevertheless presents finite possibilities. The limitations of such a formula 
leaves room for engagement with other foreign actors who often antagonise Europeanisation. 
The fading leverage of the EU’s role, the declining value of the European offering and the 
distancing of a contested state from the framework of Europeanisation signal the gradual 
occurrence of De-Europeanisation (Aydın-Düzgit and Kaliber, 2016). In particular, this thesis 
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understands De-Europeanisation as the condition when contested states previously endorsing 
Europeanisation goals and values undertake a major shift to embrace the agenda and objectives 
of a competing (to the EU) third party. 

Having said that, contested statehood represents a matter of increasing importance 
for European affairs, with significant implications for its external action and beyond (Whitman 
and Wolf, 2012; Bouris, 2014). However, a large part of academic work which has aimed to 
decipher that impact, follows a narrow, Eurocentric epistemology, employing binary 
perspectives. Focused on measuring the ‘impact-no impact’ or ‘success-no success’ indicators 
of the EU’s engagement in contested states, mainstream scholarly contributions account 
solely for what the EU purportedly seeks (Schimmelfennig, 2015; Börzel, 2011). As a result, 
they overlook unintended consequences that emerge that are influential in domestic dynamics 
and power interplays in contested states. 

Expanding these boundaries, this thesis engages with the literature on ‘unintended 
consequences’ (Vernon, 1979), seeing beyond the EU’s designated foreign policy goals and 
priorities. In particular, the thesis utilises the concept of unintended consequences to identify 
those that emerge as offshoots of the EU’s role and policies in contested states. The literature 
defines unintended consequences as those whose occurrence was neither pursued nor aimed 
for by the acting party (Burlyuk, 2017). The concept of unintended consequences has been 
used in EU studies to discuss internal and external policies (Murphy, 2013; Stevens, 2006; 
Casier, 2019), cooperation and capacity building (Daase and Friesendorf, 2010), democracy 
promotion (Dandashly and Noutcheva, 2019) and contested statehood (Bouris, 2019).

The engagement with the literatures on De-Europeanisation and unintended 
consequences stems from my intention to better understand how Europeanisation works in 
practice and identify its limits when faced with contested statehood. By doing so, I grasp how 
the EU organises its engagement in contested states, what workarounds it employs to still 
engage despite the absence of recognition, and what emerges not as a result of its strategic 
policymaking in contested states but in spite of it. 

Critical literatures and contested states
Krasner argues that an alternative status does not necessarily condemn an entity 

to death or irrelevance (Krasner, 1999: 228). Indeed, contested states have not only survived 
for decades, but most of them have scaled up their sovereign manifestations to resemble 
sovereign states (Lynch, 2004; Pegg, 1998; Florea, 2017; Visoka, 2019). Through external 
statehood performativity, which is defined as a continuous demonstration of institutional 
competence vis-à-vis others (Adler and Pouliot, 2011, Braun, Schindler and Wille, 2019), 
contested states aim to communicate with the outer world and, in the long term, achieve 
recognition. Literature has thoroughly examined statehood performativity (Adler-Nissen, 
2016; Brundage, 2023; Pouliot and Cornut, 2015, Wiseman, 2015), in particular the role of 
re-iterative practices in projecting sovereignty (Černy, 2024; Jeffrey, 2012; Hopf, 2010) and 
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the value of these practices to the consolidation of that performative claim itself (Der Derian, 
1987; Doty, 1996). 

But the performativity of external statehood does not automatically secure 
recognition. Contested states’ attempts to break through and become a member of the 
international sovereign order are often countered by the rules of the international system 
generated by state actors. To better understand external statehood performativity, this thesis 
explores the elements of ‘agency’ and ‘discourse’. The former accounts for the actor’s ability 
to act and perform sovereignty, which in the case of contested states occur through everyday 
diplomatic practices, rituals, language symbols and mannerisms (Visoka, 2018; Braun, Schindler 
and Wille, 2019; Knotter, 2021; Fartan and Bouris, 2025). The latter refers to the playbook 
of international engagement which encapsulates principles, unwritten rules, behavioural 
codes, ethics, international policies, dominant perceptions and hegemonic narratives (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985; Kullenberg, 2019). The clash between the ‘agency’ and the ‘discourse’ 
illustrates how contested states internationalise their claim but how that claim is structurally 
contained by the very system contested states seeks recognition from, making external 
statehood performativity both a tool of self-assertion and a theatre of subordination.

Contested states can be countered by the international discourse even if a breakaway 
entity possesses all requirements, obligations, powers and parameters entrenched in statehood 
according to international law (Grzybowski and Koskenniemi, 2015). The political weight of 
an objecting state can supersede legal compliance with statehood criteria. On this, Pegg 
(1998) argues that the domination of empirical over juridical statehood clearly favours 
fully-fledged sovereign states, leading to the global scene being populated by juridical 
sovereigns where the disjuncture between territory and politics is highly unlikely (Murphy, 
2002). 

 But in the case of the EU, what criteria determine which contested states are to be 
treated favourably by the European discourse? Is it a matter that somehow gets affected by 
the complex institutional setup of the EU, is it a political issue subject to national agendas 
and subjective sensitivities of EU MS, or is it a normative question touching upon contestation 
origins and the way the secession had occurred? Although the driving factor behind the EU’s 
policymaking towards contested states seems to lie at the intersection of these three, the 
thesis goes a step ahead to explore how historical continuities define the EU’s understanding 
of what is feasible, relevant, just and worthy of attention by European stakeholders. For this 
reason, the thesis prompts a critical shift to engage with decolonial literatures and thus 
approach the EU as a historical continuum of Europe.

Critical works investigating the EU’s role as a global actor have recently emerged 
(Bouris, Fisher-Onar and Huber, 2025). These gauge the EU’s role in post-conflict recovery 
and reconstruction (Bouris, 2012, 2014, 2019; Diez and Pace, 2011) and vis-à-vis international 
law (Pace 2009; Del Sarto 2014; Bicchi and Voltolini 2018; Huber 2018, 2025). Furthermore, 
the literature has spotlighted discrepancies between what is officially said and what is 
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practically done by the EU in areas with colonial reigns (Bicchi and Voltolini, 2018; Bouris and 
Fernández-Molina, 2024; Del Sarto, 2019; Huber, 2018; Miller, 2011). Moreover, over the 
years, scholarly work has discussed the sustainment of colonial hierarchies and racialised 
logics through Western knowledge production (Said, 1993), physical, immaterial and intellectual 
dimensions of structural violence (Fanon, 1952), representations of a colonised agent in the 
midst of an existential struggle (Spivak, 1988), structures of colonial domination which 
maintain the relation of Western culture with the Other (Huber, 2025) and coloniality as a 
form of domination in today’s world (Quijano, 2007). 

To better understand how the EU navigates colonial legacies and continuities in 
contested states, I employ the concept of ‘necropolitics’. Necropolitics takes stock of the 
concept of ‘biopolitics’ according to which race, religion and skin colour are important 
parameters to determine whether someone will be subject to privilege or erasure (Foucault, 
1984). This connection enables the thesis to show how Western colonialism seizes the 
cognitive, material, economic, political and social means of a colonised agent to maintain a 
rule that polices progress and dictates development (Coulthard, 2014). And how, in turn, 
colonised (and contested) agents are expected to normalise structural containment, economic 
suffocation and political sterilisation as a result of their own coloniality (Chakrabarty, 1992).

Necropolitics is a novel concept in the context of contested statehood and EU studies. 
It helps debunk disguised normative, political and procedural limitations, instead showing 
how a modern neocolonial rule utilises agony and despair to enable oppression, suffering 
and deprivation (Mbembe, 2019). In particular, the thesis discusses how inaction, evasion of 
responsibility and normalisation of suffering is enabled through technocratic and ‘charity 
management’, and how liberal stereotypes and colonial legacies erase the ‘Other’ through 
indifference, delay and neutralisation (Said, 1978). The reason I opted for a decolonial reading 
of contested statehood is to shed light on the real reasons, factors and conditions that compel 
contested states to invisibility despite fulfilling all legal criteria to statehood and projecting 
strong empirical manifestations of external sovereignty. This has allowed me to ultimately 
investigate whether colonial legacies and logics still inform the EU’s external action when 
dealing with contested states’ recognition campaigns. 

The next section discusses the methodology, case studies, design and research tools 
of the thesis, as well as data management and thesis structure. 

Methodology 

Methodological rationale and Case studies
The overarching aim of this research is to answer the question, ‘How does contested 

statehood impact the EU’s external action?’ through theoretically substantiated and 
empirically grounded findings stemming from engagement with well-established literatures 
such as the ones on sovereignty, statehood and Europeanisation, as well as themes which 

// The magenta border indicates the final size and will not be visible in the final product //
// Please note: this PDF proof is not suitable for applying corrections //



87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos
Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026 PDF page: 26PDF page: 26PDF page: 26PDF page: 26

Chapter 1

26

were only recently utilised for the study of the EU’s engagement in contested states, namely 
De-Europeanisation, unintended consequences and necropolitics. The reason for blending 
widely used literatures and new concepts is because I aim to capture more than the mere 
emergence of contested claims. Moreover, the literatures on Europeanisation, the EU and 
conflict resolution treat contested states as ‘passive entities’ offering an ‘outside-in’ perspective 
to the study of contested statehood. The synthesis of different debates provides the conceptual 
depth for a more ‘inside-out’ outlook reflecting the efforts of contested states to remain 
afloat while shedding light on their non-linear trajectories and the EU’s engagement towards 
them. 

For instance, while the literature on Europeanisation offers insights into how the 
EU interacts with contested states, the literature on De-Europeanisation presents the limits 
of that cooperation by presenting competing policy frameworks by other major actors. 
Similarly, while the discussion on sovereignty helps unpack the impact of contested statehood 
on the EU’s engagement, the literature on unintended consequences shows unintentional 
outcomes which remain overlooked as they stretch beyond the EU’s official agenda and 
priorities. Furthermore, the discussion on performativity and diplomatic practices shows how 
the internationalisation campaign of a contested agency is countered by existing norms and 
principles of the sovereign international discourse. The engagement with the critical concept 
of necropolitics helps not only to peruse the EU policy response to the process of 
internationalisation of contested states’ agency but goes even further by assessing the actual 
adherence to and genuine upholding of the EU’s own discursive commitments towards 
contested states’ statehood recognition claims.  

Following the same rationale, I aim to address the central research question through 
a case study approach. The reason for that decision is the dynamic and volatile nature of 
contested statehood. Case studies are meant to provide empirical information and everyday 
practices that could support the document study and offer tangible evidence of structural 
limitations, internal fragmentations and underplayed inconsistencies within the EU as well 
as in contested states. As ‘cases’, I define contested states with extensive dealings and ties 
with the EU either through the prospect of membership (Kosovo), association in cooperation 
frameworks (Palestine) or membership (Cyprus/TRNC). Although all three cases unite under 
the common denominator of partial or complete absence of recognition, they differ 
significantly, touching upon different policy dimensions (enlargement/cooperation/integration) 
and presenting different levels of statehood thresholds, degrees of sovereignty and sources/
origins of contestation. The reason I employ the most different systems design (Anckar, 2008) 
is to approach contested statehood through different angles and thus unfold the diverse 
repercussions and multidimensional reverberations of each contested statehood case on the 
EU’s engagement. The case studies are outlined below.

// The magenta border indicates the final size and will not be visible in the final product //
// Please note: this PDF proof is not suitable for applying corrections //



87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos87460-263265-bw-Lefteratos
Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026Processed on: 15-4-2026 PDF page: 27PDF page: 27PDF page: 27PDF page: 27

1

 Introduction

27

Kosovo
Kosovo is a case of relatively successful internal and external sovereignty although 

it has neither succeeded to claim absolute territorial control nor become a member of the 
United Nations (UN). In the internal realm, since 2008 and the independence declaration, 
Kosovo has established functional governance mechanisms that rule internal affairs effectively. 
The Pristina government exercises control over its territory except for the Serbian dominated 
part in the north that presents administrative, territorial and governance-related challenges 
(Pinos, 2015). In the external dimension, albeit privileged with 108 recognitions - some of 
which by strong international players (Japan, Germany, the United States) - and access to 
several international fora and organisations, the post-conflict UN-led arrangements (mission 
and resolution) and the veto of major international actors (China and Russia) prevent it from 
becoming a sovereign member of the international community (Antonenko, 2023). The EU’s 
engagement in Kosovo is realised through the EU Office in Kosovo, the EU Special Representative 
(EUSR) and the CSDP mission ‘EULEX’ supporting the strengthening of judicial institutions. 
Kosovo holds a ‘potential candidate’ status for membership of the EU whereas the political 
framework guiding EU-Kosovo relations is the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) 
signed with EU institutions. 

Turkish Republic of northern Cyprus
Unlike Kosovo’s relative success on both strands, the TRNC exhibits overwhelming 

statehood contestation in both internal and external sovereignty (Kyris, 2019). Following the 
partition of Cyprus in the early 1970s, Turkish Cypriots established governing mechanisms 
and administrative functions in the northern part of the island under the umbrella of the 
TRNC, established in 1983. Although its internal structures operate relatively successfully, 
the TRNC relies heavily on Turkey for resources and bureaucratic support as the latter is the 
only state actor that has recognised its independence act and international stature (Özdemir 
2025). The EU formally rejects the legitimacy of the TRNC but channels support to the Turkish 
Cypriot community through the Republic of Cyprus (RoC), a member of the EU. Although the 
EU MS do not recognise the TRNC, the EU views the Turkish Cypriot community as an important 
component of a single, bizonal and bicommunal Cyprus, which is a member of the EU as 
stipulated by the EU accession treaty of RoC in the early 2000s. 

Palestine
Palestine can be characterized as the most ‘uncontested contested state’. It illustrates 

solid international presence with 157 bilateral recognitions and membership to the UN under 
a ‘non-member observer state’ status (Rezazadeh and Ranjbarian, 2019). At the same time, 
it has relatively stable internal functioning with ministries, an independent legal system and 
administrative mechanisms/functions despite operating under an illegal foreign occupation. 
The EU’s engagement with Palestine is established through the participation of the latter in 
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the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) instrument and through bilateral initiatives that 
foresee reforms, humanitarian aid and development support. In Palestine, the EU is present 
with the Office of the European Union Representative (West Bank and Gaza Strip, the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) in Jerusalem, 
and two CSDP missions: the European Union Police Mission for the support of Palestinian 
Police and the Rule of Law in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (EUPOL COPPS) and the 
European Union Border Assistance Mission at the Rafah Crossing Point (EUBAM Rafah). At 
the same time, due to the standstill between Israel and Palestine, the EU has deployed a 
EUSR for the Middle East Peace Process.

Table 1. Integrated view of case studies (compiled by the author)

Kosovo Palestine TRNC
Internal sovereignty Relatively solid with 

well-functioning institutions 
(partial control in northern 
Kosovo).

Relatively stable but under 
illegal foreign occupation 
that practically fragments 
and undoes internal 
sovereignty.

Established institutions with 
high reliance on external 
patronage and support.

External sovereignty Recognitions by major 
international players but no 
UN status.

UN status (non-member 
observer state) and 
recognition by more than 
two thirds of UN member 
states.

One recognition (by 
Turkey).

Relations with the 
EU

•	 Potential membership 
status.

•	 Stabilisation 
and Association 
Agreement with EU 
institutions. 

•	 Deployment of 
EULEX Kosovo (CSDP 
mission).

•	 European Union 
Office in Kosovo/ 
EUSR in Kosovo.

•	 Member of 
the European 
Neighbourhood 
Policy.

•	 Interim Association 
Agreement.

•	 Deployment of 
EUBAM Rafah and 
EUPOL COPPS (CSPD 
missions).

•	 Office of the 
European Union 
Representative (West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, 
UNRWA)/ EUSR for 
the Middle East Peace 
Process.

•	 Part of the EU 
(territorially) but with 
suspension of EU 
acquis in the northern 
part until a settlement 
is reached (Article 1 
of Protocol 10 of the 
Accession Treaty).

Current situation/ 
contested statehood 
origins

•	 Self-proclaimed 
independence.

•	 Secession attempt.

•	 Foreign Occupation.

•	 Unfulfilled 
Decolonisation.

•	 Internal division and 
self-proclaimed 
independence.

•	 Breakaway status.
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Methodological design
Each of the four chapters following the introduction corresponds to a published 

article in an academic journal and each one of them employs a different approach to and 
angle on contested statehood. This section sets out the overarching methodology for the 
thesis as a whole, even if there are slight differences in the chapters.

In the case of Kosovo, the EU (precisely the EU MS, as only states can recognise 
states) is leaning favourably towards its statehood aspiration through support of the declaration 
of independence by the large majority of the member states. However, a fully-fledged 
recognition is not possible due to the veto by five EU MS who persistently reject the validity 
of Kosovo’s independence act (Koeth, 2010). At the same time however, the EU as a whole 
supports (or tolerates, for the non-recognising five) the idea of reinforcing Kosovo’s internal 
institutions (Baracani, 2020). 

The discrepancy of EU policy on the level of diplomacy and on the level of 
state-building inspired this thesis to research ‘How does contested statehood influence the 
role, policies and initiatives of the EU, and in turn how does that influence vary (high/
low) depending on the domain it is being exercised in (internal/external sovereignty)?’ 
The novelty as regards the methodological approach lies in the way I approach sovereignty. 
Although scholarly work acknowledges sovereignty’s dual dimension (internal and external), 
the majority of it approaches sovereignty as an integrated, unified and linear condition. This 
thesis divides sovereignty, analysing internal and external sovereignty separately without 
perceiving it as a unitary condition and without discussing the interdependent relation of 
the two. That said, I carry out an independent assessment of the internal and external displays 
in order to assess whether the impact of contestedness fluctuates when approached in the 
context of EU high politics and diplomacy (external sovereignty) compared to crisis management 
and state-building (internal sovereignty). In the external dimension, the assessment evaluates 
the effect of Kosovo’s contested statehood on the EU’s diplomatic capabilities and 
decision-making abroad, whereas in the internal dimension it focuses on the everyday 
functioning of EULEX. For both, I used secondary resources but relied heavily on empirical 
information with Kosovan and European officials in Kosovo and Brussels. 

In the case of the TRNC, the thesis aims to answer, ‘What are the unintended 
consequences of the EU’s engagement with contested states?’. The TRNC is a contested 
state whose central authority and overall self-determination campaign is unanimously rejected 
by EU MS in compliance with United Nations Security Council Resolutions (UNSCR) 541/1983 
and 550/1984. The official (and unchanged over time) position of the EU is that the Turkish 
Cypriot community and the Greek Cypriots (currently the RoC) shall be united under a bizonal, 
bicommunal federation. In such a straightforward situation where the EU unanimously turns 
down independence and there is no direct communication between the EU and TRNC officials, 
very few aspects of Europeanisation seem to be unaccounted for by scholarly work. The 
thesis brings forward the idea that despite the stagnating reconciliation process between 
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the two communities, there is much to analyse and discuss on Cyprus. Trying to see beyond 
the wall of non-interaction and international isolation, this thesis suggests that there is a 
pluriverse of hidden, unnoticed and disguised policy elements emerging as the result of EU 
policymaking in Cyprus, though without the intention of the EU to pursue, work towards or 
aim for. Utilising the concept of ‘unintended consequences’, I research consequences which 
emerge without being intended i.e. without being part of the EU’s purported aspiration in 
Cyprus. 

I identified these unintended consequences by operationalising the conceptual 
framework provided by Burlyuk (2017) and Burlyuk and Noutcheva (2019), which consists 
of three major indicators: the ‘what’, the ‘why’ and the ‘how’. Firstly, the ‘what’ refers to the 
type of unintended consequence and is established after defining the actor’s stated intention. 
To establish the intent, I went through legal and policy documents, press releases and official 
statements of the EU. I collected those which set out clearly the strategic intention of the 
EU in Cyprus. Once collected, I joined the dots between statements by different European 
stakeholders to construe the intention. Secondly, the ‘why’ denotes the reason for its 
occurrence, which can be a direct result of a policy, an outcome of a wrong assessment, or 
an outcome that could not be prevented due to internal and/or external circumstances. For 
this indicator, I relied once again on the EU’s official declarations, stated positions and formal 
communiques and followed the same approach on collection and analysis in order to 
understand how and what are the reasons for their emergence. The last indicator, the ‘how’, 
discusses the management of those unintended consequences by the involved actor (in this 
case the EU). It is inherently connected to the value of the unintended consequence which 
can be desirable for the EU agenda (even if it was not pursued in the first place) or undesirable,  
undoing the work of the EU and going against its strategic aspiration. Depending on whether 
the value is positive or negative, the EU can either tolerate its impact, undertaking mild 
measures of symbolic nature, or work towards its effective mitigation with resolute, corrective 
measures. 

For the establishment of the ‘how’ indicator, the other two indicators are essential 
as the actor’s intention (‘what’) and reason of emergence (‘why’) explain, and to a certain 
extent foresee, what the EU’s management of a particular unintended consequence will be. 
For instance, an unintended consequence with low desirability and high impact that frustrates 
the EU’s intention and occurred either through misdiagnosis or as an unforeseen development 
will lead to decisive mitigating measures. In contrast, an unintended consequence that either 
supports the stated intention with high desirability or does not go against the intention and 
has very low impact can be tolerated or allowed to emerge without any immediate, rectifying 
measures. Focusing on two landmark events, namely the 2004 referendum in which the two 
communities were invited to cast their ballot for the reunification of the island based on a 
UN-led proposal, and the 2016-2017 UN reconciliation talks, the thesis enquires about the 
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role and policies of the EU in Cyprus and how these generated unintended consequences 
that played a significant role in maintaining partition instead of engineering unification.

In the case of Palestine, the thesis discusses the EU’s external action vis-à-vis Palestine 
and its contested statehood in the form of two individual articles. The first research 
sub-question asks ‘How do contested states perform external statehood and, through 
diplomacy, seek international legitimacy and how does international discourse function 
counterproductively in the pursuit of internationalisation?’ whereas the second considers 
‘How does the necropolitical management of the EU enable the demise of contested 
states?’. To answer the former, I focus on Palestinian external statehood performativity, 
namely diplomatic practices, mannerism and everyday rituals of Palestinian external 
sovereignty. I obtained information about these practices through semi-structured interviews 
with Palestinian and European academics and policymakers (see more in the next section 
‘Research Method and Tools’). I analyse the empirical insights aimed at understanding what 
each one of these performances aim to achieve, connecting them to the bigger picture, and 
in particular the Palestinian strive to achieve recognition. 

Concretely, I examine how everyday manifestations of Palestinian external sovereignty 
and specifically Palestinian diplomatic practices are utilised as a status-seeking device and 
as means to secure recognition. All these performative displays undertaken within the broader 
framework of diplomacy are defined as the ‘agency’ which Palestine strives to internationalise 
in order to achieve international recognition. The thesis also discusses ‘discourse’, which is 
viewed as the playbook of international engagement, entailing norms, rules and consolidated 
principles generated by state actors. By approaching the ‘agency’ in conjunction with 
‘discourse’, I show how external sovereignty is instrumentalised to achieve recognition, yet 
how recognition is countered by the very same system Palestine tries to mimic. In this context, 
the thesis also presents the EU’s position towards the Palestinian agency, which on the one 
hand shows acknowledgment and reciprocity, and on the other neutralisation and invisibility, 
as the factor of Israeli foreign occupation predominantly shapes the EU’s discourse towards 
Palestine. 

To answer the latter, the thesis draws methodologically on the work of Edward Said 
(1993), providing a contrapuntal reading of the EU’s policy statements, press releases and 
political initiatives relating to the ‘two-state solution’ in Palestine. Such a method allows to 
do a conscious reading, keeping the influence of European coloniality in mind (Chowdhry, 
2007) and helps highlight the discourse-practice and policy-practice gaps. The EU’s policy on 
Palestine is established through legal documents, policy briefs, formal statements and official 
commitments. Comparing these with the actual policies and initiatives of the EU on the 
ground, the thesis aims to show discrepancies, contradictions and inconsistencies around 
what is said and what is done in Palestine. The focus is placed on the EU’s discursive 
commitments, legal frameworks, economic policies and politics versus the EU’s outlined 
vision for Palestine over the years. To analyse and explain the EU’s position in a more 
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comprehensive manner, the thesis utilises Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics, questioning 
whether the mismatch is attributed to procedural, political and normative reasons or other 
considerations touching upon race, religion, geography and the concept of the ‘Other’ (Said, 
1978).

Research methods and tools
Aiming to gain empirical insights and analyse how contestation affects the EU’s 

policies, role and presence in contested states, I carried out two online (Kosovo, Cyprus) and 
one in-person fieldwork (Palestine) approved and financed by the Amsterdam Institute for 
Social Science Research. The aim of this fieldwork was to collect empirical information through 
semi-structured interviews with officials, politicians, executive officers, policy experts, 
diplomats, academics, members of civil society, chief advisors and national, EU and international 
officials. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary method for that endeavour, 
as they foreground direct connection, allow for a better grasp of the on-the-ground situation, 
provide access to information beyond formal decisions or official transcripts, and help to 
triangulate material found through other sources (Gliklich and Dreyer, 2014). Interviews were 
selected as the main method of this thesis due to the nature of the topic and its inherent 
political subjectivities. Namely, the insights and practical reflections by executives living and 
making decisions in contested contexts was a vital element for unearthing findings and also 
complementing prior document study. The first-hand empirical information helped me answer 
the main research question more comprehensively and elaborate on my arguments with 
greater clarity. 

The format of interviews was semi-structured, allowing for a fluid, comfortable and 
informal dialogue (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019). Questions were open-ended, encouraging 
stronger engagement and driving the interaction to a more engaging interplay. They were 
carefully crafted to prevent ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers, rather seeking to trigger elaborated discussion 
and elicit detailed responses. Namely, on Kosovo, instead of discussing the leverage of the 
Serbian factor in the region and the subsequent limitations in Northern Mitrovica, I posed 
questions pertinent to UN resolution 1244 and the role of China and Russia in supporting 
Serbia. Also, I did not focus on what the EULEX cannot do due to Kosovo’s contested statehood, 
but rather what they do in spite of it. On the TRNC, I refrained from stating the obvious, 
leaving aside the absence of international recognition as a result of the partition. Instead, I 
delved into how, why and under what circumstances EU policymaking triggers unintended 
consequences which lead to political asymmetries and troubled dynamics in Cyprus. Similarly, 
on Palestine I refrained from discussing the well-researched multidimensional impact of 
foreign occupation. I took it as a given condition, asking how Palestine conducts diplomacy 
and how it tries to defy foreign occupation in order to establish state-like fixtures and achieve 
recognition.  
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Interviews (see Appendix B for an overview) were agreed in advance and lasted for 
approximately an hour. For those online, widely known media platforms were used (Webex, 
Microsoft Teams, Zoom) whereas for the in-person ones, the interview location, time and 
topic were agreed upon in advance. Interview requests were accompanied by a summary of 
the research together with a consent sheet for participation. For cases of high-profile 
politicians, ambassadors or EU officials, consent was acquired orally either due to hesitation 
for written proof of participation or limited time for extra paperwork. I used my official 
university email account to approach interviewees, whereas certain EU employees were 
approached informally through private contacts or the EU internal correspondent systems 
which I have access to. Moreover, certain interviewees preferred to be interviewed through 
social media platforms (Messenger, WhatsApp, Viber) as it spared extra logistical effort on 
their side. Neither translation nor interpretation was used in these interviews. I opted to 
interview people proficient in English as jargoned text or heavy terminology could possibly 
be altered if translated. I used notes and transcribed the outcomes, and some interviews 
were recorded after receiving consent from the interviewee. Overall, interviews abided by 
the following principles (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015):

•	 Acquiring consent: Interviewees were aware of the main aim of the interview. They 
were duly informed what participation meant for them in practice and how their 
contributions would be used in the thesis. It was clear that there was no financial 
remuneration for participation.

•	 Ensuring anonymity: Upon acceptance of the interview invitation, interviewees 
had to fill in a consent form where, apart from giving consent, they could decide 
on anonymity. The participants were given the right to remain anonymous while 
completing the survey (in the case of Kosovo) or during interviews and were offered 
the options of either being quoted directly, not quoted at all, or use their insights 
for context and my own awareness. 

•	 Respecting privacy: Any personal data collected during the interviews was handled 
according to the General Data Protection Regulation and the University of 
Amsterdam’s data privacy standards. I committed to preventing unauthorized access 
to personal information or disclosing data to any third party. All interview materials 
including audiovisual and written contributions were gathered in a pen drive/flash 
memory which will be stored for an appropriate amount of time and is property of 
the University of Amsterdam. The interviewees were informed that they reserve 
the right to access notes, transcripts and survey responses or any other material at 
any given time within the retention period.
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Although interviews were used as the primary research method for gathering empirics 
in chapter 3 (TRNC) and chapter 4 (Palestine), in chapter 2 (Kosovo) and chapter 5 (also 
Palestine), different methods were followed. In chapter 2 (Kosovo), the gathering of empirical 
information was achieved through interviews and a brief survey (see Appendix C for an 
overview of the survey) which each interviewee was invited to fill in prior to the online 
interview. The survey design consisted of Likert scale questions to which respondents had 
to state the level of agreement or disagreement on given statements (Fowler, 2014). The 
survey was developed through a user-friendly EU electronic system. The launching of a survey 
was justified by the fact that this was the first time I had conducted interviews with EU policy 
officials, and therefore I was not aware whether the questions were sharp, on point or 
repetitive for policy practitioners. Once the responses were registered, I used this data to 
slightly adjust interview questions and decide on which aspects I would steer the conversation 
towards. By having a sample of their answers, I was better prepared to shift the focus of 
discussion, insist on points which required in-depth discussion or overlook some others which 
were exhausted at the start. This was a safe way for me to secure truly insightful responses 
and keep discussions focused on the research question, so preventing unnecessary drifting 
or an all-around discussion about Kosovo. 

In chapter 5 (Palestine), no interviews were held. Instead, I carried out a contrapuntal 
reading as a result of my intention to mark a shift towards more critical literatures and 
decolonial frameworks. The contrapuntal method helps decipher Eurocentric meanings, 
notions, statements and words through multiple perspectives which surface marginalised 
and suppressed narratives that conventional boundaries often conceal or tend to sideline 
(Chowdhry, 2007). Leaving aside mainstream interpretations, hegemonic narratives and 
exclusive assumptions, a contrapuntal reading helps spotlight unseen, unknown and unnoticed 
histories linked to the resilience of colonised agents and their fight to break free from the 
interwoven relation of colonial power and imperial policies (Wolff et al., 2022). I read the 
EU’s official documents, legal and policy decisions, press statements and communiques 
contrapuntally, aiming to shed light on major discrepancies between its ‘saying’ and ‘doing’ 
in Palestine. I picked documents from the 1980s until today, with emphasis on the post-7 
October 2023 period, to show how the discourse has evolved throughout time and how EU 
policies have developed in light of the recent major tensions in the Middle East. I selected 
material which include explicit commitments towards Palestinian statehood, are still valid 
and have determined the (unchanged) long-standing position of the EU in Palestine. The 
selection was driven by the intention to illustrate the inconsistent EU position on Palestine 
which, despite recent developments, has never been revisited, discussed or rethought by 
European stakeholders.    
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Data management and health check
The following actions were performed after each interview to ensure data accuracy, 

security and proper storage as per international standards (Ismail, 2020) and AISSR guidelines:  
•	 Registry: Once interviews were concluded, I gathered audiovisual material (including 

video calls and recordings) and compiled notes that contained unstructured 
information. I structured them by categorising contributions according to each case 
study they pertained to. Then, I associated the received empirical information with 
specific interviews and manually assigned the findings to key research sub-questions. 
The accumulated empirical information was stored, categorized and archived to 
ensure logical sequence and order. 

•	 Analysis and Interpretation: I then started the process of interpreting results based 
on the research questions, verifying their significance and identifying how they 
contribute to the main question. I redrafted large parts of them to ensure a 
meaningful flow. After the compilation, registration and categorisation of data, I 
vetted the accuracy, suitability, depth and quality of results. In cases where a recording 
or video was available, I cross-checked the provided information. Where not, I 
followed up with the interviewee to double-check the contribution. 

•	 Data Security and Storage: Once concluded, fieldwork data was encrypted and 
password protected. The collected data will be retained for 7 years. During this 
period, it will be safely and properly stored in a drive accessible only to the author 
and the interviewees upon request to the University of Amsterdam. No data will be 
disclosed to third parties. 

Reflections from the field
The organisation and execution of fieldwork was an enriching experience that left 

a mark on my academic journey. Travelling to contested states helped me produce more 
meaningful research and better understand the implications of territorial fragmentation, 
impaired mobility and everyday constraints. Being an EU practitioner myself, I used that 
positionality to reflect on the actual impact of policy decisions and how these translate in 
real life (Corlett and Mavin, 2018) - how much of an impact I have at work when contributing 
to or implementing European policies, and what these policies might mean for the everyday 
life of people in Europe and beyond. The first-hand witnessing of the on-the-ground situation 
helped me unfold my own reflexivity and question the way I understand and do research 
(Cunliffe, 2011). It also helped me contextualise urgencies and discard underlying assumptions 
and biases stemming from a heavily one-sided Eurocentric perspective.  

On a personal level, the fieldwork experience helped me understand how positionality 
influences the way I approach and interview people (Bourke, 2014). It made me reflect on 
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the purpose of this research and whether I am critical enough when discussing themes like 
contested statehood. It also taught me how to acknowledge the multiple roles and identities 
I embody during that process (Milner, 2007) and be mindful when discussing the complex 
realities of contested statehood with people living in these very situations. Moreover, it made 
me cautious about the delicate balance between bias and detachment, as the position of a 
researcher who is an outsider can help the quality and impartiality of the research, but it can 
also risk an unjust or technocratic approach, removing the human factor from the equation 
(Collins, 1999). Overall, the fieldwork experience was instrumental in enabling a more 
substantive engagement with the overarching question, putting into perspective the knowledge 
production of that empirical engagement overall (Macbeth, 2001).

At the same time, the experience in the field helped me navigate my positionality 
in different spaces and times as it taught me to be ethically vigilant when dealing with 
marginalized voices (Drake and Harvey, 2014). I concluded that institutional loyalty and 
independent thinking are not mutually exclusive elements but a necessary combination for 
becoming a purpose-driven employee, principled researcher and conscious citizen of the 
world.

Thesis Structure
The thesis consists of four chapters, each of which has a different focus, methodology 

and empirics. In chapter 2, I focus on Kosovo’s complex statehood, examining its impact on 
the EU’s engagement. The discussion revolves around the degree of influence of Kosovo’s 
contestedness on the EU’s diplomacy and institutional engagement (role and policies on the 
ground). The chapter introduces a conceptual division between internal and external 
sovereignty, allowing for a clustered2 assessment of the effect on a) EU high-level diplomatic 
and strategic decisions, and b) expert level initiatives fostering institution building. The thesis 
departs from the assumption that contestedness levels may differ, with an incremental 
increase in high politics and a sharp decline in the technical, lesser politicised, professional/
industrial context. 

Chapter 3 aims to illustrate the unintended consequences of the EU’s engagement 
in the contested state of the TRNC, and how this often turns out to be a serious challenge 
for the EU’s aspiration in Cyprus. Although earmarked by many as a ‘static’ conflict, I utilise 
the concept of unintended consequences to decipher the highly complex landscape of Cyprus, 
presenting how the EU’s unintended and non-purported outcomes impact the situation in 
a multi-dimensional way. The dynamic properties of the concept enable me to see through 
the motionless scenery of Cyprus and unpack the multi-layered outcomes stemming from 
political deadlocks and negotiation standstills since the early 2000s. 

2	  Clustering refers to approaching sovereignty’s duality (internal/external) as unitary, independent condition 
hence grouping up manifestations and effect.
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In chapter 4, I shift to IR literatures to discuss how Palestinian agency is externalised 
amidst foreign occupation, but also how that process of internationalisation is impeded by 
the very same international discourse it seeks recognition from. I place the focus on how 
Palestine performs diplomacy to exert external statehood, and delve into diplomatic practices, 
language, mannerism, symbols and practices to understand how Palestinian performativity 
is leveraged to navigate international reluctance and the absence of recognition. I then 
contextualise this endeavour by discussing agency in conjunction with the rigid playbook of 
international discourse, which though in theory provides space for self-determination, in 
practice resists such external statehood displays.  

In chapter 5, co-authored with Dimitris Bouris, we investigate the role of the EU 
towards the Palestinian atypical claim for recognition. An engagement with decolonial concepts 
allows for a critical assessment of European engagement and in particular its discursive 
commitments, legal and economic initiatives and overarching political priorities in the context 
of the two-state solution. We zoom in on the EU’s external action in Palestine, which suggests 
that the EU’s strategic policymaking is still driven by colonial legacies and racial hierarchies.

In the concluding chapter 6, I summarise my findings about the EU’s external action 
in contested states, I outline gaps of academia this thesis strives to address, and I recap what 
the emergence and endurance of contested states means in today’s world for the EU with 
some brief conclusions. 

// The magenta border indicates the final size and will not be visible in the final product //
// Please note: this PDF proof is not suitable for applying corrections //


