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The constitutional, economic and political transformation of the EEC to a fully-fledged 
Union in the formative decades of 1990-2010 significantly strengthened the stature of the EU 
(Coppieters, 2017). Internal reforms, deeper integration, expanded mandate and new external 
governance capacities paved the way for meaningful EU external engagement in regional and 
international settings (Koehler, 2010). By projecting actorness in its periphery and beyond, 
the EU often engaged with war-torn countries, states with seceding claims, and contested 
states which EU MS often do not recognise. Either as products of secession attempts, cases 
of unfulfilled decolonisation or breakaway entities, contested states put pressure on the EU’s 
external engagement due to their peculiar sovereignty and precarious international status. 
In particular, the absence of international recognition challenged the EU’s decision-making 
and often compelled it to shift policy, adjust priorities or even recontextualise its entire 
engagement in contested states (Gashi and Musliu, 2017). 

The thesis analysed the multidimensional impact of contested statehood on the EU’s 
engagement in contested states, showing how complex statehood regimes and geopolitical 
dynamics entangle EU decision- and policymaking in Kosovo, the TRNC and Palestine. The thesis 
answered, ‘how does contested statehood impact the EU’s external action?’ by addressing 
four sub-questions which gauged a different angle of contested statehood and were presented 
in the chapters preceding conclusion. Namely, chapter 2, on Kosovo, discussed ‘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)?’. Chapter 3, on the TRNC, asked ‘what are the unintended consequences 
of the EU’s engagement with contested states?’. Chapter 4 on Palestine inquired ‘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 chapter 5, again on Palestine, discussed ‘how does the 
necropolitical management of the EU enable the demise of contested states?’.

In this conclusion, I summarise the key empirical findings and theoretical contributions 
to the literature, before reflecting broadly on contested states with a set of conclusions that 
could stimulate new ideas and trigger debates in the future research of contested states and 
the EU’s role therein. 

Empirical findings
	 The thesis addressed ‘how does contested statehood impact the EU’s external action?’ 
through four research articles which populate the chapters of this thesis and were analysed 
and contextualised in a given contested statehood environment (Kosovo, the TRNC and 
Palestine). Each one included a sub-question which supported and contributed to answering 
the main research question. 
	 Firstly, I asked how Kosovo’s statehood contestation impacts the role, policies and 
initiatives of the EU and in turn how that influence varies (high/low) depending on the 
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domain it is being exercised in (internal/external sovereignty). To address this question, 
I laid out the core principles of sovereignty and statehood which were then discussed in 
conjunction with Europeanisation debates (Schimmelfennig and Wagner, 2004; Ker-Lindsay, 
2018; Whitman and Wolff, 2012). I argued that sovereignty is not static but rather dynamic 
and relational, in order to explain contested states’ endurance despite residing in the margins 
of the international system (Steinberg, 2009). Although academia often perceives sovereignty 
as a unitary condition, I drew on the work of Krasner (2001) and divided its internal and 
external manifestations to see how the EU and EU MS engage with contested states in a) 
formal, official and politically charged domains (diplomacy); and b) capacity-building and 
technical exchanges (crisis management). For this sub-question and the Kosovan case, this 
was possible only after obtaining some real-life empirical data, everyday interactions and 
unpublished information on the interactions of the EU with Kosovan officials. I conducted 
semi-structured interviews preceded by a survey and document study. The engagement with 
Kosovo captured how a few EU MS persist in turning down Kosovo’s recognition although the 
EU’s broader policy framework supports and reinforces Kosovan institutions in an organised 
and institutionalised way, as manifested by the deployment of the CSDP mission EULEX. 

Based on that complex balance, I endeavoured to see how the EU treats Kosovo on 
the diplomatic stage as opposed to how the EU treats Kosovo in the crisis management domain. 
Namely, while the diplomatic layer is rigid as countries tend to follow stricter approaches 
based on their respective recognition policies, the capacity building/technical realm, far from 
political realities, presents loopholes which contested states often utilise under the pretence 
of technocratic management to boost their sovereign claims. Thus, the empirical contribution 
lies in underscoring that oscillating effect between the diplomatic stream, where contested 
statehood seems to occupy a predominant role in how Kosovo is being perceived and treated 
by EU MS, and the contrasting capacity-building stream, where contested statehood barely 
impacts EU-led institution-building initiatives in Kosovo.

Building on findings of chapter 2, I went further down the path of analysing how 
contested statehood impacts the EU’s engagement with contested states. This time, I focused 
on the EU (rather than on contested states) by discussing how, in the context of contested 
statehood, the EU’s policymaking generates unintended consequences that often go against 
its own declared foreign policy aims and aspirations. To underline that concealed, self-imposed 
impact, I analysed the case of the TRNC, where I asked what the unintended consequences 
of the EU’s engagement with contested states/in cases of contested statehood are. To 
conceptually set the scene for that discussion, I drew on debates on Europeanisation and 
contested statehood (Kyris, 2016; Christiansen, 2005; Bouris and Papadimitriou, 2020) in 
conjunction with the concept of unintended consequences first conceptualized by Vernon 
(1979) and then developed further by Burlyuk (2017).  

To identify unintended consequences, I established the overall intent of the EU in 
Cyprus, analysed the reason why these consequences occur and outlined the EU’s reaction to 
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those based on the level of impact to its engagement. The chapter focused on two landmark 
events in early 2000 and late 2010 which are largely perceived as the occasions when 
reunification came the closest (Karatsioli, 2014). I interviewed Turkish Cypriots, Greek Cypriots, 
Greek and Turkish officials and academics in order to conceptualise the EU’s engagement 
within the context of absolute statehood contestation given the marginal support of the TRNC 
in the international system (recognised only by Turkey). The semi-structured interviews offered 
fresh insights and helped raise new topics of interest that remain overlooked by mainstream 
academic work. I therefore presented that, within the context of contested statehood in 
Cyprus, the EU’s asymmetric and fragmented policymaking established a disproportionate 
imparity between Greek and Turkish Cypriots in Cyprus which went against its own aspiration 
to use the prospect of the EU as a catalyst for reunification. The empirical contribution lies 
in outlining how EU policies amplified divisions, fuelled suspicion and failed to manage inter-
communal expectations, pushing Turkish Cypriots further away from the EU and signalling 
the community’s gradual De-Europeanisation.

Having cast a thorough look on contested statehood’s direct (Kosovo) and indirect 
(TRNC) impact on the EU’s engagement, in chapter 4, I asked how contested states perform 
external statehood and how, through diplomacy, they seek international legitimacy and how 
does international discourse function counterproductively in the pursuit of internationalisation. 
I analysed contested states’ internationalisation campaigns in conjunction with the 
counterproductive role of international discourse towards the process of externalisation. 
I carried out a combined analysis of the agency and international discourse to identify the 
non-linear and often clashing relation between the two which showed how the projection 
of sovereign statehood is the means to achieve sovereignty but a theatre of subordination 
at the same time. To do this, I explored contested statehood through the lens of statehood 
performativity to analyse how contested states develop mechanisms, structures and functions 
to exert and practice statehood (Bouris and Fernández-Molina, 2018, Geldenhuys, 2009; 
Visoka, 2018). 

To operationalise theory, I focused on Palestine as a case study due to its advanced 
external recognition and status (more bilateral recognitions than any other contested state, and 
UN membership). I delved into Palestinian diplomatic practices, rituals, mannerisms and modes 
of interactions with global institutions to understand contested states’ external representation 
toolkit, and most notably the EU’s reaction towards these claims. In particular, I discussed 
Palestinian external statehood performativity, emphasising sovereign manifestations (agency) 
through Palestinian embassies and representation offices abroad. By doing so, I offer new, 
empirical insights into how Palestine organises, projects and externalises its agency, showing 
the unprecedented heights and lengths contested states go to promote their sovereignty. 

Through semi-structured interviews with Palestinian officials and fieldwork in 
Ramallah, Jerusalem and Brussels, I shed light on unknown, unrecorded and innovative 
performances of Palestinian diplomacy which demonstrate how contested states employ 
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diplomatic methods and techniques that make them look sovereign to achieve recognition. 
In chapter 4, the thesis coins these manifestations of sovereignty courtesy of the UN status as 
‘recognition spillovers’ as they are instrumentalised by Palestinian diplomacy to put pressure 
on bilateral relations with countries that do not formally recognise Palestine. Finally, I argued 
that there is a major contradiction in the EU’s external action towards Palestine. The Union is 
willing to informally or formally reciprocate and acknowledge Palestinian sovereign displays 
abroad. However, EU policy shifts when Palestinian statehood performativity is viewed in 
conjunction with the Israeli foreign occupation that the EU is reticent to face or challenge. 
Therefore, I argued that international discourse plays an important role in cancelling Palestinian 
external statehood, thus maintaining Palestine’s status as a subaltern entity and subordinate 
of the international system.

The empirical insights of chapter 4 invited a more meticulous account of the Palestinian 
case focusing on parameters that maintain its contested statehood but, paradoxically, are 
not even remotely linked to typical statehood requirements stipulated by international law. 
The complexity of the Palestinian contested landscape with all the underlying yet prevalent 
conditions compelled me to investigate it further, this time discussing Palestine’s contested 
statehood through a decolonial lens. In chapter 5, co-author Dimitris Bouris and I asked how 
the EU’s necropolitical management enable the demise of contested states. Unlike previous 
chapters, we engaged with decolonial frameworks (Foucault, 1984; Said, 1977, Mbembe, 
2019) to show how the EU discursively promotes the so-called two-state solution while 
at the same time dismantling that prospect materially through politics of delay, racialised 
hierarchies economic and political neutralisation. Approaching Palestine as a case study of 
unfulfilled decolonisation, we delved into the European discourse, seeing contradictions over 
what is preached and what is practised by the EU in Palestine. The focus then shifted to the 
arbitrary interpretation of international law by the EU with selective enforcement of EU law 
and international decisions (UNSCR). We then turned to the economic necropolitics seeing the 
illusive finding of a selective sovereignty highlighting the EU’s hesitation to challenge a post-
colonial economic arrangement that hinders the economic self-determination of Palestinians. 

Finally, we discussed the transformation of Palestine to a space of death where post-
colonial narratives define who has the right to live and who has the right to die (Mbembe, 
2019). This discussion became even more urgent and topical following Israel’s ongoing genocide 
in Gaza (Nijim, 2023; Albanese, 2024; Human Rights Watch, 2024; De Vogli, Montomoli, 
Abu-Sittah, Pappé, 2025). To do that, we performed a contrapuntal reading (Said, 1993) of 
EU official documents and statements to analyse the EU’s inconsistent policymaking towards 
Palestine over time, focusing both on what preceded but also what followed 7 October 2023. 
We offered a substantial critique of the EU’s decision to treat the Israeli illegal occupation 
of Palestine (International Court of Justice, 2024) as a humanitarian issue and we analysed 
how in practice the EU is killing the two-state solution. 
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Contributions to the literature
Although contested states are not a new phenomenon in international politics, 

scholarly interest in them had been scarce until relatively recently (Pegg, 1998; Bahceli et al., 
2004; Lynch, 2004). In the late 2000s, the topic gained traction with emphasis being placed 
on the absence of international recognition or the lack of control over a claimed territory 
(Geldenhuys, 2009; Caspersen and Stansfield, 2011; Caspersen, 2013). Contributing to the 
discussion on contested statehood, this thesis has brought forward novel insights with regard 
to contested states’ existence and functioning as well as the EU’s engagement with them. 
To better understand that effect, I engaged with the literatures on sovereignty, contested 
statehood and Europeanisation, as well as critical literatures on (statehood) performativity 
and necropolitics. This helped to expand the conceptual toolkit of the EU study on contested 
statehood with new angles and theoretical concepts through which the EU’s engagement in 
contested states can be better understood and contextualised. 

Borrowing from existing scholarly work, the thesis acknowledged the different shapes 
and forms of sovereignty (Kalmo, 2010) but went as far as to claim that sovereignty is a 
non-unitary principle with its inherent elements sometimes being non-constitutive or 
presenting different outcomes. Although the literature has explored sovereignty’s modern 
interpretations (Agnew, 1994 and 2005; Forsberg, 1996; Kuus and Agnew, 2008; Sassen, 
2013) as well internal and external manifestations (Krasner, 2001), the thesis has gone a step 
further to claim that sovereignty can also manifest in different ways at the same time. I 
operationalised that assumption with the case of Kosovo where I carried out a two-pronged 
analysis of its contested statehood, thus seeing how sovereignty is legal, diplomatic, 
administrative and technocratic, with various positive and negative implications for contested 
states and actors interacting with them. That said, instead of approaching sovereignty as a 
unitary condition with a uniform effect, I approached internal and external sovereignty in 
silos, treating them as two separate conditions. Although there is no doubt that the external 
and internal manifestations of sovereignty generally interconnect, spill over and often 
transcend one another, this approach facilitated the division and conceptualised the non-linear 
relation of sovereignty’s internal and external dimensions. 

In particular, I approached contested statehood through the lens of diplomacy, 
seeing how Kosovo is perceived by the international community, but also how it navigates 
the international context while remaining contested (Montanaro, 2009). On the other hand, 
I delved into the technical, institution-building stream to detect whether the same pattern 
(like in the case of diplomacy) is prevalent and whether Kosovo is impacted by the lack of 
recognition when receiving support for the strengthening of domestic institutions by the EU. 
The staggering fluctuation on the levels of influence of contested statehood, namely the high 
impact in the diplomatic stream and the marginal implications on the capacity-building 
domain, showed the non-linear streams of Kosovan sovereignty. In turn, I concluded that the 
high influence of contested statehood amplifies complexities in the bureaucratic and network 
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decision-making of the EU abroad, yet in the capacity-building realm, I observed low impact 
in capacity-building activities, with contested statehood barely being noticeable.

The contribution to contested statehood literature lies in conceptualising and 
contextualising the factors that enable or hinder contested states’ longevity in a sovereign 
international system. The research delved into the concept of statehood performativity (Adler 
and Pouliot, 2011; Braun, Schindler and Wille, 2019; Adler-Nissen, 2016; Brundage, 2023; 
Pouliot and Cornut, 2015; Wiseman, 2015), aiming to better understand contested states’ 
strategy and tactics in navigating complex international dynamics (Newman and Visoka, 2018). 
By doing so, I contributed to offering a better understanding of contested states’ semi-sovereign 
mechanisms, structures and capacities as well as unconventional methods for gaining 
legitimacy. In particular, the integration of the performative lens into the scrutiny of contested 
statehood showed how contested states ‘perform the state’ through everyday performances, 
diplomatic practices, rituals, symbols and mannerisms seeking to acquire recognition (Visoka, 
2018; Musliu, 2019; Fartan and Bouris, 2025). 

In addition, the thesis contributes to the literature by presenting how these 
performative displays, or what I have called ‘agency’, are projected abroad to consolidate 
the sovereignty claim of contested states vis-à-vis sovereign actors. The Palestinian case 
contextualised the thesis’ contribution by presenting a series of real-life sovereign (and 
performative) manifestations which have not been fully accounted for by the current literature. 
I mostly referred to how Palestinian officials carry out everyday diplomatic practices, how 
they conduct themselves in the multilateral setting, what rituals and symbols they reproduce 
to gain reciprocity and what protocol-related requirements they would consider acceptable 
in order to participate in a meeting. It also showcased how these are instrumentalised by 
Palestinian diplomacy in a consistent manner to obtain recognition. 

Additionally, the thesis’ contribution to the literature lies in examining the 
internationalisation of agency versus the international discourse, namely the dynamics, 
dominant perceptions and hegemonic narratives shaped by state actors and which shape 
the interstate interaction nowadays. That being said, the thesis contributes with a discussion 
on the relation between agency and discourse. The novel angle is that the thesis has not only 
offered insights into how contested states organise their capacities, political action and exert 
statehood abroad but also how the agency is challenged by international discourse, thus 
demonstrating how these two clash in the context of contested statehood and how they 
compete with one another, resulting in the making and unmaking of external statehood of 
contested states. 

The contribution to the literature on Europeanisation is twofold. The first is 
through the concept of unintended consequences which untangled the research scope of 
Europeanisation in contested states from binary success–no success, impact–no impact 
lenses. Instead, the conceptual engagement with the concept of unintended consequences 
(Vernon, 1979) offered an expanded conceptual width, capturing outcomes that do not 
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form part of the EU’s strategic agenda in contested states and occur without being planned 
or sought. By noticing unintended outcomes and realities, the thesis sheds light on a lesser-
known, underlying stream of influence -that of unintended consequences- that challenges the 
EU’s foreign policy in various ways. The integration of this novel perspective into the analysis 
of Europeanisation in contested states covered the ‘dead angle’ or blind spot of the EU’s 
engagement in areas with contested statehood, as scholarly work has thus far accounted for 
outcomes that are part of the EU’s official agenda and aims. The investigation of a pluriverse 
of outcomes and dependencies that are generated by EU itself in contested states enabled a 
deeper discussion on structural deficiencies, political asymmetries and normative limitations 
of the EU when faced with contested statehood. 

Secondly, taking stock of the already extensive scholarly work on how contested 
states pursue material, symbolic and strategic relations with the EU (Kyris, 2016; Gashi, 2021; 
Newman and Yacobi, 2004), the thesis brought forward the prospect of De-Europeanisation 
(Aydın-Düzgit and Kaliber, 2016). Departing from the assumption that contested states seek 
cooperation with the EU for gaining material and immaterial benefits, the thesis presented how 
domestic priorities, internal circumstances and international dynamics can altogether lead to 
a downgrading of the value of Europeanisation and a growing elevation of De-Europeanisation 
processes. The contribution of the thesis has been to embed the De-Europeanisation angle into 
the EU study on contested states, introducing one more conceptual asset that can meaningfully 
support the process of explaining and understanding the relations of contested states with 
the EU, namely, how contested states disengage from the EU’s cooperation framework and 
pursue other opportunities that can better address their statehood shortcomings, provide 
assurances as regards their survival and expedite the journey to recognition. 

Finally, the thesis has brought forward the pivotal role of colonialism in the study of 
EU engagement in contested states. It has brought decolonial approaches closer to the study 
of contested states connecting the EU’s engagement with the historical legacy of Europe 
(Keukeleire and Lecocq, 2018; Hoijtink and Muehlenhoff, 2020; Fisher-Onar and Nicolaïdis, 
2013), thus highlighting an absent but significant parameter of EU policymaking in contested 
states that explains why EU external action treats similar self-determination campaigns in 
a different manner. The contribution lies in unearthing neocolonial beliefs that drive the 
EU’s engagement in contested states, stretching far beyond the already known powerplays, 
ideological inclinations and strategic interests that define the EU’s external action overall. 
Instead, it has brought forward European postcolonial understandings according to which 
decisions on who is ‘worthy’ of statehood are being determined. To do so, the thesis discussed 
the concept of necropolitics aimed at debunking the EU’s racialised, biased and prejudice 
politics in contested states, hence unearthing how the EU’s politics of delay, hierarchy of 
survival, neoliberal stereotypes and racism impact contested states’ path to sovereignty and 
recognition (Mbembe, 2020). The contribution is therefore the integration of a decolonial 
lens into the study of EU foreign policy in general but also more specifically EU engagement 
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in contested states, which helps reveal how colonial reign and inherent colonial logics and 
narratives hold prevalence in European decision-making when it comes to contested states. 

Conclusion
In this part, I present some key conclusions based on my research on Kosovo, northern 

Cyprus and Palestine. Earlier on in this chapter, I outlined the specific conclusions stemming 
from the four research articles. I now connect those findings with some broader conclusions 
to potentially trigger future academic discussion on contested states or help to explore new 
aspects, dimensions and impact of contested statehood on EU engagement. More specifically, 
I offer some reflections and insights as to how contested states perform sovereignty without 
being sovereign and how they embrace the international system although they seemingly 
contest its rigid boundaries. At the same time, I present the excessive role of international 
law in enabling the subordination of contested states, latent colonial legacies in the EU’s 
engagement in contested states as well as the permanence and usefulness of contested 
statehood in today’s world order. 

Being sovereign without sovereignty
The engagement with Palestine suggested that, in the context of contested statehood, 

the ability to perform sovereign functions is not the exclusive prerogative of sovereign state 
actors, and neither is it an ability stemming from sovereign stature. In reverse engineering, 
diplomatic practices by contested states are claims exerted with the very purpose of achieving 
recognition. I thus bring forward the idea that there is no causality between the state of being 
sovereign and the actual performance of sovereignty. Despite lack of recognition, contested 
states are still able to perform, and are capable of performing, sovereign functions with 
relative success.  

However, in this equation, there was a point which kept me conflicted during the 
PhD journey. Precisely, I could not conclusively answer whether the actor’s stature makes 
a performance sovereign or whether the performative and continuous manifestation of 
sovereignty makes an actor sovereign. Is sovereignty, in other words, a deed that confers 
status or a status that legitimises practice? Instead of offering an absolute answer to this 
long-standing debate, I conclude that it ultimately boils down to the clashing perception of 
sovereignty between state actors and contested states. For instance, for sovereign states which 
already have the status and formal capacity to perform sovereign functions, it is the actor’s 
status that makes a performance sovereign. In this top-down understanding of sovereignty, 
sovereign performance is the extension of an actor’s sovereign stature. This is the reason 
why although certain contested states comply with the legal criteria to statehood, they 
remain contested. The closed club of state actors acknowledges practices performed solely 
by those who are officially and universally recognised as such. Any performance stemming 
from a contested state, even if it is identical to those of sovereign actors, is not recognised 
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as sovereign because sovereignty is contingent on the profile and statehood package of the 
claimant. 

On the other hand, for contested states which are deprived of sovereign stature, it 
is the ability to reiteratively perform sovereignty that makes an actor sovereign. Contested 
states seem to endorse a bottom-up approach as the focus here is placed on ‘earning by 
doing’, and the actual ability of the actor to perform sovereignty supersedes the actor’s 
background. With that in mind, I refrain from endorsing the view that treats contested states 
as deficient entities, as ‘less than’ what sovereign parameters require. Acknowledging the 
dynamic nature of the politics of recognition, I treat them as unrecognised entities that, 
despite their precarious legal and international standing, break and exceed orthodox norms 
to become ‘more than’ what their status compels and forces them to be.

Contested states do not fight the sovereign system, but embrace it
My engagement with the TRNC, Kosovo and Palestine crystalised the perception 

that contested states endorse the international system’s rigid requirements despite being 
seen as revisionist forces by conventional scholarly work. This is because contested states 
approach recognition as a goal, not as a structural constraint. For contested states, lack of 
recognition is a temporal shortcoming associated with a lack of consensus on the international 
level, being totally reversible and a work in progress. Also, contested states stick to the 
traditional Westphalian notion of sovereignty. Although they use unconventional tactics and 
methods to lobby for recognition, namely norm entrepreneurship, recognition spillovers, 
parallel diplomacy and legal and institutional mimicry, their sovereign-like displays follow 
the Westphalian sovereign prototype to the letter as opposed to sovereign states who 
pool functions, merge capacities and assemble or participate in new supranational entities. 
Furthermore, contested states are consistent overachievers when it comes to sovereign 
practices. They build bureaucracies, functions, networks, services and symbols in an identical 
way to those of sovereign states (Visoka, 2019). They organise armed forces, enforce rules 
on borders and ensure the undisrupted operation of centralised authority, while investing 
a lot in projecting symbols, rituals and every other sovereign-like protocol (Černy, 2024). 

The politicisation of international law and the myth of statehood
The engagement with Palestine in Chapters 4 and 5 raised some additional ideas as 

regards contested states’ lack of recognition. Taking as given that only states can recognise 
states, I ask how relevant international law is to achieving statehood in practice. Montevideo 
criteria outline what a state shall have in order to be sovereign, but the codification of those 
principles barely connects with contested states’ campaigns for sovereignty in reality, as 
compliance is insufficient to confer or grant sovereign statehood by itself. I thus argue that 
there is no legal pathway to statehood but only legal foundations through which statehood 
is stipulated, demarcated and exhibited. This assumption is further reinforced if sovereignty 
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gets detangled from recognition for a moment. This thesis understands contested statehood 
as the contestation act over recognition much more than contestation over the statehood 
requirements of a contested state. Unlike statehood, which is rooted in international law, 
recognition is a political act contingent on alliances, power plays, coalitions, international 
discourse and inter-state politics. With that in mind, contested states are deprived of 
sovereignty not necessarily because of internal or external statehood deficiency but because 
their claims often lack political backing and support from the international community. This 
reduces statehood criteria to a technocratic façade used arbitrarily by state actors to grant 
or dismiss access, but in reality, maintains a system in which the political nature of recognition 
often supersedes legal compliance, downgrading the latter to ‘optionalism’.

Work by Imseis (2023) and Ribeiro (2009) sheds additional light on this deliberation, 
as both the UN and international law are often utilised to sustain subalternity and contested 
statehood through multilateralism. State actors, being gatekeepers of the international system, 
decide on recognition, but also instrumentalise international law to control access. That 
access is barely associated with statehood requirements but instead functions as a shield 
that protects the rule of sovereign states, thus preserving state hegemony. That said, 
decision-making is politically charged and exclusively focused on contested states’ 
self-determination origins, background of the claimant, position of major international actors 
and broader geopolitical environment that surrounds each contested statehood case. See 
for instance the sovereign stature of small Caribbean islands such as Haiti, which can barely 
control their territories or even represent themselves in the UN due to scarce resources 
(Constantinou and McConnell, 2023), or even Afghanistan, Syria, Libya or Yemen, whose 
defected sovereignty as a result of civil wars and foreign interventions were neither contested 
nor de-recognised (Visoka, 2024). In contrast, contested states with advanced international 
status (Palestine) or solid internal state mechanisms (Kosovo) remain at the sidelines of the 
international system for reasons that go beyond statehood requirements, showing the 
politicisation of international law and the myth of statehood, served and sustained by the 
western-backed international discourse. 

The permanence and usefulness of contested statehood in today’s world order
My engagement with the TRNC showed how contested states serve a far greater 

role in the international system, in the service of sovereign actors. First and foremost, the 
shortcomings of contested states reaffirm the superior role and status of sovereign actors. 
Contested statehood brings forward an unspoken hierarchy where some enjoy privilege, 
visibility, legitimacy and power whereas others remain deficient and unlawful with no leverage. 
Contested states seem to function as pawns of the international system reaffirming the 
superiority of sovereign actors and their uncontested steering role in international public 
affairs. They often function as buffer zones where state entities project their actorness and 
test their capacities. They often appear to be laboratories absorbing systemic tensions, state 
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competition and conflicts which otherwise would have reached the territories of sovereign 
actors. In addition, contested states offer a breeding ground for the operationalisation of 
state actors’ diplomatic capabilities. They function as windows of opportunities for states who 
want to reposition themselves in the international scene, increase their leverage and gain 
comparative advantage over other antagonising actors by often, willingly or not, becoming 
proxies. 

To that end, I argue that a) recognition becomes a powerful tool, and it is often a 
bargaining chip that state actors use, not necessarily taking into consideration the needs of 
contested states but the broader pursuit of achieving their strategic interests vis-à-vis their 
competitors. Consider, for instance, the EU’s engagement in Cyprus, where the Union’s 
attention is concentrated on integrationist approaches and re-unification, thus making Cyprus 
(as a whole) an EU member in the rapidly evolving and turbulent geopolitical reality of 
the South-East Mediterranean. Alternatively, consider its engagement in Kosovo, where 
the EU offers a potential membership prospect to Kosovo for the purpose of preventing 
disproportionate influence by other major actors in its backyard that could potentially steer 
Kosovo towards different governance models and/or push it further away from the EU’s 
aspiration of making Western Balkans states members of the EU in the near future. And 
b) I argue that contested statehood is not an anomaly in the international system but a 
permanent, structural feature, not exclusively attributed to contested states’ resilience and 
gradual evolvement into effective political entities, but also to the sovereign actors’ strategic 
agenda in maintaining contested statehood for their own best interests. Consider, for instance, 
Russian and Chinese policy on Kosovo, whereby both countries exercise their influence to 
prevent lifting, repealing or modifying UNSCR 1244 unless Serbian interests are fully preserved. 
Alternatively, consider the EU’s engagement towards Palestine where the pseudo-technocratic 
management of the results and consequences of the illegal Israeli occupation is preferred 
over actual and genuine support for the two-state solution, as otherwise the partnership of 
the EU with Israel could be damaged and unsettle the trade, political and financial exchanges 
between the two parties. 

The latent colonial policies and legacies in contested states
Lastly, all three case studies highlighted the supreme role of colonial reign, either 

as an impeding factor of recognition or as an element that facilitates and enables colonial 
subordination implicitly. In Palestine, failed decolonisation paved the way for Israel’s illegal 
occupation, leading to the blatant violation of international law and human rights for decades. 
In Kosovo, although UNSCR 1244 aimed to help the country find its feet after the Yugoslav 
wars, it now resembles a post-modern colonial rule preventing Kosovo from moving beyond 
international supervision and tutelage. Cyprus, despite the RoC’s universal recognition (except 
for Turkey), has not managed to waive the Treaty of guarantors (UK, Greece and Turkey) 
which, for some, ensures the safety and security of the two communities on the island, but 
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at the same time seems to result in geopolitical entanglements (Greek-Turkish disputes) and 
power plays that hinder a meaningful dialogue on the island. Thus, I argue that neocolonialism 
seems to be evidently present in sovereign actors’ role, policies and strategic thinking towards 
contested states, with the convenience of temporary management being favoured over costly 
settlements at times. 
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