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Introduction 
Sovereign states invest significant resources in external statehood performativity. 

Bureaucratic establishments, diplomatic representations and a multitude of roles, functions 
and authorities dedicated to diplomatic performance postulate the magnitude of that 
investment. In theory, state actors seem to be the exclusive bearers of those sovereign 
articulations. But in practice, the projection of state-like performances is hardly a monopoly 
of sovereign actors nowadays. Over time, contested states and other unrecognised entities 
have mimicked the mannerisms, behaviours and protocols of state actors to secure legitimacy 
and become members of the closed club of sovereign equals (Bouris and Fernández-Molina, 
2018; Geldenhuys, 2009; Visoka, 2018). 

Delving into the irony of acting, looking and behaving like a state, but not actually 
being, being treated or being recognised as one, the chapter zooms in on the external 
statehood performativity of contested states in order to see through the transformation from 
‘the state of being’ to ‘being a state’. In particular, it presents how contested states articulate 
external statehood and, through diplomacy, seek international legitimacy. Furthermore, it 
discusses the counteractive effect of international discourse on the pursuit of 
internationalisation of contested states’ agencies through norms, politics and policies that 
safeguard the state-centrism of the international order. The chapter also analyses the role 
of the EU15 towards the internationalisation campaigns of contested agencies given its 
long-standing advocacy for self-determination and devotion to international law. 

Statehood performativity has been a centrepiece of International Relations (IR) 
studies, discussing the way state actors act and conduct themselves on the international 
stage. The literature has explored everyday diplomatic practises (Guillaume, 2011, Visoka, 
2019), the art of being a state (Büger and Gadinger, 2007; Kustermans, 2016) and statehood 
performativity (Adler and Pouliot, 2011; Nash, 2000; Jeffrey, 2012; Loxley, 2006; Weber, 
1998). Furthermore, Visoka’s work on Kosovo (2018) and a few other notable contributions 
(Bouris and Fernández-Molina, 2018; Černy, 2024; Knotter, 2021, 2024; Musliu, 2021; Schindler, 
2014) have unpacked contested states’ performative aspirations on the micro and macro 
levels including respective practices and performances. However, there has still been a lack 
of attention for the correlation between ‘contestedness’ and external statehood performance. 
Here, this is not so much viewed through conventional viewpoints, where statehood 
contestation and diplomacy are prima facie incompatible and mutually exclusive conditions, 
but rather through a novel angle whereby diplomacy is instrumentalised to challenge 
established paradigms for the purpose of claiming an unconventional claim. 

The specificity of this inquiry calls for the investigation of an ‘old statehood claimant’ 
which already possessed minimal sovereign attributes prior to current statehood contestation. 
Palestine, a long-standing case of unfulfilled decolonisation, serves as a good match for 

15	  And its Member States (EU MS).
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several reasons. Firstly, unlike other breakaway entities with limited – if any – international 
footprint, Palestine demonstrates a substantial amount of what Krasner (1999, 2001) defines 
as ‘external sovereignty’ with 14616 bilateral recognitions, the most of any contested state 
to date. In addition, it is the only contested state that is a member of, and has achieved 
recognition in, the UN. However, with neither of those factors sufficing to confer recognition, 
this chapter discusses the contradiction of securing a solid diplomatic record on the one 
hand and a levitating international posture on the other. More succinctly put, it sheds light 
on the operation of Palestinian diplomacy amidst contested statehood in conjunction with 
the overwhelming impact of international discourse on that performativity and by extension, 
to the entire process of internationalisation. 

The significance of this chapter is two-fold. First and foremost, it delves into the 
rare occurrence of successful internationalisation of agency by a contested state. By doing 
so, it presents unrecorded diplomatic performances that offer conceptual clarifications of 
how the representational toolbox of contested states is being developed and operationalised. 
A fair share is allocated to contested states’ perception of diplomacy, which is not understood 
as the structural extension of sovereign statehood but rather as a device that enables contested 
states to acquire it. Secondly, it sheds light on the relation between agency and international 
discourse in the context of contested statehood. Specifically, it delves into how, on the one 
hand, contested states employ diplomacy to articulate external sovereignty, while how, on 
the other, global policies, politics and norms prop up an adversarial and restrictive policymaking 
towards contested states on the international level. Going a step further, the chapter debunks 
the western liberal discourse which has, over time, treated Palestine as a subordinate of the 
international system and has relativised its external statehood quest for reasons spanning 
beyond sovereign requirements. Indeed, with the international statehood parameters being 
clearly stipulated and universally endorsed by the international community, the chapter 
focuses on the colonial properties of international discourse which have over time, scaffolded 
the contestation around recognition and has subjected occupied nations and occupying 
forces to negotiations from an uneven standpoint. 

Methodologically, the chapter analyses the ambitious undertaking of external 
statehood performativity by Palestine despite limitations induced by international discourse. 
The methodological pillars are structured around the post- 2012 Palestinian diplomatic 
performances in order to peruse the degree of acceptance and reciprocity on the international 
stage. It then proceeds by explaining how international discourse brings forward certain 
normative, practical and political considerations that echo the reluctance and unreflective 
stance of what is largely understood as the western world, to grant Palestine the right to 
become member of the international community. 

16	  Including recent recognitions by Spain, Norway, Slovenia, Ireland and Armenia.
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The chapter draws on primary sources such as government publications, archival 
research in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates in Ramallah, classified policy papers 
from Palestinian embassies, representations, missions and delegations across Europe and 
the world as well as legal documents and organisational records. The information gathering 
was complemented by 15 semi-structured interviews conducted by the author in Jerusalem, 
Ramallah, Yafa, Bethlehem, Vienna, London, Brussels and online between 16 April 2023 and 
22 April 2024. Interviews were conducted under the Chatham House Rule and included senior 
European and Palestinian officials with long diplomatic experience. The entirety of empirical 
information has been anonymised due to the sensitivity of the topic. Temporary access to 
material was granted upon conclusion of each respective interview on the spot, after the 
formal or sometimes informal request of the author. The required type of information was 
identified in advance, taking into account the conceptual and empirical needs of the chapter.

The chapter starts with a review of the key literature on diplomacy, statehood 
performativity and contested states. It then proceeds with empirical analysis that touches 
upon internationalisation of Palestinian agency after its UN ‘upgrade’ in 2012 to a non-member 
observer state (United Nations General Assembly, 2012). The chapter concludes by presenting 
the impact of international discourse on the process of internationalisation and the diplomatic 
manoeuvres of Palestinians to counter an overwhelming international discourse that looks 
reluctant, uninterested or unable to tackle foreign occupation effectively.

Statehood Performativity Through Diplomacy and Contested States
Viewed largely as unconventional embodiments of ‘state-esque’ properties, contested 

states are precarious constellations of self-proclaimed authority (Kurtulus, 2005). Mindful of 
their ‘own political in betweenness’ (Bouris and Fernández-Molina, 2018), they emulate 
social and physical features of sovereign tradition to legitimise their role within a state-centric 
international society. To compensate for major structural deficiencies, they often tend to 
install state-like bureaucratic establishments in order to accomplish a degree of resemblance 
with sovereign requirements. The mimicry of diplomatic protocols, practices and performances 
usually (though not always) result in a well-versed manifestation of external competence 
which is widely regarded as the essence of external statehood performativity (Černy, 2024).

Over the years, external statehood performativity has been thoroughly examined 
(Adler‐Nissen, 2016; Pouliot and Cornut, 2015) with emphasis on daily reoccurrence (Hopf, 
2010; Neumann, 2019), the relation between agency and performance (Doty, 1997) and 
performativity displays by contested states (Černy, 2024; Schindler, 2014). Furthermore, 
existing research has focused on the inherent elements of performativity – namely language, 
narrative, attitude and behaviour – at a micro and macro levels (Grzybowski and Koskenniemi, 
2015; McConnell, Moreau and Dittmer, 2012) or in crisis situations (Neumann and Sending, 
2021). However, little attention has been paid to the relational link between the constituent 
elements of external statehood performativity, namely ‘agency’ and discourse’, especially 
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when the internationalisation of the former seems to tick all the boxes yet continues being 
obstructed by the terms and conditions of the latter. 

The ‘agency’ is widely understood as the ‘capacity to act’ (Braun, Schindler, and 
Wille 2019: 788) and engage through performative – and often discursive – manifestations 
(Adler-Nissen, 2016; Ahearn, 2001; Cornut, 2018). It is comprised of performances, 
performative acts (language and mannerism) and diplomatic practices which enable 
institutional outreach. Although these concepts are often conflated or used interchangeably, 
they are distinct notions with different genealogies. Performances are considered as one-off 
manifestations of statehood (Weber, 1998), whereas performativity pinpoints on the 
continuous and citational nature of a structured behaviour (Adler and Pouliot, 2011). 
Diplomatic practices, on the other hand, are routinely exercised practices by diplomatic 
practitioners or, simply put, what ‘diplomats ‘do’ and ‘say’ in their everyday activities’ (Wiseman 
2015: 317). The decision to aggregate those into a single conceptual basket (‘agency’) serves 
the need to peruse not only what contested states are, or how they emerge, but also what 
contested states do, how they do it (on the empirical level) and why. 

Discourse accounts for the sum of ‘linguistic and non-linguistic articulations’ (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985: 105) which define the rules of international engagement. Widely understood 
as the ‘centre’, it serves as the ‘text and context’ (Epstein 2011: 346) of international society, 
excluding possibilities and meanings conceived beyond its own constitution (Howarth, Norval, 
and Stavrakakis, 2000). In principle, it is a sum of universal sovereign articulations that 
generates social hierarchies and shapes the global normative and social realities (Kullenberg, 
2019). 

The joint reading of ‘agency’ and ‘discourse’ is essential for understanding external 
statehood performativity. Conventional wisdom has often approached the concept through 
the deductive analogy of ‘the doer makes the deed’ (Duvall and Chowdhury, 2011), emphasising 
state actors and neglecting the increasing – albeit still fringe – role of contested states in 
international affairs. Bringing the agency and discourse together enables the analysis to move 
past properties, internal structure and the presumed self of the doer in order to unfold how 
equally important norms, paradigms and political value streams are in the internationalisation 
of an agency (Neumann, 2005). Drifting away from the structural premises of the actor and 
instead focusing on the environment contested states operate in, this chapter puts the agency 
in perspective and sheds light on the discourse-led structural and political limitations contested 
states nowadays face. 

Motivated to investigate the relationship between ‘agency’ and ‘discourse’ within 
the framework of external statehood performativity of contested states, the chapter subscribes 
to a novel approach which views contested states as the aggregation of transnational ‘territorial 
and non-territorial practices’ beyond physical boundaries (Kuus and Agnew 2008, 96). This 
is justified by the challenging on-the-ground realities which often force contested states to 
resort to virtuality and thus generate global status through unconventional situational and 
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tactical means. Aimed at capturing all these narrow, virtual performative expressions, this 
chapter goes beyond the structural evolution (Caspersen, 2013; Geldenhuys, 2009) and 
resilience (Kolstø, 2006; Pegg, 1998) of contested states to decipher the cognitive, virtual or 
(im)material sovereign-like features they develop over time (Gueudet, 2023). In particular, 
it investigates how all these are utilised by contested states as a device to perform ‘status 
seeking’ (Bilgic, 2024) and how contested states redefine the relationship between statehood 
and diplomacy as their diplomatic capacities do not originate from statehood but, through 
reverse engineering, serve as the means to achieve it. 

The efforts of contested states to promote a statehood quest outside the frontiers 
of international normativity, not bound by sovereign borders but instead leveraged by the 
self-owned capacity to perform diplomacy, face strong resistance by international discourse 
(Santos and Rodríguez-Garavito, 2005). The fact that some contested states reach close to 
legitimacy, yet they are unable to ultimately obtain it, suggests that international discourse 
encourages and hinders contested states simultaneously. The widely used regime of 
‘recognitionality’ according to which recognition requires strong international credentials, 
whereby such credentials serve as a precondition for recognition, confirms that claim 
(Grzybowski, 2019). Several underlying policies and politics of major actors and forums proffer 
ambivalence on how new statehood prodigies shall be dealt with, mirroring the often, blurry 
lines of the practical aspects of statehood recognition. This invites us to view discourse in a 
dual manner, as ‘both constitutive and constituted of social reality’ and an element which 
‘both reflects and shapes social structure’ (Rear 2013: 16). Indeed, on the one hand, discourse 
is a convention of ethics, performances and behaviours observed by sovereign players. On 
the other, it is a benchmark, a sum of legal conditions that define, inter alia, the universal 
parameters of statehood. The twofold understanding of discourse contributes to explaining 
both the journey of contested states towards assimilation with sovereign actors and the 
obstruction of the internationalisation of contested states’ agencies by the very same practices 
and standards they strive to implement. Precisely, the dual conception helps to put in 
perspective how contested states implement certain aspects of international discourse, yet 
how the latter’s rigid structure of sovereign exclusivity disregards those quests, deciding who 
‘attends, speaks, and negotiates within the physical and metaphorical walls of the international 
system’ (Constantinou and McConnell 2023: 64). In terrains marred by statehood contestation, 
the ambivalence of international discourse hinders contested states’ quests as it entangles 
them in arbitrary formulas and normative complexities (Pace and Sen, 2018) that ultimately 
condone their lack of legitimacy. 

The situation gets even more complex when the theme of contested statehood 
transposes into EU politics. Contested statehood has often challenged the course of EU 
foreign policy (Papadimitriou, Petrov and Greiçevci, 2007) entangling the Union in polarising 
dynamics. The EU presents a complex internal constitution as it is not a unitary entity with 
a single policymaking structure, but a union with several decision-making layers and diverging 
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ethics, policies, polities and perceptions. As a result, the practices employed towards and in 
contested states often reflect fragmented expectations and goals (Bicchi, 2014; Bouris and 
Papadimitriou, 2020), despite significant investments in institution-building in these areas 
throughout time (Chandler, 2010; Turner, 2013), long-standing conflict management operations 
(Hughes, 2009; Olsen, 2009; Visoka and Doyle, 2016) and peacebuilding activities (Bouris, 
2014; Richmond, Björkdahl and Kappler, 2011). Indeed, the EU often struggles to even 
procedurally engage with contested states for a number of reasons ascribed to the influence 
of domestic politics on the EU’s agenda (Pardo and Gordon, 2018), the relational perception 
of EU external action as an interconnected space of individual interests (Kuus, 2015) and 
certain normative considerations (Cronin, 2010; Persson, 2018) key to shaping overall EU 
recognition policy (Azarova, 2018). 

In order to fully grasp the internationalisation of agency (through adoption of 
internationally dominant norms, practices and benchmarks) in conjunction with the stifling 
sovereign narratives and requirements that comprise international discourse and stymie 
contested states’ gambit for recognition, the chapter looks into an old claimant of statehood, 
namely Palestine. There is a bourgeoning literature on EU-Palestine relations (Bicchi and 
Voltolini, 2018; Bouris, 2010; Del Sarto, 2016; Domínguez de Olazábal, 2023; Huber, 2018) 
discussing either state-building efforts (Bouris, 2012 and 2014; Bouris and Kyris, 2017; Keating, 
Le More and Lowe, 2005; Müller and Zahda, 2018) or expert-level deployed synergies (Tartir 
and Ejdus, 2018) with regional, national and international ramifications (Huber, 2021; 
Ish-Shalom, 2016; Mitrani, 2013). However, this chapter assesses a lesser-known dimension 
of Palestinian external statehood performativity, according to which diplomatic practices and 
performative displays aim not only to enable sovereign expression and similitude, but also 
to rectify the occupation-laden domestic landscape that drive international policy making 
and demotes Palestine’s recognition attempt. 

The conceptual framework revolves around the themes of external statehood 
performativity, diplomacy and contested statehood with a view to demonstrating the non-linear 
relation between their innate parameters. In particular, the chapter looks into the 
non-constitutive relation of contested agency and international discourse, analysing how, 
despite the odds, the former manages to articulate external sovereignty. This otherwise 
unlikely combination inspired me to inspect its materialisation in the case of Palestine which, 
since 2012, has demonstrated relatively advanced external statehood performativity for a 
contested state. In particular, the chapter delves into how Palestine performs diplomacy to 
sustain a statehood quest yet how international discourse has been treating them as a ‘legal 
subaltern’ of the international system for years (Imseis, 2023). The concept of legal subalternity 
is important for this chapter as it brings forward every single trait and micro-reality of the 
Palestinian external statehood deadlock. Namely the belief that international law will deliver 
justice, the illusion of legitimacy concealed under a veil of pseudo-acknowledgement, the 
satisfaction from temporal engagement which only serves as the means to facilitate 
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communication of the western discourse with its colonised Other, and the naïveté of 
ceremonial pomp and pageantry when negotiation outcomes are premeditated. 

In addition, the analysis touches upon the role of the EU vis-à-vis Palestinian external 
statehood performativity. This is not necessarily justified by the EU’s degree of leverage in 
these particular dynamics. Other major international actors may have stronger impetus in 
brokering agreements, such as the United States with their veto power on the UNSC. However, 
the long commitment of the EU towards the framework of the two-state solution (at least 
in theory), the increasing financial contribution (with certain hiccups) combined with the 
gradually declining support of the US towards Palestinian statehood after the second Intifada, 
makes the EU a slightly more trustworthy partner to Palestinians (Interviewee 19). For the 
needs of this chapter, I sought to engage with experts and practitioners who steer the direction 
of Palestinian agency abroad and understand best how international discourse can potentially 
impede its externalisation. For that purpose, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 
high-level Palestinian politicians, advisors, ambassadors, diplomats, officials and representatives 
in Jerusalem, Ramallah, Yafa, Bethlehem, Vienna, London and Brussels, as well as online. I 
also discussed with EU officials in Brussels, Jerusalem and online to gather insights in an 
effort to trace all processes which have unfolded after the 2012 Palestinian UN ‘upgrade’ 
(see Appendix B for more information). 

It is important to note that the internal situation of Palestine is out of the scope of 
this chapter. There has already been extensive research on Palestine’s internal institutional 
apparatus (Bouris, 2015; Cooley and Pace, 2012; Friedrich and Luethold, 2007; Halper, 2011; 
Lia, 2006; Mustafa, 2015; Tartir, 2015 and 2018) and the Israeli Occupation in the Palestinian 
territory (Azarova, 2014; Gordon, 2010; Pallister-Wilkins, 2015; Parsons and Salter, 2008; 
Weizman, 2017). Taking the fragmented internal situation in Palestine as a given, the chapter 
focuses exclusively on its ramifications for Palestinian external statehood performativity in 
the post-2012 era, in particular on how these have contributed to shaping an international 
discourse that compete with Palestinians’ quest for external statehood. 

In the following section, the chapter unfolds the reinforcement of the Palestinian 
institutional weaponry after the 2012 UN upgrade. The international achievements are then 
put against international discourse to unveil the level of complexity in Palestine’s journey 
towards fully-fledged international legitimacy and universal recognition. 

Internationalising Agency Through Diplomatic Performativity: The 
Reinforced Palestinian Diplomatic Campaign Post-2012 

Unlike most contested states, Palestine possesses a robust account of external 
sovereignty. The extensive number of bilateral17 recognitions in tandem with the 2012 
statehood upgrade (United Nations General Assembly, 2012) which transitioned Palestine 

17	  157 out of 193 United Nations member states.
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from a ‘non-state observer entity’ to ‘non-member observer state’ transfigured their overall 
diplomatic engagement abroad. The elevated status reinforced the internationalisation of 
Palestinian agency, enabled the scaling up of already existing diplomatic practices and delivered 
an expanded breadth of presence, participation and engagement on a global scale. Indeed, 
new avenues of cooperation emerged as Palestine acceded major international conventions, 
judicial institutions (International Criminal Court (ICC), Geneva Conventions, International 
Court of Justice (ICJ) and the Rome Statute) and important intergovernmental forums 
(International Agency for Atomic Energy18, United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization19) and also acquired additional privileges to already existing memberships (World 
Health Organization, 2024). 

The UN became the spearhead of Palestinian diplomacy as their diplomatic network 
endeavoured to grow an autonomous and self-reliant engagement within the multilateral 
context (Interviewee 23). The capacity to lodge official requests and seek advisory opinions 
together with the recent, significantly enhanced procedural rights (United Nations General 
Assembly, 2024) have enabled the aspiration for a stronger institutional presence (Interviewee 
14). The strengthened diplomatic prowess brought to fruition groundbreaking decisions in 
the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), UNSC and Human Rights Council (HRC), 
including the UNSCR 2334 deeming Israeli settlements as illegal (United Nations Security 
Council, 2016), the referral (State of Palestine 2018) and the procedural approval for the 
kick-start of an official investigation by the International Criminal Court (2021) shedding light 
on alleged crimes committed by belligerent groups in the West Bank and Gaza, the outcome 
of the ICJ advisory opinion on the situation in Palestine (International Court of Justice, 2024) 
and the human rights situation of the people in the Occupied Palestinian Territories including 
East Jerusalem (United Nations General Assembly, 2022). What is more, the bolstered 
international credentials enabled Palestine to assume the chairmanship of the Group of 77 
and China in 2019 (United Nations General Assembly, 2018) and also prompted domestic 
institutional reforms. The establishment of the Palestinian International Cooperation Agency 
(PICA) has been a major step towards that direction as Palestine ascertained its international 
footprint through public diplomacy, sustainable development and humanitarian aid for the 
very first time (Interviewee 29). 

The enhanced diplomatic capacity invited other major international stakeholders 
to revise their bilateral intercourse with Palestine. Following 2012, the EU, Palestine’s biggest 
donor, undertook a series of upgrading measures which reflected its symbolic, baseline 
intention to move past the existing modus operandi. During the brief euphoric period that 
ensued 2012, the EU exhibited a ‘probationary leniency’ towards the Palestinian external 
agency. For instance, the ‘Parliamentary Delegation for the relations with the Palestinian 

18	  Observer status in 2023 with the designation ‘State of Palestine’.
19	  Observer state in 2022 with the designation ‘Palestine’.
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Legislative Council’ was renamed the ‘Delegation for the relations with Palestine’ whereas 
the level of representation in the political dialogue between the two sides shifted from senior 
officials to ministerial delegations (Interviewee 21). The European Parliament recognised 
Palestinian statehood in principle (European Parliament 2014), while the Committee of 
Permanent Representatives in the European Union (COREPER) agreed to adopt the insignia 
‘Palestine’ during bilateral proceedings (Bouris and Fernández-Molina, 2018). Moreover, 
official documents, press releases, memos, policy papers and EU websites (European 
Commission, 2024b) introduced an asterisk beside Palestine’s name (Palestine*) substituting 
prior references to the Palestinian Authority (PA) (Interviewee 26). A landmark judgement 
on the labelling of products stemming from Israeli settlements (Court of Justice of the European 
Union, 2019) and a European Joint Strategy in support of Palestine (European Union’s 
Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, 2023) fostered a 
normative change, without however concrete signs that practice was bound to follow (Bouris 
and Fernández-Molina, 2024). 

Beside institutional autonomy and enhanced international engagement, the 2012 
upgrade had immense value for the mannerism and self-perception of the Palestinian 
diplomatic network across the globe. In essence, the UN upgrade amplified the institutional 
voice of Palestinian practitioners, but most importantly conferred proliferated visibility to 
the Palestinian foreign service after years of diplomatic inertia. Post-2012, the morale and 
self-esteem of Palestinian representatives was augmented as they could engage in multilateral 
or bilateral meetings with counterparts from a relatively equal standing (Interviewee 28). 
The enhanced confidence is reflected in the everyday behaviour of Palestinian diplomats 
who carry business cards with an embossed reference to the ‘State of Palestine’ or host 
celebratory receptions on the occasion of the Palestinian Declaration of Independence with 
all diplomatic formality, sovereign rituals and protocols, even in the presence of non-recognisers 
(Interviewee 28). Moreover, Palestinian delegations introduce themselves as the official envoy 
of the ‘State of Palestine’ during high-level or working-level political consultations (even when 
interlocutors are non- recognisers) and claim to represent the ‘State of Palestine’ including 
the West Bank, East Jerusalem and Gaza, although the PA barely controls Gaza, East Jerusalem 
and certain parts of the West Bank (Interviewee 19).

Additionally, the reinforced diplomatic mannerism has resulted in a significant shift 
in language and semantics used by Palestinian officials. Indeed, the entire Palestinian 
bureaucracy including the foreign service speak and write differently since 2012. Prior to 
that, statements, decisions and press releases issued by the Palestinian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MFA) included reference to the ‘Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Palestinian Authority 
and the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO)’. In the post- 2012 era, the entirety of 
documents issued by the MFA contain reference to the ‘Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Expatriates – State of Palestine’ (State of Palestine Minister of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates, 
2023). Similarly, in the pre-2012 era, the Palestinian President signed off letters in his capacity 
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as ‘President of the Palestinian Authority and Head of PLO’ (see Appendix A/Annex 1). As of 
2012, any official document reaching the outer world is signed by the ‘President of the State 
of Palestine’ (see Appendix A/Annex 2). The sovereign expression through language has been 
consistent even when these statements originate from Palestinian establishments located in 
non-recognising EU MS. For instance, the Palestinian mission to Greece issues statements, 
reports and newsletters on behalf of the ‘State of Palestine’ (Appendix A/Annex 3) although 
Greece as a host country has not recognised Palestine as a state. The same language is being 
used by the Palestinian missions located in countries with a major UN presence (offices/
headquarters), namely Austria (Vienna), the Netherlands (The Hague) and the United States 
(New York), where Palestine takes advantage of the upgraded status not only to project 
external statehood but also to navigate its bilateral relations with these hosting countries 
(Interviewee 17) through a versatile framework which will be discussed in the next part.

Moreover, the combination of semantics and optics is essential to sovereign 
articulation and performativity as optical semantics anchor a claim, and through consistent 
performance, validate its effect. Motivated to preserve the vital UN status and its corresponding 
benefits, Palestinian diplomats, representatives and practitioners have ensured that the 2012 
upgraded terminology is well reflected in every formal or informal occasion, be it multilateral 
or bilateral (Interviewee 24). In the words of a top-level Palestinian official, prior to the start 
of meetings, Palestinian diplomats often visit summit rooms to check country placards and 
insignia (Interviewee 18). If those are different than ‘Palestine’ or ‘State of Palestine’, the 
delegation requests a change in order to participate and will even abstain if that request is 
not fulfilled (Interviewee 25). 

Overall, the 2012 status has cemented the internationalisation of Palestinian agency, 
endowed the Palestinian foreign service with a repertoire of upgraded diplomatic practices 
and nourished the morale and confidence of the Palestinian diplomatic network across the 
globe. Palestinians seized that opportunity to leverage a stronger status within the UN 
framework and consolidate their international presence. The optimisation of space and 
frontiers together with the mimicking of state-like rituals have seemingly been purposed to 
balance out the overwhelming precarity stemming from the international discourse. It is to 
this counteractive effect that I now turn. 

The Counteractive Effect of International Discourse on the 
Internationalisation of Agency: The ‘Elephant in the Room’ and the 
‘Recognition Spillovers’ 

As previously explained, the Palestinian diplomatic network performs external 
statehood with relative success. Utilising diplomacy, Palestine has managed to feature and 
implement several aspects of international discourse into their external statehood display 
with a view to triggering a paradigm shift. The significant investment in diplomacy has 
translated to landmark resolutions and international decisions of major importance with the 
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most recent being the ICC arrest warrants (International Criminal Court, 2024) for high-level 
Israeli officials20. Seemingly, the consistent exercise of sovereign duties coupled with successive 
milestones in the global context paint the scene of a contested state on the cusp of international 
legitimacy. 

But, in reality, Palestinian diplomatic performativity is often deceiving. If studied in 
isolation, the prospect of a fully-fledged external statehood is far more distant than Palestinian 
external performances suggest. This is ascribed to the fact that the very same parameters 
of international discourse Palestine strives to implement, are in fact, the rigid international 
convention that pushes the aspiration for recognition further away. The profound disjuncture 
between a segment of international discourse that supports self-determination (legal/ norms) 
and a segment which focuses on territorial integrity (executive/political) mirror the 
often-clashing properties of international discourse. The case of Palestine amplifies this 
disjuncture, as it challenges the marginalisation of Palestinian agency for reasons solely linked 
to sovereign requirements. Palestine’s robust diplomacy reveals the hidden deliberations of 
the international community that keep it on the sidelines, for reasons going beyond contested 
statehood. 

This chapter suggests that there is a far deeper nuance underpinning Palestine’s 
contested statehood. The unsuccessful decolonisation and ‘loaded’ sovereignty of Palestine 
has over time charged their quest for independence with racial, political and historical 
considerations. As a result, Palestine often faces deliberations scarcely visible in discussions 
pertaining to other contested states. Inevitably, this has cast a shadow over its external 
statehood manifesting a profound lack of international consensus on Palestine. Indeed, the 
absence of any consensus is reflected in the western, liberal international discourse which 
tends to neglect major international jurisdictions which have ruled in favour of the Palestinian 
right to statehood and diplomacy including what Constantinou and McConnell (2023: 55) 
labels as ‘ontology of diplomatic practice’ namely the ‘communication, representation, 
standing, and negotiation’ of a diplomatic agent. Instead, the western discourse is following 
the tradition of ‘Othering’ Palestine through a disguised approach which only facilitates its 
communication with the ‘colonised Other’. Echoing Ribeiro’s claim (Ribeiro, 2009: 87), 
‘international law has simultaneously ‘liberated’ and ‘colonised’ Palestine’ as the international 
discourse has been treating Palestinians as a subordinate of the international system, 
systematically contributing to the gradual demotion of their status (Imseis, 2023). 

The UN that is largely considered as the guardian of international law through its 
established multilateralism and international arbitration is an international forum where 
Palestinian legal subalternity has been witnessed repeatedly (Imseis, 2023). For instance, the 
UN recognition of Palestine has been all but full as the granted status was similar to the one 
held by the Vatican, making Palestine the only recognised state actor that is not a fully-fledged 

20	  The arrest warrants were also issued for high-profile Hamas commandants.
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member of the UNGA (Interviewee 27). In contrast, several other small states (South Sudan, 
Marshall Islands) which can barely exercise their diplomatic capacities due to financial and 
other constraints have been granted full UN membership (Constantinou and McConnell, 
2023). This confirms the deliberations of international discourse which are hardly linked to 
any legal or sovereign requirement – instead they stem from the political realm and force 
Palestine to a continuous legal subalternity. 

The EU and EU MS find themselves in a similar conundrum. Although they have 
been advocating in favour of a Palestinian state within the framework of a two-state solution, 
their policies and politics do not always live up to the outlined expectations. While the EU 
seems supportive of the ideation of Palestinian statehood, it is unclear whether it fully 
condones its actual realisation. EU diplomacy seems willing to tolerate the overstretching of 
Palestinian diplomatic performativity and to a certain extent informally or formally reciprocate 
it (Interviewee 22). For instance, the bilateral exchanges of the Ambassador of the Mission 
of Palestine to the EU and the President of the European Commission, the President of the 
European Council or the President of the European Parliament take place with almost the 
same diplomatic etiquette as those of sovereign states (Interviewee 25). Recently, the 
Palestinian Ambassador to the EU handed their credentials to the former High Representative/
Vice President of the European Commission Josep Borrell, signalling the acknowledgement 
of Palestinian external representation to the EU (Borrell Fontelles, 2024). Also, during the 
latest visit of Palestinian MF Mohammad Mustafa, the main premises of the European 
Commission (Berlaymont) featured the Palestinian flag (See Appendix/Annex 4) and the High 
Representative Kaja Kallas met with him observing all the sovereign protocols state actors 
enjoy (Kallas, 2025). Despite that, the EU’s engagement in Palestine is far more cautious. The 
official website of the EU in Palestine (The Office of the European Union Representative (West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, UNRWA 2024) contains the tagline ‘the EU and the Palestinians’ 
addressing a community of people, rather than the country (‘Palestine’) or their legitimate 
representative (‘the Palestinian Authority’). 

At the same time, the on-the-ground presence and conduct of the eight EU MS 
recognising the Palestinian state proffer similar reflections. The Swedish recognition in 2014 
did not usher in the establishment of an Embassy but rather a Consulate General in the city 
of Jerusalem (Badarin, 2020; Eriksson, 2018). Similarly, the other seven21 EU MS maintain 
representation offices in Ramallah while their ambassadors reside in Jerusalem. The location 
of the seven representation offices is often justified by ‘procedural convenience’ as Palestinian 
leadership resides in Ramallah (Interviewee 22), but in such a politically sensitive terrain, the 
argument of proximity seems spurious. Had the recognising EU MS positioned the seven 
establishments in Jerusalem together with their daily commuting to their residences elsewhere 
(for instance in Ramallah) they would have signalled a far stronger message of recognition. 

21	  Cyprus, Romania, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Bulgaria.
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That would also pinpoint the ‘pending status’ of Jerusalem, conveying a far stronger message 
in support of Palestinian recognition. What is more, the official websites of these eight (except 
for Cyprus) scarcely mention – if at all – the ‘State of Palestine’ and resemble consulate 
webpages, rather than political/representation offices (Representative Office of the Czech 
Republic in Ramallah, 2024). Moreover, the EU MS which recently recognised Palestine 
(Norway, Ireland, Slovenia, Spain) have not upgraded the status of their representation in 
Jerusalem, nor established an embassy in Ramallah. However, the status of the Palestinian 
embassies in Oslo, Dublin, Ljubljana and Madrid have already changed, transforming the 
Palestinian representations into fully-fledged embassies (Interviewee 27). 

Same applies to the cooperation of the EU with the PA. In times of crises, the EU 
demonstrates an arbitrary and often opaque strategy vis-à-vis Palestinian officials. Following 
7 October 2023, the PA was utterly sidelined from meetings, negotiations or any informal 
proceedings in Brussels until an official condemnation of the conduct of Palestinian paramilitary 
groups – which the PA has no control over (Pace and Pallister- Wilkins, 2018) - was issued 
(Interviewee 18). What is more, following October 7th, the Directorate-General for 
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations proposed to immediately reconsider the 
provision of financial support to the PA (Varhelyi, 2023) which, coupled with the reluctance 
of Israel to release the tax revenues, has put the Palestinian diplomatic network into prolonged 
financial precarity. According to claims of Palestinian diplomats residing abroad (Interviewees 
1,2,3,8,12,13,14) their monthly wages amounted to – and still do − 0%, 10%, 30% or 50%, 
posing a major challenge to the continuation of Palestinian diplomacy. It was only after almost 
a year later and under immense political pressure that the office of the President of the 
European Commission released an emergency financial package to the PA (European 
Commission, 2024a). However, that financial support and the larger financial framework 
devised by the EU for Palestine (Comprehensive Programme for Recovery and Resilience) 
have been contingent on the implementation of reforms as the letter of intent between the 
PA and the European Commission confirms (European Commission and Palestinian Authority, 
2024). Furthermore, the EU has been vocal about the need for free and fair elections in 
Palestine. In an interview with a top EU official in Jerusalem (Interviewee 21), the discussion 
was entirely monopolised by the responsibility of the PA to host transparent and democratic 
elections. Despite the 2006 backlash when the EU openly dismissed a free and fair outcome, 
and the unsuccessful mediation with Israel during the postponed 2021 Palestinian Presidential 
elections, the item continued to hold a prominent place on the European agenda. Yet, following 
the recent geopolitical developments, the adamant calls for elections were conveniently 
substituted by the need for extensive reforms of the Fatah-ruled PA. 

The recontextualization of the EU’s priorities, the conditionality regime and the 
unremitting reforms towards Palestine, exhibit the zeal of the EU to engage in a diplomatic 
marathon as long as that postpones its decision-making in nuanced environments. As Sharoni 
(1995) claims, the ‘trap of false symmetry’ has disguised the inability of the EU to act and 
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make policies in fragmented landscapes with endless negotiations. In this very case, these 
negotiations bring an occupied nation and occupying force to the negotiation table22 on an 
equal footing, reinforcing existing precarities instead of addressing them effectively (Pace 
and Sen, 2018). 

The UN and EU examples have described how politics and policies of major 
international actors in international fora and elsewhere have curtailed Palestinian external 
statehood. From the ‘recognition’ in the UN to the differentiated and conveniently tweaked 
approach of the EU when faced with complex dynamics, all policies either undertaken in 
global forums or on the ground have curbed international community’s decision-making on 
Palestine. The typical sovereign requirements that almost all contested states lack, can hardly 
trigger such response or raise deliberations of that sort. As a matter of fact, the contested 
statehood of Palestine is ancillary matter lying on the surface of a far deeper underpinning: 
that of illegal foreign occupation. This chapter terms foreign occupation the ‘elephant in the 
room’, due to the lukewarm approach of the international discourse towards it and which in 
turn, has had gigantic reverberations for Palestine, influencing its international perception 
and the very essence of its external statehood. Under these circumstances, Palestinian 
statehood levitates uncertainly, sheltered solely by a virtual, remote dimension (UN upgrade 
and embassies abroad) that support the floating Palestinian claim. Indeed, 2012 recognition 
has been more of a political achievement than a milestone pertinent to statehood as the UN 
upgrade formalised a virtual state (or state minus (-)) and granted remote statehood 
(Interviewee 20) to an ‘un-decolonised’ agent, leaving a plethora of issues unresolved until 
further notice. 

To that end, the internationalisation of Palestinian agency might look the only way 
out of an overwhelming and challenging international discourse. Indeed, Palestinian diplomacy 
seems uninterested in escaping the highly structured diplomatic performativity despite the 
stagnant international policymaking against foreign occupation. Instead, it seems willing to 
intensify its diplomatic efforts exclusively within the multilateral sphere (Interviewee 19), 
even if doing so means that Palestine will inadvertently validate the inherent Western colonial 
continuities embedded in the functioning of major international bodies (Hansen and Jonsson 
2014). Currently, the Palestinian foreign service employs a ‘UN diplomacy, whatever it takes’ 
approach by investing handsome resources in the pursuit of symbols, titles, statuses and 
formalities (Interviewee 20). This strive is further supported by the PLO which continues to 
play an important role for Palestinian agency courtesy of its wide recognition (including by 
both the UN and Israel), diplomatic accolades, foreign service functions and inclusivity 
(resonating with those in the diaspora, displaced populations, the refugees whose right of 

22	  The Foreign Affairs Council conclusions on 16 December 2024 state that ‘The High Representative announced 
that she proposed to hold an Association Council with Israel as soon as possible, which will be followed by first 
high-level dialogue with the Palestinian Authority’. See more at: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/
fac/2024/12/16/. 
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return has not been ensured, and the stateless people of Jerusalem and the Palestinians of 
Gaza and West Bank) (Interviewee 29). 

In that sense, the decision of the Palestinians to make the UN their diplomatic 
stronghold is a purposeful decision as it has been the only corridor in which they appeared 
to have more than minimal leverage after 2012. As Constantinou and McConnell (2023: 57) 
‘Palestine instantiates and provides a potential framework for implementing a 
counterhegemonic legality within the UN system’. Indeed, the UN framework enabled 
Palestinians to devise a rather unusual diplomatic enterprise which would help to keep their 
UN recognition afloat. Optimising the blurry and not always linear boundaries of recognition, 
Palestinians launched the ‘recognition spillover’ strategy: an ‘à la carte’ overstretch of the 
UN upgrade which transposes fruits stemming from the international context to bilateral 
relations irrespective of bilateral policies (Interviewee 17). In some cases, this twist works, 
as manifested by the case of Belgium and Luxembourg where the current Ambassador of 
Palestine to the EU, Belgium and Luxembourg exchanged credentials with the King (The 
Brussels Times, 2024). With their willingness to engage, despite their non-recognition of 
Palestinian statehood, the King of Belgium and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg invite the 
accredited Palestinian ambassador to official galas, where they are surrounded by other 
ambassadors and are addressed as one (Interviewee 18). Reinforced by diplomatic 
performativity, the Palestinian establishment in Belgium managed to transform from an entity 
under non-governmental organisation status (borrowing vehicles and diplomatic plates from 
Mauritania in 2008) to a mission with increased diplomatic protection and enhanced privileges 
in 2016 (Interviewee 18). Unlike Belgium, the strategy has been unsuccessful in other cases 
such as the United Kingdom (UK). The marginal room for manoeuvre and the constrained 
receptiveness of the UK officials mean no diplomatic status or immunity for the Palestinian 
ambassador, diplomats or for the vehicles of the Palestinian representation (Interviewee 19). 
In such circumstances, Palestinians use the strategy of ‘recognition spillover’ to shield their 
international stature. For instance, the official website of the Palestinian mission to the UK 
claims that the mission ‘provide[s] official representation for the government of the State of 
Palestine’ (Palestinian Mission to the United Kingdom, 2024). Similarly, the General Delegation 
of Palestine to Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific has been self-pronounced as ‘Embassy 
of the State of Palestine’ in Australia, having the former reference only as a sub-caption on 
their official website (Embassy of the State of Palestine, 2024). 

The fragile internationalisation of Palestinian agency, mostly due to the counteractive 
effect of international discourse, largely justifies the emergence of the ‘recognition spillover’ 
strategy. Conceived as a means to navigate unfriendly territories, the formula enables 
Palestinian foreign service to continue performing diplomacy despite the tumultuous 
international environment. At the same time, it serves as a lifeline for the Palestinian statehood 
performativity abroad reaping the dividends of the international presence, especially in the 
post-2012 era. But most importantly, the strategy is the only asset left for the Palestinian 
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foreign service to promote the grave consequences of foreign occupation that drive 
international discourse. In this pursuit, Palestine seeks all means available to depart from the 
legal subalternity – even those that confirm its subordinate role in a sovereign global order. 

Conclusion 
Albeit contested, unrecognised or with a limited sovereign footprint, contested 

states have over time adopted diplomatic practices and bureaucracies in their pursuit of 
international legitimacy. Increasingly resembling conventional state actors, they perform 
diplomacy to amplify their voice, gain visibility and significantly enhance their international 
campaigning for recognition. 

Conceptualising the paradox of performing fully-fledged diplomacy although residing 
in the vacuum of the international community, this chapter delved into the post-2012 external 
statehood performativity by discussing the internationalisation of agency. Specifically, the 
chapter presented how the Palestinian diplomatic network instrumentalised diplomacy to 
perform external statehood performativity. The strive for internationalisation was brought 
against the international discourse, placing emphasis on the condition of legal subalternity 
that compels Palestine to a subordinate role within the international system.

In particular, the chapter unfolded how international discourse reverberates on the 
internationalisation of Palestinian agency in a great number of ways by pinpointing the 
influential mark of foreign occupation. The latter seems to be the main reason for the official 
stance of major global players towards Palestinian external statehood. Well- embedded with 
the international discourse, foreign occupation seems to influence the policymaking of major 
global players who, by subjecting Palestine to negotiations and conditionality, buy significant 
time from addressing foreign occupation and the unfulfilled decolonisation at its very core. 
Moreover, the chapter presented the ‘recognition spillover’ formula which is an approach 
that builds on the UN recognition to keep the external statehood of Palestine afloat, and 
which helps Palestinian diplomacy deal with complex dynamics and challenging bilateral 
relations.

The chapter concludes that, although the 2012 upgrade may look like – and indeed 
be – a small step of a ceremonial nature, it has nonetheless been an enormous leap forward 
for the external recognition of Palestine. As things stand, performing external statehood 
through diplomacy may be the only opportunity for the Palestinian diplomatic network to 
promote its quest for recognition. On this journey, the 2012 upgrade is instrumental in keeping 
the statehood claim afloat, confronting the predicament of a constantly looming ‘elephant’ 
and rounding the corners of an oxymoronic reality between statehood and ‘likelihood’.
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